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This one is for Jem, for the joyful beginnings;
for Henry, for the perfect middles;
and for Juno, for the happily ever afters.









CHAPTER ONE


A BOOKWORM THROUGH AND THROUGH
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The books were talking again. In whispers, all hushed and anxious. My ears pricked up, but only a few words stood out from the rustle of pages and ink, and those words were trouble and danger and warn her.


Which seemed unnecessarily dramatic for a drippy, dreary Monday morning in May. Trouble and danger were supposed to come on dark and stormy Thursday nights in December, when the moon was no more than a sliver in the sky and frost had spiderwebbed its way over the windowpanes. Monday mornings in May, on the other hand, were good for nothing more than grey splutters of rain and soggy lettuce in my sandwiches.


I mumbled as much to An Incomplete Guide to Good Manners, which happened to be the book propped open under my cheek, but the book only tutted disapprovingly and said, ‘You drool in your sleep. Did you know that? Because I can tell you that poor page one hundred and fifty-two knows it only too well.’


‘I’ll make it up to you,’ I promised sleepily, too tired to even open my eyes.


I’d almost drifted back to sleep, with the rustle of the whispering books in the background, when the voice of The Pocket Compendium of Poisons suddenly rose above the others. ‘There’s trouble afoot,’ she hissed, sharp as a paper cut. ‘Make no mistake, it’s almost at our door. We have to warn her.’


‘That’ll just frighten her, dear,’ came the sweet, gentle voice of Lady Firoza’s Encyclopaedia of Flowers.


‘She should be afraid,’ said Poisons. ‘That’s the whole point of a warning, you disgraceful softie.’


‘Dial back the venom, darling,’ Lady Firoza replied placidly. ‘Warning her will do no good. You know what she’s like.’


There was a pause, and then Poisons said, with grudging agreement, ‘Then we should warn the parents.’


‘They don’t hear us.’ That was the deep, gruff voice of The Fantastical Bestiary. ‘They never do.’


‘We’ll have to be louder. We’ll have to make them hear us.’


Wait a minute. I pried one groggy eye open. You know what she’s like. That was what Lady Firoza had said. What was that supposed to mean? What did they think I was like? And what did it have to do with the mysterious thing they wanted to warn me about?
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I felt betrayed. These books were the ones who understood me. At least, they were supposed to. They weren’t supposed to be the ones who said things like You know what she’s like in a way that definitely didn’t sound like a compliment.


‘Vanya?’


The sound of my name, and the hand on my shoulder, brought me fully awake. I lifted my head off the pages of Good Manners, which prompted a snarky cry of ‘Oh, thank Gutenberg!’ from the book, and blinked groggily up at the tall, rumpled, geeky man standing over me, his brown eyes glinting behind his glasses.


‘Hi, Dad,’ I said, stifling a yawn. ‘What time is it?’


‘Quarter past seven.’ Dad gave me a wry look. ‘This is the third time in a week, cherub. You can’t keep sneaking down here in the middle of the night and dozing off. You’ll do your neck in.’


‘Her neck?’ Good Manners repeated indignantly. ‘What about me? Have you seen the drool she left behind?’


Dad didn’t react. He and Mum never seemed to hear the books, so I pretended I couldn’t hear them, either. I couldn’t bear to admit, even to them, that there was yet another thing about me that wasn’t like everyone else.


‘I like it here,’ I said. ‘Maybe if we moved all these books to my bedroom, I’d stay up there all night.’


‘These books,’ Dad said, looking amused, ‘are rare, priceless pieces of art, as you well know, and must stay right here in the annexe. They cannot live in a ten-year-old’s bedroom.’


‘An eleven-year-old’s bedroom,’ I reminded him. It had only been eight days since my eleventh birthday, so Mum and Dad still slipped up out of habit.


‘So it is,’ said Dad. ‘Obnoxious of you, really, to keep growing like this.’


I grinned. All my joints popped and my muscles protested as I stood up, almost knocking over the chair I’d fallen asleep in. Even standing, I still had to look up at Dad. I was on the smaller side for my age, but not that small. He was just really tall. Like a beanstalk.


Dad shut the book I’d been reading, eyeing the cover dubiously. ‘An Incomplete Guide to Good Manners. Really? It’s no wonder you fell asleep.’


The book let out an affronted sputter, but Dad wasn’t wrong: it was old, outdated, and very, very boring. ‘It only arrived yesterday,’ I said, shrugging. ‘I thought I’d give it a go.’


I glanced at the wall shelf above the desk, where The Pocket Compendium of Poisons, Lady Firoza’s Encyclopaedia of Flowers, and The Fantastical Bestiary were stacked with about a dozen other old, dusty tomes. They’d gone quiet since Dad had woken me, but I could practically see Poisons quivering with suppressed urgency.


I’d been eight or nine years old when I’d first started hearing the books. I had always loved this little annexe, tucked at the back of my parents’ bookshop, with its old stone walls, wood shelves, and the oak desk in the corner with the faded tan armchair that was so comfy to sit on. We lived right above the bookshop, but I had more memories of being down here than I did of being up there. Mum and Dad had always let me have the run of the place. They knew that even when I was distracted (I was always distracted), or in a rush (I was always in a rush because I could never keep track of time), or in a temper (that happened sometimes), I would never, ever be careless with the books. They were safe with me.


Aside from a little drool now and then.


The books in the bookshop, in the twisty, quirky, low-ceilinged front room where people wandered in and out all day, never talked. My schoolbooks never talked. Other books in other bookshops I’d been to never talked. It was only ever these few books in the annexe, the ones that arrived in the dead of night every few months, the ones that were kept behind a door and away from the public. Their voices had sounded like nothing more than white noise to me at first, just a rustle of paper and the wet slick of ink, and I hadn’t thought much of it. Then, weeks later, I started noticing actual, proper words coming out of the noise.


When the books had found out I could hear them, they’d been delighted to have someone else to talk to, but they’d fallen quickly into the habit of going quiet whenever Mum or Dad was in the annexe with us. They had realized it was almost impossible for me to act normal and talk to other people if I was constantly distracted by whatever they were saying.


But now, habit or not, I could tell Poisons was about to crack. I wouldn’t mind if she did; I wanted to know what she and the others had meant when they’d mentioned trouble and danger, even though, knowing them, they were probably just being dramatic. Mostly, I wanted to know what they’d meant by You know what she’s like.


‘Vanya!’ That was Mum’s exasperated voice, floating down from our flat above the shop. She’d probably called my name a few times already and I’d been too busy inside my own head to hear her. As usual. ‘Vanya Vallen! Get up here and get dressed before you’re late for school again!’


‘Off you go, pup,’ said Dad, wincing sheepishly. I assumed he hadn’t heard her first few attempts, either. He was almost as bad as me.


Dad loved nicknames. The weirder and sillier, the better. Cherub and pup were actually pretty normal by his standards. I’d been called Gruffalo cupcake, chocolate sprinkle, monkey toes, and, on one memorable occasion in the middle of a garden centre, he’d called me his pint-sized huntress, which had earned him a few side-eyes from little old ladies buying armfuls of plant pots and a glare so furious and Medusa-like from Mum that I was honestly amazed he hadn’t turned to stone on the spot.


He’d never repeated that one.


Just outside the annexe, a tucked-away flight of stairs led up to our flat. I clomped barefoot up the creaky steps, opened our front door, and stuck my head in the doorway to the little kitchen. ‘Sorry,’ I said sheepishly.


‘You’d think I’d be used to it by now,’ Mum said good-naturedly, rolling her eyes at me over her shoulder. She was at the counter, her back to the doorway, her left arm stretched awkwardly above her head as she tried to open the cupboard where we kept the tea. ‘Ow. Ow. Ow.’


I watched her anxiously. Today was a bad day for her. She could never raise her right arm over her head, but she could usually reach the tea with her left. On days like today, though, the old, knotted pink scar that ran from her right shoulder all the way down to the bottom of her back hurt more than it did most other days.


I often saw the top of the scar peeking out of Mum’s shirts when her back was turned, but I’d only ever seen the whole scar once. She had never told me how she’d got it, just that she’d had it since she was nineteen years old. I’d tried asking Dad, but he’d just said it was Mum’s business and it was up to her to tell me if she wanted to.


‘Mum, let me get the tea,’ I said quickly. I stood on my toes to reach the cupboard, my fingertips grasping the box of teabags inside. I pulled it out and put it down on the counter. ‘I can make it if you want to sit down.’


‘No, Vanya, you cannot,’ said Mum, picking up the kettle and moving it out of my reach like she thought I might hold it hostage. ‘What you can do is get ready for school before I get yet another phone call from Kelly about your chronic tardiness.’


I scowled. She scowled back. Our scowls were very alike, but hers won. I could never hold mine in place for long.


People who met us for the first time always said I was a miniature version of my mother. I could kind of see what they meant. Dad was tall and loose and always thrumming with energy, which made him seem even bigger than he was. Mum and I, on the other hand, were smaller, quieter and tightly wound, our shoulders always just a little stiff. She was more willowy and graceful than me, but maybe I’d be more like that when I was older. And while all three of us had dark brown eyes and dark brown hair, Dad’s skin was a deep goldeny brown, while Mum and I were more like a light brownish gold. The heart shape of our faces and the curl at the ends of our hair were practically identical. Dad always seemed full of light, open to the world and excited about everything, but in Mum and me, it was like the light needed a lot of coaxing to show itself.


I left Mum to it. Out in the hallway, my bedroom door stood open. There were gold stickers on the outside of the door, spelling out Lavanya in shiny block letters. I hadn’t used my full name in forever, but I’d never peeled the first two stickers off. I kept meaning to, but like a lot of things I kept meaning to do, I’d just never got round to doing it.


I kicked off my pyjamas and picked my way across my room, sidestepping all the unfinished projects on the floor. I fished my scratchy school uniform out of my wardrobe, put it on reluctantly, and went back to the kitchen to eat a slice of toast smothered in lavender jam.


Mum was now at the table, her hands wrapped around her cup of tea. She smiled. ‘Tea can fix just about anything,’ she said, taking a blissful sip as I crammed almost the whole slice of toast into my mouth. Even from the other side of the table, I could smell the spices in her cup. ‘When I was little, my mother would—’


She stopped abruptly, looking shocked, like she couldn’t believe she’d been so careless. I knew she wouldn’t continue.


She cleared her throat. ‘Never mind. Don’t forget to brush your teeth before you leave.’


I forgot a lot of things, like half the shopping list if I didn’t write it down, or the date of a test if I didn’t put it in my laptop’s Reminders app, or, sometimes, even something as basic as brushing my teeth.


‘Did you email the school?’ I asked Mum. ‘With the paperwork from the GP?’


‘Last night.’


‘Miss Gatsby won’t like it,’ I sighed. ‘She doesn’t approve of labels.’


‘Well, I don’t approve of Miss Gatsby, so there,’ Mum said crossly. I giggled. ‘Of all the brilliant teachers at that school, how you got stuck with her is beyond me . . .’


I had ADHD, and after a lot of long, incredibly boring tests and assessments, we now had paperwork confirming it. This was supposed to be a good thing, because it meant that a lot of the things I’d thought were me being lazy and just a bit rubbish (forgetting things, lying on my bed doing nothing even when I knew I had stuff to do, daydreaming, etcetera, etcetera) weren’t actually lazy or rubbish at all. They were just the way my brain worked. My GP told me my teachers would understand, but my GP had obviously never met Miss Gatsby.


‘Speaking of Miss Gatsby, your homework was still on your desk when I checked in on you last night,’ Mum went on, tweaking my nose. ‘Don’t forget to take it with you.’


I finished my toast, brushed my teeth, put one shoe on, and spent five minutes looking for the other shoe. (It was in my box of LEGO bricks. How?!)


On my way out of the flat, I spotted a familiar sight in the open kitchen window: a snow-white mongoose. It sat on the sill, sunning itself. Its adorably chubby face turned in my direction and a pair of big brown eyes met mine. I raised one hand in a wave, and the mongoose raised one paw and waved back. It winked.


‘The mongoose is back,’ I said to Mum, who was now on her second cup of tea.


She didn’t turn to look, but her shoulders went stiffer than usual and the corners of her mouth tightened. ‘I should drop it off at the shelter,’ she said idly.


There was a snort from the mongoose.


‘Mum, you do know it’s super weird that a mongoose a) is in this country, b) is white’ – I ticked each item off on my fingers – ‘and c) is capable of waving and winking at me?’


‘I’m not a zoologist, Vanya,’ Mum said, shrugging. ‘For all we know, this could be normal for a mongoose.’


I scoffed and picked my school satchel up off the floor. ‘If you say so. See you later.’


Mum opened her eyes. Her face softened. ‘Love you,’ she said, like she always did. ‘Don’t forget the rules.’


‘I won’t,’ I said, like I always did. ‘Love you, too.’


I’d been making the ten-minute walk to school by myself for at least six months now, but Mum never let me leave the house without reminding me of the rules.


Walk straight there and back. Don’t follow any strangers, no matter how prettily they sing. And never, ever set foot in the Gildencroft.


We lived in the middle of Norwich, which was probably one of the quieter, mellower cities in Britain, but still, the first rule was the kind of thing a lot of parents said to their kids. The second and third rules? Definitely not the kind of thing a lot of parents said to their kids. I had no idea why Mum was afraid I might go off with any stranger, let alone a singing one, and as for the Gildencroft, well, that made no sense, either.


The Gildencroft was a small, old part of the city about a mile away from the bookshop. As far as I knew, it had a park and some historic houses and was basically no different from any other part of Norwich. And for some reason, I was forbidden to go near it.


Like the white mongoose and the scar on Mum’s back, the Gildencroft was just one more question to which I never got any straight answers.


The books were whispering urgently amongst themselves as I bounded down the stairs and passed the open door to the annexe. Instead of going in to see them like I wanted to, I turned the other way. ‘Love you, Dad!’ I called as I left the bookshop through the front door.


‘Love you, mushroom!’ came a muffled yell from somewhere in the back. ‘Go be a superhero!’


Dad was so cringey.


Fat, cold droplets of rain splattered the top of my head as I jogged down the cobblestone street, my long hair blowing wildly in the wind and my satchel bouncing against my back. I paused to pet the lazy black cat that could often be found dozing on a sunny wall near the shop. It didn’t seem to care about the drizzle. My mind jumped around like it always did, darting like a hummingbird from one thought to the next.


You know what she’s like.


Those words gnawed at me, like a mouse chewing at the edges of a wedge of cheese, because it was something people only ever said about me when they were exasperated or annoyed. It was what Katie Prendergast had said when she and I had been paired up for a project in computing. It was what my mother had said to my father the time I’d gone to the supermarket and forgotten the pasta. It was what my teachers wrote in every school report.


The books in the annexe weren’t supposed to say it, too.


I was literally at the school gates when it hit me, all of a sudden, that I’d forgotten my homework. The exact thing Mum told me not to forget.


I turned around and ran. It was going to take me at least twenty minutes to get all the way home, get my homework, and run back, but I was pretty sure that I’d get in less trouble for being late than I would for not handing in my homework.


As I hurtled up to the front door of the bookshop, something in the pane of glass caught my eye. I stopped short. It was a rustic wooden sign with a rainbow painted across the top and the words sorry, we’re closed! printed underneath in white letters.


Closed? At a quarter past nine on a Monday morning? Dad always opened the shop at bang on nine o’clock.


I tried the door. It opened.


And suddenly, all I could hear were the voices of the books.


They were screaming.









CHAPTER TWO


THE MONSTER AT THE DOOR
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I stood rooted to the spot for one awful, horrified second. Then I ran, letting the bookshop door slam shut behind me. The shop looked normal. The bookshelves, armchairs and mugs were scattered exactly as they’d been when I left. It made it somehow seem even more horrible that somewhere at the back, the books in the annexe were screaming.


I was just a few feet away from the annexe door, which stood partly ajar, when I tripped over something lying across the floor.


I caught myself just in time, landing on my hands rather than on my face. As I pushed myself up to my knees, I saw a number of things very quickly: the annexe seemed fine, yet the books were still crying out; one of the steps leading up to the flat had been splintered straight down the middle; and the door at the top of the steps was open.


Then I twisted round to see what had tripped me up, and my whole body went cold.


‘Dad?’ I almost choked on the word, my heart pounding. Dad lay sprawled between the annexe and the stairs, his glasses askew and his eyes closed. There was blood on the side of his face. ‘Dad! Dad, are you okay?’


Please, please, please. He had to be okay.


His eyelids flickered. One hand reached up to grasp my wrist. I almost crumpled in relief. Dad let out a low groan. His grip around my wrist tightened. ‘Run,’ he croaked.


‘What?’


‘Now.’ I’d never seen him like this, all rasping and panicky. ‘Go, Vanya. Please.’


That was when it hit me: the books were saying the same thing. In my shock and confusion, I hadn’t noticed that they weren’t just screaming. They were screaming at me to run.


‘They’re so loud.’ Dad winced like he had a headache, turning his head in the direction of the annexe door.


‘You can hear them?’


His eyes snapped back to me. ‘You have to get out of here, love.’


Slowly, my skin prickling with cold and goose bumps, my eyes moved from the blood on his face to the broken step in the flight of stairs to the open front door of our flat.


‘Where’s Mum?’


‘Vanya, don’t.’


But I was already standing up. I was cold and trembling, but my feet moved. One step, then another. I put one foot on the bottom stair.


‘Get away, you silly girl!’ Poisons shrieked from the annexe. ‘Run while you still have a chance!’


‘Vanya, please,’ Lady Firoza begged. ‘Listen to your father. Don’t go up there.’


I took the stairs one by one, carefully stepping over the splintered wood. Behind me, Dad tried to grab my ankle, but I was already out of reach. The roar of my heart drowned out his voice, the voices of the books, everything.


Where was my mother?


I was at the top of the stairs, in the little strip of shadow between the stairs and the front door, when a terrible, unearthly voice almost split my head in two.


‘We had a deal, archwitch.’ There were teeth, claws and rage in that voice. A cold, ancient kind of horribleness that hit just the right frequency to spear right into my skull. My head throbbed, my vision going white, but I clenched my fingers on the doorframe and held myself upright.


‘It wasn’t us.’


Relief flooded through me. That was Mum’s voice. If she was speaking, she had to be okay. She sounded scared, but mostly, she sounded angry and that made me feel a lot better.


‘Don’t lie to me,’ the horrible voice snarled. ‘I’d know the stink of an archwitch anywhere.’


‘I don’t know who came after you,’ Mum said. ‘I’m not one of them anymore. I haven’t broken our agreement. No one in this house has ever set foot in the Gildencroft.’


My mind reeled.


And never, ever set foot in the Gildencroft.


There was no time to puzzle out anything I was hearing. Mum was still talking.


‘Please.’ There was fury in her voice, but also panic. ‘It wasn’t us. Please just go.’


‘An archwitch, begging?’ Suddenly, the other voice sounded amused. ‘Oh, I see. You’re trying to protect her. Your little archling.’ There was a soft laugh that sounded like the creak of a rusty door in a storm. ‘Too late.’


The front door was torn violently off its hinges, and I stumbled back a step as a monster smiled down at me.


‘Good afternoon, Vanya Vallen,’ it said in that ancient, wicked voice. ‘Won’t you come in?’


I obeyed, each movement as mechanical as clockwork. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. I could only do as I was told.


The monster looked like a shadow, its proportions unnaturally elongated, its arms thin and spindly, its legs too stretched, its neck twice as long as a person’s. It towered above me. Its skin was a pale, almost silvery grey. It wore a striped suit and a crisp silver tie. It had no visible hair, eyes or nose. But there was a mouth, stuffed with several rows of sharp teeth, and there was another mouth in each palm of its hands, thin-lipped and gaping black, crammed with more clicking, snapping teeth.


‘Vanya,’ Mum said hoarsely, and I tore my wide eyes away from the monster. Mum stood stiffly at the other end of the hallway, the monster between us, and there was real fear on her face now. ‘Why aren’t you at school? Why did you come back?’


I couldn’t speak. I felt as cold as death.


All three of the monster’s mouths smiled. ‘Shall we get started?’
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One of the monster’s hands reached for my throat, but Mum was faster. She seized the old, cracked table lamp that had been sitting on the side table for as long as I could remember and threw it at the monster. It bounced harmlessly off the creature’s long, egg-shaped skull and crashed to the floor, shattering into a dozen pieces, but it had the effect Mum must have wanted: the monster turned away from me, and turned to her.


‘Run!’ Mum shouted, diving forward. Her left hand snatched at something glittering amongst the shards of the table lamp.


A dagger? Mum had hidden a dagger in our table lamp?


As soon as Mum’s hand closed around the hilt of the dagger, it burst into flames.


I let out a shocked squeak. Mum held the dagger aloft, her eyes fixed on the monster. She was ferocious. Then I looked at the dagger again and saw that I’d been wrong about the flames. The knife just looked like it was on fire because its blade was glowing with a living, fiery, golden light.


The monster let out another rusty laugh and swiped at her with one of those terrible toothy hands. Mum dodged the blow and glared fiercely at me. ‘For God’s sake, run, Vanya!’


I turned, stumbling for the stairs, but I’d barely taken two steps when I heard a familiar cry of pain.


I spun back, terrified, and watched as Mum’s left arm dropped. She was in too much pain. Her scar had pulled and twisted too far. Her muscles twitched, her face blanched, and the dagger fell from her spasming hand. By the time it hit the floor, its fiery light had gone out.


‘Mum!’


‘No!’ She gave me a furious, frantic shake of the head. ‘Just go. I’m fine. I promise. I’ll be fine.’


The monster grinned and reached for her.


I was supposed to run, but I didn’t. I darted sideways into the kitchen. Out in the hallway, there was a thump and Mum let out another cry of pain. Rage bubbled up inside me, and turned the frightened trembling of my body into a wild, angry sort of energy.


I turned just in time to see the monster appear in the kitchen doorway. I grabbed at the first thing I could reach, which happened to be a chair, and swung it with all my strength. My arms shuddered in pain from the impact, and the chair snapped in two.


To my horror, the monster only let out a creaky chuckle. ‘That was a good try, archling,’ it said, carelessly brushing pieces of splintered wood off its suit. My head throbbed from the sound of its voice. Hadn’t the chair hurt it at all? Could this impossible creature even be hurt? ‘Better luck next time.’


The same vicious, toothy hand closed around my throat. Dad was hurt. Mum was hurt. Something impossible and terrible had happened, and I couldn’t make any sense of it. I was alone. And I couldn’t do anything to help Mum, or Dad, or myself. My eyes streamed as air stuttered to a halt halfway down my throat, and I gasped like a fish out of water.


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a streak of white. There was a high, furious growl, like the sound a small fox might make. Abruptly, the hand around my neck was gone and my knees almost buckled as air rushed back into my lungs.


A snow-white mongoose had its tiny teeth clamped around the monster’s hand. The monster snarled in rage, trying to shake the mongoose off, but the little thing held fast. Then, with a final chomp, the mongoose released the monster and dropped lightly to the floor of the kitchen. The monster made a grab for it, leaving me an opening to get past it and back to Mum.


‘Hurry, Vanya!’ the mongoose called, her voice urgent and fierce and a little bit like Mum’s. ‘The dagger! Get the dagger!’


There was no time to even be shocked that the mongoose could speak. I dashed out of the kitchen and ran to Mum, who lay half-twisted on the floor and was trying in vain to reach the dagger.


‘I can’t get up,’ Mum whispered, her eyes glazed with pain. She looked past me and I saw the reflection of the monster looming behind me. ‘I can’t get my back to turn. You’ll have to hand me the dagger.’


I reached past her, picked up the dagger, and watched in amazement as the blade burst into bright, glowing light.


I turned, just as the monster came up behind me, and buried the dagger in its chest.


There was a beat of terrifying, stunned silence. The monster looked down at the hilt of the knife. All three mouths bared their teeth.


And then the monster exploded into dazzling golden light.


The light burned right into my eyeballs. I flinched away and squeezed my eyes shut. One of Mum’s hands held mine. I gripped it tightly.


When I opened my eyes, the dagger lay on the floor. The monster and its rows of teeth were gone.


‘Did . . .’ My voice trembled. ‘Did I kill it?’


‘No,’ said Mum, her voice ragged with pain. ‘You just stopped it for a little while. Old Ones can’t be killed. In a few months, or a few years, somewhere in the world, it’ll be back.’


I helped her sit up, my hands shaking. ‘What was it?’


‘That was the Gildencroft Bogey.’ Mum winced as she leaned against the wall. ‘A creature as old as the world. They call it El Cuco in parts of Latin America. Mörkö in Finland. In the part of India where I grew up, we called it Goggayya. But you,’ she added tiredly, ‘probably know it best as the Bogeyman.’


I gave a sharp shake of my head, like maybe I hoped everything she was saying would fall right back out of my brain. ‘It knew you,’ I said. And never, ever set foot in the Gildencroft. ‘It spoke to you. And you hid that dagger in our lamp.’


‘Go check on your dad,’ she said.


I stood, turned and almost trod on the snow-white mongoose.


‘Careful, sweetie,’ said the mongoose. She sat up on her hind legs, licked one of her front paws, and raised one eyebrow at Mum. ‘Well? Aren’t you going to introduce us?’


Mum closed her eyes briefly, and sighed. ‘Vanya, this is Victory,’ she said. ‘My familiar.’












CHAPTER THREE



ARCHWITCHES, ARCHLINGS AND OTHER THINGS BEGINNING WITH A
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Familiar. Bogey. Archwitch. Old One. Archling.


The words spun around my mind, over and over, like sugar twirling around a cotton candy stick.


I was used to impossible things. A snow-white mongoose that appeared in our flat every now and then, winking at me. Books that could speak. Impossible things were normal for me.


But what had just happened, right here in the bookshop I’d called home all my life, was mind-boggling. I couldn’t make any sense of it.


The Bogeyman was real. I’d banished it with a fiery dagger that my mother had kept hidden in our table lamp. The Bogeyman knew my mother. A mongoose had saved my life. My mother knew the mongoose. The mongoose could speak.


Nope. My brain disapproved. It rebelled. It wasn’t having any of it.


Gold sunlight slanted across my bed and stabbed me in the eyes. I had been banished to my bedroom. After I’d been introduced to Victory, the mongoose, I’d run downstairs to check on Dad. He was just staggering to his feet, a handkerchief pressed to his bleeding head, when I flew down the stairs and he crushed me in a hug. The books in the annexe had let out relieved, soothing sounds, though Poisons had expressed serious doubts about my good sense.


I’d wanted Mum and Dad to go to the hospital, but they had both soundly rejected that suggestion. They were fine, they’d insisted. There was nothing wrong with either of them that a bath and a cup of tea wouldn’t fix. I’d been incredulous, but arguing had been useless.


So Mum had made tea, Dad had put the front door more or less back on its hinges, and most of the mess had been cleared up. Meanwhile, Victory had perched on the kitchen counter, nibbling a biscuit, and Mum had handed me a bag of frozen peas to wrap awkwardly around my bruised neck. I could tell she and Dad were shaken, but unlike me, they weren’t shocked. They were just getting on with things, as if . . .


. . . as if they’d done it before.


‘Are you a witch?’ I’d asked Mum.


‘What? No, of course not.’


‘He called you an archwitch.’


‘An archwitch is not a witch.’


‘Then what is it?’


‘Vanya,’ Dad had said gently, his left leg bobbing up and down under the table. He could never stay still. ‘Not now, tumbleweed. Later.’


So here I was.


No, I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t keep lying here, without answers, with a monster’s face waiting behind my eyelids every time I closed my eyes.


I stomped out of my room. Mum and Dad were in the kitchen. Mum had her phone in her hand. ‘Vanya, I thought I told you to stay—’


‘I have to get to school.’


Mum stared at me in disbelief. ‘You what?’


Dad interrupted before I could reply. ‘It’s okay. I’ll walk with you.’ He gave Mum a small nod, and she nodded back like she understood whatever silent message he’d sent her in their annoying, secret grown-up language. ‘Ready?’


I watched Dad surreptitiously as we left the bookshop. He was loping along, as chipper as ever, and I couldn’t understand it.


‘You’re being so you,’ I said. It sounded like an accusation. ‘How are you not more upset?’


‘I’m extremely upset,’ Dad said calmly. ‘I’m also scared. Relieved. Livid you went up those stairs instead of running away like I told you to.’


‘Mum needed help.’


‘Your mother and I agreed a long time ago that you would come first.’


‘I didn’t agree to that.’


He smiled. ‘I know that, too. And for what it’s worth, I’m over the moon that we’re all okay.’ He put an arm around me, squeezing gently. ‘The reason I’m being so me right now is because this is how I cope. When something big and terrible happens, I don’t feel it straightaway. I have a cup of tea. Run the bookshop. Finish paperwork. Normal things. They give me the space I need to breathe. Then, later, that’s when I really feel everything that happened.’


‘Is that what I’m doing right now?’ I asked, startled by how much I related to that. ‘Is that why I decided to go to school?’


‘I think so. And there’s nothing wrong with that. You cope however you need to. Just remember to give yourself the time to properly feel it later, okay?’


‘I’d cope better if I had answers,’ I couldn’t help pointing out.


‘And you’ll get them,’ Dad promised me.


By the time we got to school, I was almost two hours late, but Kelly, the receptionist, was more concerned than cross.


‘It’s my fault, I’m afraid,’ Dad said cheerfully. ‘I took a clumsy tumble down the stairs and poor Vanya spent most of the morning at the hospital with me.’


‘Oh goodness, don’t worry at all,’ Kelly said. ‘I’m so glad everything’s okay. Let me get Miss Gatsby.’


‘You want her to see me, don’t you?’ Dad chuckled. ‘She can’t exactly argue with the man with a big fat Band-Aid on his forehead.’


Kelly went pink, but didn’t deny it. She reached for the school phone and called my classroom. A few minutes later, Miss Gatsby appeared and squinted at Dad from behind her enormous owl-like glasses. ‘Do I know you?’


‘Shiv,’ Dad prompted.


‘Shiv who?’


‘Really, Mildred?’ Dad rolled his eyes. ‘Vanya’s been here seven years and you’re still pretending you have no idea who I am? How many of the kids in this school even have brown dads?’


I choked back a giggle. The brown dads thing was too much for Miss Gatsby and she wilted immediately. ‘Ahem, yes. Of course. Mr. Vallen. Apologies for not recognizing you. Well, come along, Vanya. You’re just in time to join us for the chemistry experiment.’


My heart sank. ‘Miss Gatsby, about that . . .’


Miss Gatsby sighed. ‘What now?’


Dad left, and my nerve almost left with him, but I forced myself to finish my sentence. ‘It’s just that the lab coats are really itchy . . .’


‘Don’t be awkward, Vanya,’ Miss Gatsby huffed. ‘If everyone else can put on the lab coats without being difficult, you can, too.’


I fell silent. It made no sense, but even though I was bumped and bruised from fighting a horrible, impossible monster, the words awkward and difficult hurt a lot more. They were old, familiar words, words I’d been hearing at school since I’d been eight years old and had burst into tears in the middle of a science lesson because I couldn’t bear to put my hands in the slimy, grubby pond we were supposed to be looking at tadpoles in. You’d have thought I’d heard them so often that I wouldn’t even notice them anymore, but somehow they still needled their way under my skin every single time.


I put the itchy lab coat on over my scratchy school uniform, slipped quietly into my spot at the chemistry tables, and ignored the inquisitive looks from my classmates.


I killed a monster, I told myself. I can wear a stupid lab coat.


The rest of the school day was like every other school day. Science was meh because of the lab coat, but English and history were fine. In PE, I did okay at table tennis, and in maths, I got told off for looking out of the window and not paying attention. (I did have a good excuse, what with it being a little hard to focus on long division when I kept thinking about Bogeymen, white mongooses and glowing daggers, but that didn’t exactly explain all the other times I’d been told off for the exact same thing.)


At lunch, I sat with Sadie and Leo, pretended to care about Roblox, and dashed off as soon as I could to read The Book of Norse Myths in the empty music room instead. This was great for about five minutes, and then, all at once, it hit me that I had fought an actual monster and it had been horrible and oh, by the way, monsters were real.
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