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About the Book




Arlo lives with his uncle in a run-down flat above their bookshop. His only friend is his pet mouse, Herbert.


But when a girl called Lisette bursts in and begs him to hide her from a murderer, Arlo’s life changes forever.


He’s swept up into an adventure involving kidnappers, car chases and a story in The Book of Wondrous Possibilities, where Arlo and his skymouse battle dragons. But can Arlo find the courage to battle an even greater enemy, who threatens to destroy everything he loves?


‘This magical and delightful story spins along at a perfect pace, knowing just when to pause for tea and cake.’

JACLYN MORIARTY

author of the Kingdoms and Empires series


‘Warm-hearted, adventurous and funny. I adore this book!’

LIAN TANNER

author of The Keepers trilogy
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THE GIRL WITH THE MYSTERIOUS PARCEL
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The door of the bookshop burst open, sending the bells above into a frantic jangle. A young girl flew to the counter. ‘You have to help me!’

Arlo looked up, not sure where he was. He’d been lost in a book about a boy being dangled over a cliff, held only by his ankle, seconds from an almost certain death.

So it took a moment for him to focus on the girl and her request. ‘Help you?’

‘Yes!’ Her beanie and coat were sprinkled with snow and her eyes were wide with terror. ‘Someone is after me and . . .’ She peeked over her shoulder and the words froze on her tongue.


She dived behind the counter and crouched at the boy’s feet. ‘Please,’ she whispered. ‘Pretend I’m not here.’

‘Why?’

The answer came bursting through the door in the form of a large man with a scar down his cheek and a black cap pulled low. A plume of snow followed him.

He lumbered through the shop, searching between the shelves.

‘Can I help you, sir?’

The man ignored Arlo and opened a door leading to the back room. It was piled high with boxes filled with books.

‘’ave you seen a girl?’

‘No,’ Arlo lied.

He’d never been any good at lying, but thought now would be a good time to start.

‘The shop’s been quiet today,’ he said. ‘Could be the snow.’

The man’s upper lip twitched. ‘You telling me you ’aven’t seen a girl, long black hair, green jacket, come into this shop just now?’

The man held up a rough, tattooed fist.

Arlo shivered. Something made him think that that fist had been part of nefarious acts. That people had suffered because of those hands. He thought of the boy dangling over the cliff.

‘Well?’

‘No, sir,’ Arlo said. ‘I haven’t seen any girl.’

Another lie. He was surprised at how easily they came out.

The man slammed his hands on the counter, leaned over and searched underneath.

He saw more boxes and Arlo’s legs draped in a blanket.

‘See?’ Arlo tried to keep his voice steady. ‘No one.’

A creeping smile slithered into the man’s lips. ‘You think I’m a fool?’

‘Not at all, sir,’ Arlo said as convincingly as he could, while wondering if these were the last moments of his life.

The man snatched the blanket from his knees.

Nothing.

He growled and moved even closer. Arlo smelled the sour taste of beer and fury. ‘You better not be lying to me. Last person to do that ended up at the bottom of the canal. Understand?’


‘Perfectly.’ Arlo’s floppy brown fringe shivered as he nodded. ‘Have a good day.’

There was a flash of anger on the man’s face. He seized Arlo’s book, tore it in two and threw the pieces on the floor. He twisted his neck with a sickening crack, never taking his eyes from Arlo, as if warning the same could happen to him.

‘Sorry ’bout that,’ he said. Which, of course, was a lie. He left with a snigger and the jangle of bells as the door closed behind him.

The girl poked out of the box she was hiding in. ‘Thanks. I owe you.’

Arlo hurried to the door and drew the bolts. He only now realised how fast his heart was beating. ‘Who was that?’

‘Silas Gray. He’s a murderer.’

‘Sorry?’

She tiptoed to the window and searched the street to make sure he’d gone. Swirls of snow butterflied in the streetlight. ‘It’s a long story.’

She crouched low and snuck to Arlo’s side. She was about to speak when a small, honey-coloured mouse popped out of his coat pocket. ‘Hello,’ the girl said.


He had rounded ears and dark fur across his eyes like the mask of Zorro. She reached out to pat him. Arlo cried, ‘Stop! Herbert doesn’t like . . .’

The girl ran her fingers down the mouse’s back. ‘. . . strangers,’ Arlo said, frowning. ‘He tends to bite them.’

‘But he looks so friendly.’

The animal purred and stretched out for more.

Arlo was amazed. Herbert wasn’t usually comfortable around most people and became twitchy when he met someone he didn’t trust. But with this girl, he seemed fine.

She looked around the bookshop. ‘This place is even more perfect than I imagined.’

Arlo wondered how she knew the shop. He watched her stare at the roof, which was strung with open books, like a sky of never-ending stories.

Suddenly, she turned and said, ‘Can I trust you?’

Arlo had never been asked that before. It felt like something people said to each other in books.

Just before something dangerous happened.

‘I’m not sure. I –’

‘Can you keep a secret?’


‘I think so.’ Arlo hoped he could. Secrets were the stuff of stories and he loved those.

The girl took a parcel from her backpack. It was wrapped in brown paper that was scuffed and held together by string.

‘What is it?’ Arlo asked.

‘Open it and you’ll see.’

Herbert squeaked and Arlo knew what he was thinking.

Arlo had worked in the bookshop ever since his mother died almost a year ago. Since then, he’d lived upstairs with Herbert and his Uncle Avery, who homeschooled him. He knew very few people, and even fewer who’d send him a parcel.

‘Please take it, Arlo.’

His skin tingled.

Herbert frowned.

‘How do you know my name?’

‘That’s not important.’

Arlo had a feeling that taking the parcel from this girl would change his life.

What a strange idea, he thought. How could a parcel change your life?

She placed it in his hands. It was heavier than he thought.


‘Turn it over.’

Arlo did as she said, which was when he saw it.

He felt as if a snowball had pounded into his chest.

The parcel was addressed to him.

He recognised the handwriting instantly.

It was from his mother.
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THE BOOK OF WONDROUS POSSIBILITIES
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Arlo stared at the parcel. He didn’t move. He almost forgot to breathe.

The girl, however, seemed relieved. ‘Do you have any banana cake?’

‘Huh?’ That was all Arlo could manage. His mind was still dealing with the parcel from his mother.

And the murderer.

A lot had happened in only a few minutes.

‘Banana cake, you know, cake made with mushed banana and walnuts, slathered in cream cheese icing and sprinkled with cinnamon. If it’s made properly, which sadly it often isn’t.’


Arlo wondered why she seemed more annoyed about badly made banana cake than being chased by a murderer. ‘We don’t have any,’ he said. ‘But my uncle makes very nice scones.’

‘No offence,’ she said with a sniff. ‘But there’s no such thing as very nice scones. They’re always dry and you have to drown them in jam and cream to make them edible.’

‘I’m . . . sorry.’

Again, to be fair, Arlo was having a hard time focusing on scones.

‘It’s okay. Scones will do.’

In the flat above the shop, Arlo found his uncle where he usually found him – reclining in his chair, tucked beneath his favourite blanket and reading by the glow of a lamp. His tortoiseshell glasses balanced on the end of his nose and he wore the same faraway look he always did when he read.

And there were books everywhere. Spilling from shelves onto chairs and teetering in piles on the floor. They surrounded the man like he was shipwrecked in a sea of books.

‘Uncle Avery?’

The man jumped, clutching his chest. ‘Arlo, you startled me. Is it dinnertime already? Sorry, I got carried away with this story about . . .’

The girl peeked out from behind Arlo.

Uncle Avery put down his book and dragged himself out of the chair. He brushed crumbs from his moth-eaten jumper and tried to pat down his grey, tornado-styled hair. ‘We have guests!’

‘This is . . .’ Arlo began until he realised he had no idea who she was.

The girl took off her beanie. ‘Excuse me, sir, for barging in, but my name is Lisette and I met Arlo in your magnificent shop and can I say this is the best home in the whole world.’

‘If you can forgive the leaks and flickering lights,’ Avery said. ‘Cockroaches have chewed the wires again.’ He looked around, mumbling to himself. ‘I must fix that.’

‘But look at all these books!’ Lisette marvelled. ‘Who wouldn’t want to live here?’

There was a long silence where no one seemed sure what to say, until Arlo remembered. ‘We thought there might be scones.’

‘Of course! Where are my manners?’

Uncle Avery made a pot of tea, while Arlo laid out the scones.


Lisette dug in, loading up a wobbling tower of jam and cream. She took a huge bite, chewing quickly before gobbling another, which made Arlo think she hadn’t eaten in days.

‘We don’t get many visitors,’ Uncle Avery said. ‘Were you after a book?’

She wiped her mouth on her sleeve and swallowed. ‘I delivered a parcel to Arlo.’

‘It’s from Mum,’ Arlo blurted, then frowned, as if he’d said a stupid thing. He took the parcel from inside his coat and laid it on the table.

‘I see.’ Uncle Avery stared at the handwriting and seemed as lost as Arlo.

No one moved.

‘Do you think I should open it?’ Arlo asked.

‘It’s up to you,’ his uncle said.

Lisette dolloped cream on another scone. ‘If you want my opinion, when someone sends you a parcel, they usually want you to open it.’

Arlo still didn’t move.

‘That’s how the whole parcel thing works,’ Lisette added.

‘Wouldn’t you like to see inside?’ Uncle Avery asked.

Arlo wasn’t sure. Part of him wanted to, it was from his mother after all. But how? She’d been gone for almost a year. Because of the accident. But the handwriting was definitely hers. He’d know it anywhere.

Herbert climbed out of Arlo’s pocket and onto his sleeve, staring at him with his big brown eyes.

‘You think I should?’

The mouse nodded.

Arlo sighed. He was outnumbered.

He untied the string and carefully unwrapped the brown paper. Inside was a book. It was old and tattered with strands of frayed cotton at the edges.

Arlo sniffed. It smelled of campfires and nights in the wild.

He was annoyed with himself. What do I know about campfires or nights in the wild? he thought.

To Arlo, the book didn’t seem any more remarkable than an old newspaper, but the look on his uncle’s face told him otherwise.

‘Uncle Avery? Are you okay?’

‘Can you read the title for me?’

Arlo leaned over the faded red cover. The letters were worn out, speckled with traces of gold. He began to spell. ‘L-e, L-i-v-r-e, d-e-s . . .’ He squinted. ‘P-o-s-s- . . .’


‘Possibilités Merveilleuses?’ Uncle Avery said. ‘So, it’s true.’ His eyes widened as if he’d seen a wonderful or maybe a shocking thing, Arlo couldn’t tell. All he knew was that this was no ordinary book.

‘Where did you get it?’ Uncle Avery asked Lisette.

She bristled. ‘I found it.’

‘Found it where?’

‘I didn’t steal it.’ There was panic in her voice and jam on her cheek.

Uncle Avery’s smile was as warm as a hug. ‘I didn’t think for a minute you had.’

Arlo’s eyes flicked between this curious girl and his uncle’s startled face.

‘What is it?’

‘This, my boy, is . . . is . . .’

Uncle Avery stood and stepped between the piles of books. He lifted some from a stepladder, before climbing up and running his fingers along the spines.

‘There you are,’ he said.

Avery pulled a book from the shelf, stepped off the ladder and placed it with a dusty thump on the table.


Herbert sneezed.

‘Bless you,’ Lisette said.

‘This is a ledger of rare books.’ Avery turned to the contents and read out loud. ‘Gutenberg Bible, Da Vinci’s Codex Leicester, Ptolemy’s Cosmographia . . . here it is!’

He flicked over the pages until he saw an image of a book that looked exactly like the one from the parcel.

‘Le Livre des Possibilités Merveilleuses,’ Uncle Avery said. ‘Also known as The Book of Wondrous Possibilities. Only a few were ever made. Some believe they existed, but for others there wasn’t enough proof. And now, here it is.’

‘So, it’s very old,’ Arlo said, still trying to understand why the book was so special.

‘It’s more than old,’ Avery explained. ‘It’s a grimoire.’

‘What’s a grimoire?’

‘A book from eighteenth century France and said to have special properties.’

‘Like what?’

Avery read further. ‘It says here, some grimoires are believed to be magic, while others had instructions on how to make magical objects.’


‘It’s a book of magic?’ Lisette asked, her eyes gleaming.

‘Some think so.’

‘But magic isn’t real,’ Arlo said.

‘Perhaps.’ His uncle shrugged.

‘How does it work?’ Arlo asked.

‘It doesn’t say. Why don’t you look inside?’

Arlo’s heart skipped, like he’d almost fallen.

Herbert patted his cheek with his tiny paw.

It helped.

Arlo slowly opened the grimoire. The air stirred with the musty smell of old paper. There was a list of titles. The first were in French, which he couldn’t understand, but then he read, ‘The Adventures of Elke, Solveig’s Battle, Irini’s Quest –’

He jolted back, as if pushed.

‘Arlo?’ Uncle Avery leaned towards his nephew.

Arlo tugged at his collar, feeling as if he might choke.

‘The next one says . . . The Courageous Journey of Arlo Goodman.’ He looked up. ‘By Abigail Goodman. But how?’

‘Your mother wrote you a story.’ Lisette twisted her fingers, as if she was to blame for something. Or had said too much. ‘It’s really good.’


Arlo stared at her. He felt as if he was suddenly in a book. One that wasn’t making any sense.

‘She worked on it with my grandmother,’ she said. ‘It was a present for your birthday.’

Arlo’s mum had read to him every night or, even better, made up a story with him in it. It was one of the things he missed the most. He’d give anything to have one more story with her.

And now, here it was.

So why did he feel so scared?

‘What makes it magic?’ He felt foolish asking.

‘I’m not sure,’ Lisette said.

‘Uncle Avery?’

‘I don’t know either, but I have a friend who will.’
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THE PROFESSOR AND THE GRIMOIRE
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Rugged up against the cold, the four set off into the night. Uncle Avery led the way along the crowded main street, with Arlo close behind, clutching his satchel. Inside was the grimoire.

Herbert peeked out from Arlo’s pocket, enjoying the wind in his fur.

But for Arlo, everything seemed too loud and busy. Shoppers and university students and cars and too-bright shops. Arlo flinched at every shadow and laugh. He rarely went out, and never at night. The further they walked away from home, the more he wanted to run back.


He felt as if a rope were tightening around his chest. He stopped and took a deep breath.

‘Don’t worry.’ Lisette opened her coat and Arlo saw a pocketknife in her belt. ‘You’re safe with me.’

‘I’m not worried.’ A lie, of course. ‘Why do you have a knife?’

‘Mostly for cutting fruit and opening tins of food. And when I’ve needed it.’

They followed Avery into a cobblestoned alleyway. It was quieter there, with not as many people.

‘Are you okay?’ Uncle Avery asked.

Arlo nodded. Which was almost true.

The alley rose in twists and turns until they reached the university. The stone archway looked as old as time and when they entered the quiet of the quadrangle, Arlo relaxed a little more.

They climbed a staircase and stepped into a long hallway lined with sombre portraits.

Lisette stared at one and squinted. ‘Why do important people look so miserable in paintings?’

‘I’ve often wondered that myself,’ Uncle Avery said and knocked on one of the doors.

A cheerful voice sang, ‘Welcome one and all!’

Arlo followed his uncle inside and instantly felt better. The room reminded him of home. It crackled with a toasty fire and was crammed with books as far as he could see.

But there was no one in sight.

‘Griselda?’ Avery asked.

A nest of silver curls popped up from behind a desk.

‘Avery!’ The curls were attached to a short woman in a pink dressing-gown and fluffy pink slippers, who flew towards him like a stocky flamingo and hugged him tight. ‘I knew something extraordinary would happen today! And here you are!’

Uncle Avery tried to answer but found it hard to breathe in Griselda’s firm grip. He wriggled out of her hug and rubbed his arms. ‘Lisette, Arlo, this is Professor Griselda Merryweather, an expert on rare books.’

She had a mischievous smile, which made her look like she’d just thought of a very funny joke.

‘The pleasure is all mine.’ She shook their hands so vigorously their whole bodies quivered, and Herbert bubbled up from Arlo’s pocket.

‘Who’s this?’

She reached out to pat him when Arlo cried, ‘Stop, he doesn’t like . . .’


Griselda tickled Herbert’s chin.

‘. . . strangers,’ Arlo said, even though Herbert seemed to be enjoying the attention.

‘He’s quite the cutie.’

Herbert rubbed his paw over his ears, as if he agreed.

‘Avery Goodman!’ She was about to dive in for another chest-squeezing hug, when Avery said, ‘Griselda and I went to university together.’

‘And I’ve never met anyone kinder or smarter,’ Griselda said. ‘And he’s a legend on the dance floor.’

‘Uncle Avery?’ Arlo had never seen his uncle dance. Not once.

‘Absolutely!’ She blew a curl from her face. ‘He’d win any of those TV dance shows.’

‘And Griselda has a capacious imagination,’ Uncle Avery said.

Arlo noticed he was blushing.

‘Humble as always,’ Griselda insisted. ‘Please sit.’ She pointed to a lounge by the fire and rang a silver bell on her desk.

A young man with a wave of shiny hair entered. He wore a black skivvy and the grumpy scowl of someone who’d been rudely interrupted. ‘You rang.’

Herbert ducked into Arlo’s pocket.

‘This is Benedict, my very promising assistant.’


He puffed out his chest, like he was about to launch into an important speech, when Griselda asked, ‘Could you bring tea?’

‘Oh no,’ Avery said. ‘We won’t need –’

‘Tea would be great,’ Lisette interrupted. ‘And banana cake?’

The man raised a sharp eyebrow above his jet-black eyes. ‘We don’t have banana cake. We have shortbread biscuits.’

Her shoulders slumped. ‘That’ll be fine. Thank you.’

Benedict sighed as if he was destined for greater things than tea and biscuits, and left the room.

Griselda perched on a lounge opposite. ‘To what do I owe this pleasure?’

‘We have something to show you.’ Avery gave his nephew a nod.

Arlo drew the book from his satchel as Herbert peeked out of his pocket.

Griselda’s hands flew to her mouth. ‘Oh my stars!’

‘It’s a grimoire, isn’t it?’ Uncle Avery asked.

‘It is indeed! Where did you get it?’

‘My grandmother had a bookshop,’ Lisette said. ‘It was called –’


‘Rare Treasures!’ Griselda said with awe. ‘You’re Sylvie’s granddaughter. You have the same eyes. I was very sorry to hear about her.’

‘Thank you.’

Arlo stared at Lisette, waiting for more, but her lips were shut tight.

‘Do you mind if I have a look?’ Griselda asked.

Arlo handed over the book and she held it like a precious jewel.

‘Stories about grimoires have been around for thousands of years. The earliest ones date back to the fourth century BCE in Mesopotamia, or modern Iraq, and were written on clay tablets. Some say they’re as fanciful as the Philosopher’s Stone or the Lost City of Atlantis.’ Her eyes sparkled. ‘But I knew they were real.’

‘Uncle Avery says they’re . . . magic.’ Arlo felt ridiculous even saying the word.

‘Some have spells for growing corn or catching fish, but most grimoires aren’t that simple.’

‘This one doesn’t have spells,’ Arlo said.

‘That’s because it’s a story grimoire. With this book, when a story is read by the person it was written for, it comes true.’

‘One of the stories is for Arlo,’ Lisette blurted.


Griselda was intrigued. ‘Arlo! To have a story in a grimoire is remarkable.’

‘But how can a book be magic?’ he asked.

Griselda fixed him with her bright green eyes. ‘Why do you read?’

‘Sorry?’

‘What do you want from a book when you read?’

Arlo took a few moments to answer. ‘To go somewhere exciting. To be someone else.’ He whispered the next part. ‘To escape.’

‘The creator of this grimoire was no different from you,’ Griselda said. ‘They wanted what we all hope for in books, except this is the ultimate book, because the stories can become real.’

‘But how?’ Arlo didn’t mean to sound annoyed, but all this talk of his mum and magic made him want to rush home and dive under the blankets and hide from everything and everyone.

‘I’m no expert on magic,’ Griselda said. ‘But as to the wondrous possibility of books, that is the greatest magic of all.’

Arlo’s skin tingled, like it sometimes did when he was excited.

Or scared. He couldn’t tell which.
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AN INTRIGUING INVITATION
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Benedict entered the room and put down the tray with a clang. He poured the tea, sloshing it over the edges of the cups.

Herbert wriggled in Arlo’s pocket, which he often did when he was with people he didn’t like.

Lisette quickly ate one biscuit and reached for another. Benedict stared at her, like she was a mangy cat, but Lisette simply smiled and took another.

Griselda asked, ‘Did your grandmother explain how the grimoire worked?’

Lisette wiped crumbs from her mouth. ‘She promised to tell me when I turned twelve, but then . . .’


‘Would you like me to tell you?’

‘Yes, please.’

They all listened, including Benedict, who was about to leave, but began tidying papers instead.

Griselda opened the grimoire to the last page. She gently dug her fingers into the corner of the back cover and opened a secret panel. Inside, was a pair of rose-tinted spectacles and a feather.

‘Those entrusted with writing in a grimoire used this quill, which some say is from a mythical, flying beast.’ Griselda turned the feather in her fingers. ‘But I’d say it’s from an owl – a very wise and respected bird.’

She returned the feather and carefully lifted the spectacles. ‘When you wear these, the illustrations come to life. Dragons fly, children battle giants and ride on the backs of grizzly bears. Would you like to try, Arlo?’

He snuck a look at his uncle, who gave a small nod. Arlo took the glasses from Griselda and curled the wire arms around his ears. The room took on a pinkish glow. He turned to the start of his story and, on the opposite page, saw a drawing of a small village by a forest.

It was good, but Arlo couldn’t see anything special.


Until.

It began to move.

The clouds were drifting and he could hear the murmurings of people in the village. A girl sat reading under a tree and a boy with long hair pulled back into a ponytail lifted a bucket from a well, spilling a little on himself as he walked away.

Then . . .

Some of the trees in the forest began to move. Two red eyes glowed from within.

Arlo heard a branch crack.

The eyes inched closer to the girl. She kept reading. Not noticing a thing.

Including a low, menacing growl.

That was getting louder.

Arlo closed the book and took off the glasses.

His fingers were cold and his sleeves wet.

Griselda placed a warm hand on his. The gems in her rings twinkled in the firelight. ‘You saw it come to life, didn’t you?’

Arlo nodded. He pulled his hands away and squeezed them tight in his lap to keep them warm. And stop them shaking.

‘So, it is true,’ Griselda said, as if she’d solved a difficult puzzle.


Benedict snuck closer, trying to get a look for himself.

‘Can I try?’ Lisette put on the glasses and leaned over the book, but after a few seconds, she said. ‘It’s just a black-and-white drawing.’

‘That’s because the story wasn’t written for you,’ Griselda explained. ‘This book is very special, Arlo. Reading it can be extraordinary but it can also be a little . . . perilous.’

‘Perilous?’

‘You may have to face your fears.’

‘What fears?’

‘It’s different for each person.’

Arlo looked down. ‘What if your biggest fear has already happened?’

‘Then you’ll be better prepared for what’s to come.’

Arlo didn’t get it. He loved books because you had exciting adventures without facing anything actually dangerous. Why would anyone read a book that put them in danger?

He replaced the glasses, closed the panel and slipped the grimoire into his satchel. ‘Thank you, Professor.’

Griselda showed them to the door. As Benedict began gathering the tea things, Lisette took the last biscuit. He scowled at her but she simply poked out her tongue.

‘There are collectors all over the world who’d do anything to have this book.’ Griselda looked to Lisette, then Arlo. ‘Sylvie has guarded it carefully and now it’s up to you.’

Arlo turned away, tired to his bones, wishing he was home in bed. His head swirled with thoughts of the grimoire, the girl by the tree and the eyes in the forest.

All in a story by his mum, who he’d lost almost a year ago.

He rarely let himself think about her. And never spoke about her. It was too painful. He busied himself with other things. With homeschooling and reading and helping in the shop.

And now, there was this book.

He crossed the quadrangle in the snow, his head low, hugging his satchel tight. Lisette hurried after him, but Uncle Avery gently held her back.

‘Give him time.’

As they made their way under the university arch and into the winding alleyway, a pair of eyes, watching from beneath a black cap, followed their every move.
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A FEW TIGHTLY HELD SECRETS
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After they’d arrived home, Uncle Avery served lentil soup with thick chunks of bread. Lisette ate two serves and talked nonstop about books and Griselda.

And the grimoire.

Arlo said nothing and barely ate a thing.

Later, tucking Lisette into bed, Avery asked, ‘Are you warm enough?’

She wore a pair of Arlo’s flannelette pyjamas and kept her beanie on. ‘The warmest I’ve been in months.’

‘Do you have any family we can contact?’

‘No. It was just Grandma and me.’


Avery frowned, as if he’d stubbed his toe. ‘You need anything, you let me know.’

He knelt beside Arlo, who lay on cushions on the floor, and snuggled a blanket beneath his chin. ‘Griselda is right,’ he said. ‘Being part of a grimoire is a remarkable thing.’

Arlo clenched his teeth to stop himself crying.

He refused to cry.

Especially in front of Lisette.

Avery looked like he wanted to say more. Instead, he laid the grimoire beside Arlo and left.

Lisette stuffed her backpack under the blankets.

Arlo was furious. She was lying in his bed, in his home and he was the one being treated like a thief. ‘I’m not going to steal your stuff.’

‘Sorry,’ Lisette said. ‘It’s a habit. It has everything I own. Apart from the grimoire.’

Arlo didn’t answer.

His room was small and this girl made it feel even smaller.

‘Uncle Avery seems nice,’ she said.

He is, Arlo thought. Sometimes too nice.

‘Is he your mum’s brother?’

He had to stop her talking about his mum. ‘Why did you call that man a murderer?’ he asked.


‘Because he killed my grandmother.’

Arlo wondered if he’d misheard. ‘You mean like an accident?’

‘No. He meant it. Silas works for a man called Marcellus Preston, who wanted to buy the building where we lived, knock it down and build luxury apartments. Silas threatened everyone in the building. Said he’d make their lives a misery if they didn’t take Marcellus’s money and leave. They all did, except my grandmother. It was our home and she refused to be driven out.’

‘What happened?’

‘Because Marcellus owned most of the building, he raised the maintenance fees. Grandma took extra jobs, cleaning houses at night and ironing clothes. I helped by minding the shop and making deliveries after school. But just as we’d get ahead, he’d increase the fees again.

‘One morning when Grandma came home from cleaning, she climbed into bed to sleep before opening the shop, but she didn’t wake up. The doctor said her heart was worn out.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Arlo knew that when people said this they meant well, but it never really helped. Or at least it hadn’t helped him. ‘What did you do?’


Lisette sat up, her eyes wide. ‘Silas came to take the shop, but I’d barricaded the door with books. He came back with a group of men, who broke in and took everything. Silas said it was to pay for my lazy grandmother’s debts.’ She grit her teeth. ‘But she wasn’t lazy! She worked harder than anyone I knew.’

‘They stole everything?’ Arlo asked.

‘Except for the parcel from your mum, which I took before Silas got his thieving hands on it.’

‘He might have hurt you.’

‘I couldn’t let him have it, Arlo. It has your mum’s story!’

Of all the things she could have saved, Arlo thought. It was that.

‘When did all this happen?’ he asked.

‘Two months ago.’

Arlo thought of the snow and wintry nights. ‘How have you been living?’

‘I sleep on canal boats mostly. The owners go south for the winter. I take food from market stalls and open kitchen windows. I never take more than I need and I never steal money or jewellery.’

‘Why did you wait until now to come here?’


‘I had to make sure you were trustworthy and after watching you, I know you are.’

‘I’ve never seen you,’ Arlo said warily.

‘That’s because you rarely leave the shop and most of the time you have your head in a book.’

It was true.

‘Will you read the story?’ she asked.

‘Why do you care so much?’

‘Because when you do, you’ll know you’re the one who’ll help get my grandmother’s shop back.’

‘What? Why me?!’

‘Because you’re the bravest person I know.’

‘You don’t know me,’ Arlo said.

‘I’ve read about you.’

‘In a story.’

‘By your mum.’

‘That doesn’t count,’ Arlo snapped. ‘Mums are supposed to think that.’

‘Not all of them,’ Lisette said quietly. ‘You’re lucky.’

Lucky! Arlo’s skin sizzled with anger. What was lucky about having a mum who was never coming back?

‘I can’t help you,’ he said.

‘If you read the story, you’ll know you can.’


Arlo was silent, hoping she’d get the hint and stop talking.

She didn’t.

‘My grandma used to say it’s good to face things we’re afraid of.’

‘I’m not afraid,’ Arlo said and it was true. He just didn’t want to fight criminals and murderers?

‘So, you’re going to spend the rest of your life locked inside, scared of your own shadow?’

Arlo turned away. He wanted her to stop talking. He wanted her gone.

‘We were sad about your mum,’ Lisette said, more carefully. ‘Grandma felt especially bad because it happened after she left our shop.’

Arlo faced her. ‘She was with you?’

‘Yes, but we didn’t hear about it until days later.’

‘You saw her on the day of the accident?’

‘She came to the shop that morning. To finish your story.’

He glared at her. ‘So, it’s your fault!’

‘Sorry?’

‘If she’d never met you, she wouldn’t have been there that day. The car wouldn’t have . . .’ He couldn’t say it. ‘She’d still be here.’


He kicked the grimoire under the bed and turned away.

They were silent for a long time until Lisette whispered, ‘Night, Arlo.’

He refused to answer. He wanted nothing to do with this girl or the stupid book.
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THE COURAGEOUS JOURNEY OF ARLO GOODMAN
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Arlo’s mind filled with the same questions he’d been asking for a year. The ones that were louder at night, in the quiet, when he was alone.

How can someone wake up and make breakfast one morning and be gone the next? Where did they go? Why didn’t the driver stop?

And why hadn’t Arlo been with her? If he had, he could have saved her.

Lately, he was having trouble remembering what his mum had looked like. What kind of son forgot that?

But there was something worse.

A secret he could never tell anyone.


He was angry at his mother for leaving him. He knew that wasn’t fair and that her death was an accident. There was a witness who spoke about a red sports car speeding away, but apart from that, no one had ever been caught or blamed or made to pay.

And yet, he couldn’t forgive her for not being here.

He shut his eyes tight, wishing himself to sleep, but it was no good.

He reached for the grimoire under the bed and wiped off the dust and cobwebs. He’d never mistreated a book in his life. But this one felt dangerous. One he was better off without.

Arlo got up without a sound. He lifted Herbert from his cage which was filled with a nest of socks, slipped him into his pocket and tiptoed to the lounge. He stood before the fireplace. All that was left was ash and a few hot embers.

Looking down at the book, Arlo never knew you could want to destroy something and protect it at the same time.

Until now.

Before Lisette had run into the shop, life with Uncle Avery had been peaceful. They worked on his school lessons at night, told stories over dinner and read until they couldn’t keep their eyes open.

And they never, ever spoke about Arlo’s mum.

It was like a silent promise they’d made to each other.

Now all that had changed, with one girl and this book.

He stared at the cover. Wondering what his mum had written. Maybe he could have a peek. Read the first few paragraphs.

Or maybe that would ruin everything.

He held the book over the embers. If he dropped it, the pages would catch fire in seconds.

Herbert scrambled onto his shoulder and squeaked.

Arlo’s hand trembled. All he had to do was release his grip and he wouldn’t have to think about the grimoire again.

Herbert squeaked louder.

He’d do it. He’d let go. Then everything would stay as it was.

Arlo’s fingers loosened.

When . . .

Herbert ran down his arm and leaped onto the grimoire. Arlo snatched the book away from the fireplace. ‘Herbert! You could have been killed!’

The mouse scurried up Arlo’s arm and patted his cheek with his tiny paw.

‘You think I should read the story?’

His little friend nodded.

‘But what if there’s something in it I don’t want to know?’ he asked. ‘Something dangerous?’

Herbert purred, his big brown eyes staring directly at him.

‘Okay.’

Arlo settled into Avery’s chair, pulled up his blanket and switched on the lamp. Herbert climbed into his pocket, poking his head out so he could see the pages.

And like so many nights over the last year, when Arlo had trouble sleeping, he opened a book and read.


The Courageous Journey of Arlo Goodman
 By Abigail Goodman

Rumours had been swirling.

Arlo had heard them. At the village well and in school.

About a monstrous thing with fangs and claws as sharp as daggers.

Some said they’d seen it and were left a blathering mess.

Some said it was a story made up to scare children. A fairytale that wasn’t real . . .

. . . but goats had gone missing. Barns were broken into at night. Birds had been leaving in flocks.

Others claimed it was a beast let loose by the King to create fear. This seemed to ring true when one of his royal messengers rode into the village and rolled out a proclamation.

‘The King, your benevolent ruler, is crestfallen that your village is bedevilled by a wild creature. From the goodness of his heart, he will spare soldiers to protect you. For a price. Payment can be made in gold coins, or, if you are unable to do so, the King will graciously receive four children to work for him instead.’

The royal messenger thrust his nose into the air, as if being this close to the villagers was offensive.


‘If this generous offer is rejected, the King will not be held responsible for what may befall you.’ He tossed the proclamation in the mud.

Arlo stood by his mother as the messenger rode away, robes billowing behind him like flames. His mother was the schoolmistress. She picked up the muddied scroll.

A voice from the crowd asked, ‘How much does the King want?’

She read out the price. It was more than they could dream of having.

Over the next few days, arguments broke out. Arlo saw neighbours turn on each other, bickering about what they should do. At night, where they’d once gathered round a fire to tell stories, villagers now stayed inside. They locked their doors against the beast. And their neighbours. They kept their children close.

Weeks passed and still they couldn’t agree.

One evening, Arlo was collecting firewood. The ground was cold beneath his bare feet. Wind rustled the leaves in the forest, like a thousand whispers. He watched, careful not to get too close. His mother made him promise, but, as he reached down for some kindling, he saw it!

A pair of red eyes. In the trees. Lit up from the lights in his house.

‘Run,’ he told himself.


But his body refused to move.

He heard husky breathing. A low growl.

A crack!

He ran to the house, stumbling and stubbing his toe. He dumped the wood by the fireplace, said goodnight to his mother and flew into bed. He told himself stories to drive away those eyes until, exhausted, he fell asleep.

It was much later that he woke to the screams.

He rushed outside with his mother. Villagers poured from their homes carrying lanterns and fiery torches.

‘It was the beast!’ a woman cried. ‘I saw it. Body as red as flames. Big as a mountain. It took my daughter Katri.’

Arlo listened to her crying as the villagers gathered round, not knowing what to say.

From deep in the woods came a long, eerie roar.

The woman fell to her knees and sobbed.

 

Arlo shut the book. His heart was beating fast, as if he’d been running.

He knew it! His mother didn’t think he was a hero. She thought he was a coward.

He threw the grimoire across the floor. It spun through the dust and slammed against the stone hearth of the fireplace.


He switched off the light and curled into Avery’s chair. Herbert nuzzled his chin, before sinking into his pocket. It would be a long time before they both fell asleep.
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A TERRIBLE REALISATION
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When Arlo woke, hours later, pale morning light trickled in through the windows. The fire was out and the room had an icy chill. He wondered what he was doing in Avery’s chair.

Then he remembered.

Griselda. The grimoire.

And Lisette.

He meant what he’d said to her, but he felt bad that he’d said it.

Herbert poked out of his pocket and yawned.

‘I should apologise to Lisette, shouldn’t I?’ he asked his small friend.

The mouse nodded.


‘Thought you’d say that.’ Arlo tickled Herbert’s chin and noticed his hands were dirty.

He frowned through his sleepy haze. Must be from the fireplace, he thought, and brushed them off. He had bigger worries to think about.

‘Wish me luck.’

Herbert squeaked.

Arlo dragged himself from the chair and pulled the blanket around his shoulders.

When he stepped onto the floor, his toe ached and his feet hurt like he’d run barefoot over pebbles. He rubbed them on the rug to warm them up and walked to the bedroom. ‘Lisette?’

Silence.

‘Maybe she’s angry with me,’ Arlo whispered to Herbert. ‘I’ll come back later.’

The small mouse pointed at the handle.

Arlo sighed and opened the door, peeking inside.

A cold breeze wrapped around him. He stared at the open window and the snow that fell onto the rumpled sheets of an empty bed.

‘She’s gone,’ Arlo said.

Part of him felt relieved, but another part of him worried that maybe he should have helped her. Or been more friendly. She’d lost her grandma and her home. At least he had Avery.

And maybe he could have made a friend.

Even if she was annoying.

Arlo closed the window and turned to leave. He needed to start the fire and make Avery’s tea. Herbert leaped from his pocket onto the bed.

‘What is it, fella?’

The mouse tugged on a piece of clothing wedged between the wall and the blankets.

‘Lisette’s scarf,’ Arlo said.

Maybe she’d forgotten it or hadn’t seen it in the dark, but when he looked further, he saw her boots tucked under the bed and her coat and dress hanging from the door.

Right where she’d left them.

Herbert threw up his paws.

Arlo scooped him into his pocket and ran downstairs into the shop, looking behind the counter and in the back room. He opened the bolts on the door and rushed into the street to the jangle of bells. The snow burned his already sore feet.

Where was she?

Snowflakes fell in waves and covered the street in an even blanket.


Until he looked closer.

He knelt on the ground and could just make out footprints that led to the alley beside their shop. He followed them around the corner and jolted to a stop.

Herbert squeaked. Icy flakes stuck to his fur.

A backpack was on the ground, everything in it spilled onto the snow.

‘Lisette,’ Arlo whispered in a foggy breath.

It has everything I own, he remembered her saying.

He gathered her pens, books and clothes into the bag. He bolted back to the shop and upstairs. ‘Uncle Avery!’

Avery sat up with a start, his hair a fluffy mess. ‘What’s wrong?’

Arlo tried to speak, but the words came out in a wheeze. He knew this feeling from other panic attacks he’d had.

Avery knew it too. He rubbed his nephew’s back. ‘One breath at a time, Arlo, remember? That’s it. One, two . . .’

Arlo doubled over, his hands on his knees, trying to scrape air into his lungs as if two hands were squeezing his throat.


His uncle’s voice was calm. ‘You can do it, Arlo. Breathe. One, two . . .’

Herbert squeaked in time to Avery’s counting.

Arlo felt the hands loosen. He took a deeper breath. Then another.

‘That’s the way,’ Avery said. ‘Was it another bad dream?’

Arlo shook his head and wheezed, ‘Lisette’s been kidnapped.’
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A SHOCKING TURN OF EVENTS
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Arlo and Avery buttoned their coats over their pyjamas and rushed into the street, running the few blocks to the police station. An officer sat at the front desk. He had scratch marks on his cheek and was eating a chocolate muffin.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ Uncle Avery said, puffing. ‘We’d like to report a missing child.’

The policeman sighed. Bits of muffin stuck to his chin.

Avery held up his hand. ‘She’s about this high, with long black hair and green eyes.’

The officer brushed crumbs off his notebook and picked up a pen. ‘Age?’


Avery thought about it. ‘Eleven.’

‘What was she wearing?’

‘Blue striped pyjamas.’

‘Oh, her.’ The officer put down his pen.

‘You’ve seen her?’ Arlo asked.

The man sniggered. ‘I’ve seen her, all right.’ He shoved more muffin in his gob. ‘Little thief.’

Herbert wriggled in Arlo’s pocket.

‘She’s not a thief.’ It was a lie, of course, but Arlo had come to realise this was sometimes necessary.

‘And how would you know?’

‘She’s my friend.’ Arlo winced. She wasn’t a friend. He knew that. But he couldn’t help thinking she might have been if he hadn’t yelled at her.

The officer leaned in, chocolate smeared on his teeth. ‘Then you need to choose your friends more wisely.’

Arlo’s skin goosebumped. The same way it did when he was at school, before he moved in with Avery. When the other kids cornered him and he was just about to get it.

‘But she was kidnapped!’ Arlo didn’t understand why this man wasn’t more worried about a missing child.


The officer snorted. ‘Kidnapped, you say?’

Behind them, a cleaner sloshed a mop into a bucket and dragged it across the floor.

‘She’s a young child,’ Uncle Avery said.

‘She’s a thief and a menace to society.’

‘She isn’t!’ Arlo cried.

‘Being caught with a stolen necklace proves she is.’ The officer opened a drawer and took out a gold chain.

Arlo stared. She told me she never stole jewellery, he thought.

‘It’s good to get riffraff like her off the streets. To keep everyone safe.’

‘Can we see her?’ Avery asked.

The officer paused, his smile gleeful. ‘She’s not here.’

Arlo wondered how three simple words could sound so dangerous. ‘Where is she?’

‘Somewhere she can’t cause harm.’

‘She wasn’t causing any harm!’ Arlo shouted.

‘And what do you call this?’ The officer pointed to the scratch marks on his cheek.

‘I’m sure she’s sorry,’ Avery said.

‘She will be now.’

Arlo shivered. This man was like every criminal and bad guy he’d read about in his books. His eyes brimmed with malice, with never wanting to lose and always having the last laugh.

Characters like him often got what was coming to them, but not before they’d done a lot of damage.

And innocent people got hurt.

‘Officer,’ Avery said in his most reasonable voice. ‘If you could tell us where she is –’

‘I’ve told you as much as I have to.’ He jammed the last of the muffin into his mouth.

Arlo wanted to slap his greedy smirk from his sanctimonious face, when Avery laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘Thank you for your time,’ he said.

They walked into the street and the cold air hit them hard.

Arlo could feel his breath quicken and his chest tighten. He worried it was the beginning of another attack. ‘Where is she, Uncle Avery? What if something bad happens to her? We have to find Lisette before . . .’

The station door opened and the man with the mop and bucket stood beside them. He poured the dirty water into the gutter and said, ‘You’re friends of the girl?’


‘Yes.’ The more Arlo said it, the more he felt it could be true.

‘She’s got spirit, that one,’ he said. ‘And a good right hook.’ He glanced at Arlo. ‘I’d say you choose your friends very wisely.’

He turned to walk inside and muttered, ‘She’s been taken to Milton Reformatory at Gravesend. Terrible place. Left three hours ago.’
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A LITTLE BIT OF DRAMA
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Griselda gripped the wheel of her Morris mini-minor and stomped on the accelerator. ‘Don’t worry, Arlo. We’ll find your friend.’

Arlo’s stomach clenched. Partly, because he’d been a terrible friend, but mostly because of Griselda’s driving.

Uncle Avery’s face was the colour of an old sock. ‘Should we be going this fast?’

‘Absolutely!’ Griselda cried, curls tumbled from her scarf and over her eyes. ‘Lisette needs us!’

Herbert squeaked. He sat up in Arlo’s pocket, enjoying the ride.


Griselda squinted into the distance. ‘The turnoff to Gravesend should be coming up soon.’

She studied the map on her knees as the car drifted into another lane. A truck beeped and slammed on the brakes but she didn’t seem to notice. ‘There it is!’

Arlo squeezed the armrest as she skidded across three lanes of traffic. Cars screeched out of their way as Griselda left the highway and flew down a narrow country road, sending cows fleeing in panic.

Arlo stared out the window, trying to focus on finding Lisette and not his imminent death.

They drove further into the countryside. It was bleak and snowy and the grey clouds were so heavy, Arlo felt they might fall to the ground and smother everything. There was nothing around. No buildings, no towns.

Then he saw it.

Milton Reformatory.

A dark, misshapen lump of a building. It sat on a hill stuck with scraggy trees like claws, waiting to capture escaping children.

Arlo shivered just looking at it. So did Herbert.

Griselda stopped the car.


‘What do we do now?’ Uncle Avery asked.

‘If only I could sneak in and break her out,’ Arlo said.

‘You’re a genius!’ Griselda cried so loudly it made everyone jump.

‘I am?’

‘Absolutely! That’s exactly what we’re going to do.’

She said no more, as if this explained everything, until Arlo asked, ‘How?’

‘Avery and I were in the Drama Club at university.’

‘That was a very long time ago.’ Avery looked as confused as Arlo.

‘Once an actor, always an actor.’

Griselda opened the glove box and took out a purple beret, a trilby hat and a fake moustache. She wore the beret and offered Avery the moustache and hat, which surprisingly, made him look like an old-fashioned film star, not a meek and mild bookstore owner.

‘See?’ Griselda said with a flourish.

Arlo was still confused. ‘We’re going to rescue Lisette using . . . drama?’

‘What better way, my dear?’


She started the car, drove through the rusted gates and down a long mud-sloshed drive. They rattled over a wooden bridge above a moat and pulled up at the darkened entrance.

‘Hand me my coat,’ she said to Arlo, who only now realised the fluffy red blanket beside him was a piece of clothing.

She got out of the car and slipped it on. ‘Don’t you love this coat, Arlo? It’s long and glamorous.’ She opened it out. ‘And perfect for hiding a small boy, don’t you think?’

She was right. It was perfect.

‘Tuck yourself inside and when you see a chance to search for Lisette, go for it. Avery and I will take care of the rest.’

‘We will?’ Avery asked, still looking a little sock-coloured.

‘Of course! We weren’t voted King and Queen of the Drama Club for nothing!’

Arlo crouched inside the enormous coat and Griselda did up the buttons. ‘Break a leg, everyone,’ she said and strode inside, with Arlo shuffling beside her.

Peering between the buttons, the foyer of the reformatory was no more friendly than the outside. It was cavernous and draughty, dripping with shadows and gloom. They approached a lone figure sitting at a tall counter.

‘Good day to you, madam.’ Arlo heard Griselda’s greeting. ‘My name is Esmerelda Star and this is my director, Belvedere Handsome. So sorry we’re late.’

‘Late?’ the attendant asked.

‘For my first class.’

‘Class?’

‘Yes, we’ve been sent by the government to teach drama.’

‘Drama?’

‘Indeed! Drama!’ cried Avery. ‘The most noble of all arts.’

Arlo was startled by his uncle’s non-Avery sounding voice. It was rich and booming, like he’d been born for the stage.

‘And so beneficial for building character.’ Griselda leaned closer and lowered her voice. ‘Especially for children who have lost their way.’

Arlo looked through the buttons of Griselda’s coat, searching for a way to sneak further into the building. Two girls entered the foyer. They were dressed in grey, sack-like uniforms, their heads bowed. Quiet as mice. They walked to a trolley and collected what Arlo realised were stacks of freshly washed uniforms.

‘Take those to dormitory five,’ the attendant barked. ‘Then come back for the rest.’

The girls left without a word.

Arlo heard the turning of pages.

‘I can’t see anything about drama classes in the appointment book.’

‘It must be there,’ Avery enunciated. ‘After all, it’s not every day you get to meet a famous actor.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, not sounding very sorry. ‘There’s nothing here.’

Arlo shivered, suddenly overcome by doubt.

What did he know about rescuing people? How was he going to find Lisette? What if he messed up and made it worse?

He felt a tap on his cheek. It was Herbert. He looked at his small friend, who was staring up at him, open-mouthed, like he was smiling. It made Arlo feel better and he knew he had to try.

Arlo tugged on Griselda’s coat. She glanced down to see him pointing at the uniform trolley.

With a small nod, Griselda strode to the opposite side of the foyer, taking the gaze of the attendant with her and leaving Arlo hidden by the counter.

‘Perhaps you’d like to see my talents for yourself,’ Griselda said.

With the attendant’s back turned to him, Arlo crept to the trolley and dragged a uniform over his head. It was itchy as well as ugly. Herbert didn’t like it one bit. Arlo rolled up his pants, grabbed a pile of uniforms and snuck into the corridor to the sound of Griselda’s award-winning performance.

‘To be, or not to be, that is the question . . .’
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A FRANTIC SEARCH
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Further inside, the reformatory was even more grim. It was cold and drab, as if the joy had been painted over. If it had ever been there at all.

Arlo wanted to run to each door and cry out Lisette’s name, but he knew he had to be discreet.

Luckily, he was the master of discreet. When he’d lived with his mum, he’d spent years at school trying to be invisible. Head low, light steps, saying nothing. That way, bullies left him alone.

Mostly.

He glanced into rooms with girls washing floors or dusting. Others were polishing furniture.


‘Girl!’ A gruff voice shouted from behind.

Arlo froze.

‘What are you doing?’

Arlo knew she was talking to him, but he couldn’t move.

‘Look at me when I’m speaking to you!’

He slowly turned to see a stick insect of a woman, with a long neck and an upturned nose that seemed specially made for looking down on people.

‘Where should you be?’

Her words felt like hailstones. Arlo kept his head low.

‘I-I’m taking these to the . . . the . . .’

She glared as if she could squash him like a bug. ‘Dormitory! Stop stickybeaking and get a move on.’

She spun on her heels and click-clacked away as Arlo scurried down the hall. His heart was beating so hard it shuddered poor Herbert out of his uniform. ‘Sorry, fella.’

They searched each bleak, dismal room as Arlo tiptoed past. He had begun to think they’d never find her when Herbert squeaked.

It was Lisette! Scrubbing the toilet floor. Her hair was in a tight bun and she was wearing the same grey uniform.

Arlo ducked inside. ‘Lisette,’ he whispered.

She looked up and was about to cry out, but he held a finger to his lips.

‘You found me!’ she whispered back, and tickled Herbert’s chin. ‘I knew you would!’

‘Yes, but now we have to find a way out.’

‘All the doors are locked,’ Lisette said. ‘I’ve checked. But the window in my dorm will be perfect. I was going to escape tonight, but it’ll be much more fun with you. Come with me.’

After checking the coast was clear, Lisette led the way down the corridor and up a stairwell. They kept their heads bowed, trying as hard as they could not to run. Finally, they reached a dormitory with two rows of neatly made beds.

Lisette drew her pocketknife from her sock.

‘What are you going to do with that?’ Arlo asked.

‘They’ve bolted the windows to keep us locked in.’ Lisette jammed her knife into a screw and began to twist. ‘Or so they think.’

After removing the screws, she threw the bolt on the floor and opened the window. ‘Voila! Our ticket to freedom.’

Arlo was impressed until he looked down and his head began to spin. ‘We must be fifteen metres from the ground.’

‘It can’t be more than ten.’

‘There’s a moat!’

‘And a tree.’ Lisette seemed surprised she had to point that out. ‘We jump to the closest branch, climb down and make our escape.’

Arlo wasn’t sure if Lisette was the bravest person he knew or really bad at maths.

‘And if we miss the branch?’

She crouched on the windowsill. ‘We won’t. Don’t look down, it’ll be easier.’

‘Easier? What’s easy about –’

But he was too late.

Lisette leaped from the window!

Arlo shut his eyes. He couldn’t look. What if she didn’t make it? What if she had splattered on the ground? What if –

‘That was fun.’

He looked outside to see his friend dangling from the tree.

She’d made it!


Herbert squeaked and raised his paws.

Lisette hoisted herself onto the branch with the confidence of a gymnast and shuffled back to make more room. ‘Your turn.’

Arlo felt faint. He was terrible at sport, any sport, and Lisette wanted him to fling himself from a second-storey window into a tree! ‘Maybe I could leave the way I came in.’

‘It’ll be quicker this way.’

‘And more deadly.’

‘Where’s your sense of adventure?’

Before he could answer, a voice thundered behind him. ‘What are you doing here?’

A small army tank of a woman was charging straight for him. She looked strong, like she could snap him in two.

Arlo only had one choice. ‘Ready, Herbert?’

The mouse ducked inside the uniform, while Arlo scrambled onto the windowsill.

‘Get off there now!’

The army tank was almost on him.

Arlo jumped.

He reached out, flying through the air, desperate to reach the tree, when . . .

He did it! He caught the branch!


‘See?’ Lisette beamed as he swung below her. ‘Wasn’t that fun?’

‘Come back here!’ the army tank yelled.

‘Time to go.’ Lisette easily shimmied down the tree like a squirrel, but Arlo stumbled and slipped with the grace of a hippo, until he lost his grip and fell the last few metres into the snow.

Lisette stood over him. ‘Good work, partner.’

‘Thanks,’ he said, when he realised he and Herbert hadn’t died.

She helped him up. ‘Let’s blow this joint,’ she said, like she’d escaped from a crime novel instead of a reformatory.

They ran to the entrance, where Griselda’s performance was in full flight.

‘. . . be not afraid of greatness. Some are born great, some achieve greatness . . .’

A muffled rabble of voices came from further inside the building.

Griselda spoke louder. ‘. . . and some have greatness thrust upon them.’

‘We need to get their attention,’ Arlo said.

Herbert wriggled out of Arlo’s uniform and jumped to the floor. He skittered across the tiles onto Avery’s shoe, scuttled up his jacket and tapped him on the hand. Avery looked down and smiled before glancing at Arlo and Lisette.

‘I’m sorry,’ the attendant said, clearly losing what little patience she had left. ‘It’s against the rules to let you in if you’re not in the book.’

The noise in the corridor got louder.

Griselda was about to complain when Avery said, ‘You are right to stick to the rules! Without them, there’d be chaos.’

Griselda frowned until she saw Herbert peeking out of Avery’s pocket. ‘Indeed!’ she said. ‘Farewell! Parting is such sweet sorrow.’

With a final exaggerated bow, Esmerelda Star and Belvedere Handsome turned to leave, just as the army tank and stick insect burst into the foyer.

‘Stop them!’ they shouted as a piercing alarm whistled through the building.











11

THE GREAT ESCAPE
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‘Run!’ Griselda ordered.

All four headed to the car.

Followed by the army tank and the stick insect. The attendant stood on the steps and seemed puzzled about what had just happened.

‘Come back here!’ the stick insect yelled, gaining on them fast.

Arlo panted as he ran, when he heard the sound of barking. He looked back. Dobermans. Two of them. Arlo was afraid of dogs, especially Dobermans.

He jumped into the car and shut the door as the dogs threw themselves at his window, their salivary fangs clacking against the glass.

Avery and Griselda made it safely inside too, but Lisette wasn’t so lucky.

Just as she opened her door, the stick insect grabbed her arm. ‘Not so fast, little lady.’

Lisette had read enough books to know exactly what to do. She twisted her body round and round, like an alligator roll. The stick insect tried to hold on, but she lost her grip and fell into the muddy snow! The army tank caught up, wheezing and spluttering, and was just about to pounce on Lisette, when Arlo reached across his seat and pulled her inside. ‘She’s in!’ he yelled. ‘Let’s go!’

Griselda slammed on the accelerator. The wheels spun, sending a wall of mud over the stick insect, army tank and stunned attendant. The Dobermans bounded after them, but Griselda was too good. The mini-minor tore over the wooden bridge and down the drive, between skeleton-like trees and barren hills. The wheels skidded. The car fishtailed. Griselda almost lost control and Arlo almost lost his stomach.

Lisette, of course, was loving it. ‘Go, Griselda!’

They sped through the gates, screeching onto the hard road. Arlo looked back. The afternoon light cast a ghostly halo as they sped away leaving the whole gloomy wasteland behind.

‘Yee haa!’ Griselda cheered. ‘I haven’t had that much fun in years!’

‘Jolly good show, everyone!’ Avery was still in character.

Herbert wriggled out of Avery’s pocket, jumped onto Lisette’s lap and climbed up to her shoulder, tapping her on the cheek.

‘I missed you too, Herbert.’

‘Are you okay?’ Arlo asked.

‘I am now, thanks to you. You’re as brave and smart as your mum said.’

Arlo flinched at the mention of his mum and quickly changed the subject. ‘How did you end up there?’

‘Silas kidnapped me. He wants the grimoire. I told him someone had stolen it and he was furious, so he dragged me to the police station and accused me of being a thief. That’s when the officer checked my pocket and found a necklace.’

‘You stole a necklace?’ Arlo asked.

‘No, I told you I don’t do that. Silas planted it on me.’

‘The scoundrel!’ Griselda cried.


‘We should go to the station and tell them the truth,’ Uncle Avery said.

‘It won’t help,’ Lisette replied. ‘The officer and Silas are friends, I’ve seen them together before. And I’m a street kid. Who do you think they’re going to believe?’

‘Good point.’ Griselda met her eyes in the rear-view mirror. ‘You’re safe now.’

‘For how long?’ Arlo worried. ‘You’ve upset Silas, the reformatory and the officer at the station.’

‘He deserved it,’ Lisette huffed. ‘He called me a thief.’

Herbert squeaked in agreement.

‘We’ll need to lie low until the heat dies down,’ Griselda said, as if she was in a cops and robbers movie.

Arlo frowned. ‘If only the grimoire had a magic spell to make you disappear.’

‘Disappear!’ Griselda yelled and briefly swerved onto the wrong side of the road before righting herself. ‘Arlo, you’ve done it again!’

‘Done what?’

‘Come up with another stupendous plan.’
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On the way to the bookshop, Griselda made a pit stop at a chemist. She shuffled out with a paper bag and a mischievous smile, before driving them home without a word of explanation.

Arlo didn’t mind, he was just glad when they finally made it home. He’d had enough excitement to last a lifetime. Maybe even two lifetimes.

He enjoyed making toasted cheese sandwiches with no Dobermans or reformatories or jumping out of windows. They all guzzled their fill of toasties, before Griselda announced, ‘Now to put Arlo’s plan into place. Ready, Lisette?’

Lisette jumped to her feet like she was heading into battle. ‘Ready!’

And the two disappeared into the bathroom.

Like any other night after dinner, Avery and his nephew cleaned up and settled down to read, but Arlo couldn’t concentrate. Griselda and Lisette had been gone for ages. Apart from shrieks of laughter and muffled chatter, he had no clue what was going on. ‘What do you think they’re doing?’

‘Beats me,’ Avery said and smirked. ‘It was your stupendous idea.’

‘All I said was –’

Before Arlo could finish, Griselda burst out of the bathroom. Her sleeves were rolled up, her curls were even messier and she wore a triumphant smile. ‘Gentlemen, it’s time to reveal the results of Arlo’s magnificent plan.’

‘But I never . . .’ Arlo began when Lisette stepped out from behind Griselda.

At least he thought it was Lisette.

‘What do you think?’ she asked nervously.

Gone was her long black hair and defiant nose-in-the-air attitude. Instead, there was a kid with a blonde pixie cut, wearing Arlo’s corduroy pants and a checked jumper.

‘You look . . . good?’ Arlo said, trying to recognise the feisty girl inside her new look.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Griselda said. ‘We borrowed some of your clothes.’

‘You look marvellous,’ Avery said. ‘Griselda, you really have worked your magic.’

‘I dare any one of those dunderheads to recognise Lisette now.’
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ONE STEP AT A TIME
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Lisette curled on the lounge under a blanket, sipping hot chocolate.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ asked Arlo, with Herbert perched on his shoulder.

‘I’m fine. Just like the last ten times you asked.’

‘Can I get you another scone?’

‘I think five is my limit.’

Griselda had gone home and Avery left to deliver books, instructing Arlo to lock the doors and take care of Lisette.

He sat beside her. ‘I’m glad you’re back.’

‘You’re glad! I was locked in a creepy prison, scrubbing toilets until you and Herbert arrived.’


Arlo shifted uncomfortably. It was because of him she’d been kidnapped. If he’d stayed in his room and not stormed out, he could have fought Silas off.

Or at least tried.

‘This is very good hot chocolate,’ Lisette said.

‘It’s made with cinnamon and real chocolate.’

Just the way his mum had made it.

‘It’s perfect.’

Arlo stared at this girl who’d lost her grandma, been kicked out of her home and snatched from her bed by a murderer. And here she was talking about hot chocolate!

She was daring and bold.

She was everything he wasn’t.

After another sip, she asked carefully, ‘Do you think you’ll read the grimoire?’

‘I started last night,’ Arlo admitted.

‘You did?’ Lisette moved closer. ‘What do you think? It’s good, isn’t it? Aren’t you amazing?’

‘So far I’ve done nothing while Katri was kidnapped.’

‘That’s why you have to keep reading, because . . .’ She stopped, as if she’d realised something.


‘Do you think the story is coming true?’

Arlo frowned. ‘How?’

‘Just after you read about Katri being kidnapped, I was too!’

‘You were kidnapped because Silas wanted the grimoire.’

‘Yes, but don’t you think it means I’m Katri and you’re going to rescue me by helping get my grandmother’s shop back?’

Arlo couldn’t believe it. After everything Silas had done, she still wanted to mess with him.

‘I think it’s just a story.’

‘Which could be coming true,’ she said with a hopeful grin.

Arlo was no hero and was keen not to be part of any more rescues, especially if they involved Silas.

‘Were you scared when you were kidnapped?’ he asked.

‘I was at first, but then I was angry. Silas is the criminal, but I was the one taken to prison!’

Again, Arlo thought, my fault.

He wanted to make it up to her. ‘Can I do anything else?’

‘There is one thing.’ She had a glint in her eye Arlo felt he may regret. ‘Come with me to Grandma’s shop?’

‘Sorry?’ Arlo was hoping she’d ask for another hot chocolate.

‘It’s not far and I know a shortcut.’

‘You mean now?’

She put down her mug of chocolate and sat forward. ‘It’s better at night. There aren’t as many people, so we’re less likely to be seen.’

‘I don’t know.’ Arlo shook his head.

But he did know! After the day they’d had, all he wanted to do was stay home.

‘We’ll be back before Avery.’ Lisette was clearly excited. ‘You said deliveries take him ages.’

‘He gets carried away talking about books and the customers invite him in for tea.’

‘Perfect! And when you see the shop, you’ll know why I have to get it back.’

From Silas! Arlo thought. A murdering kidnapper. He’d read about people like him in books and that’s the way he wanted to keep it.

But Arlo had said no to her last request and look how that ended. This was his chance to make up for it.

He’d change her mind about the shop, but what harm was there in seeing it? ‘Okay.’


‘Really? That’s excellent!’

Before Arlo knew what was happening, Lisette threw her arms around him.

A hug! From a girl!

Herbert hugged him too, as far as his little paws could reach.

Arlo didn’t know what to do when she finally let go and said, ‘You’re going to love it, I know it!’

Lisette couldn’t wear her emerald coat or red boots, that would be a dead giveaway, so Arlo gave her a pair of his boots, a beanie and a coat that fit so perfectly, they could have been twins. With their scarves tucked up to their chins, they snuck out the back door.

‘This way.’ Lisette turned away from the main street.

Arlo’s breath stuck in his throat like a pea that went down the wrong way. ‘Along the canal?’

‘It’ll be quicker.’

She turned onto a broken, narrow path and hurried along the water’s edge. He tried to keep track of her in the dim lighting but she disappeared into the snowy night.

Arlo’s skin tingled with dread. He’d avoided the canal ever since he was a kid. In his books, canals were places where bad guys lurked and murderers hid their foul deeds.

He took a few steps but his legs trembled.

Crumbling houses slouched on either side. Weeping willows swayed like menacing ogres.

He felt the familiar grip of hands around his neck making it hard to breathe. Another panic attack, he thought. And Avery isn’t here!

This made him panic even more.

He stumbled to the edge of the canal, trying to drag air into his lungs.

Popping up from his pocket, Herbert patted his neck and squeaked.

All Arlo could see was a murky blackness mixed with snow. He was dizzy and wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to stand.

Or stop himself from falling in.

This time, Herbert squeaked loud and long.

‘Herbert?’ Lisette turned back and was quickly beside Arlo. ‘Are you okay?’

He nodded, not sure if he could speak.

‘It’s a bit spooky around here,’ Lisette said, ‘but we’ll be fine with the three of us.’

Herbert nodded in agreement.


She laid her hand on his back, just like Avery did.

‘And be careful of the path, it’s old and cracked so you have to watch every step.’

Arlo thought of Uncle Avery rubbing his back and repeating, over and over, one breath at a time.

Breathe, he thought. Breathe.

‘Thank you for coming with me,’ Lisette said softly. ‘I know leaving home isn’t easy for you, but I’ve wanted you to see Grandma’s shop ever since your mum told me about you.’

Lisette smiled. ‘She thought you were amazing.’

She did, Arlo remembered. She used to whisper it to him before she kissed him goodnight.

Slowly, he felt the hands around his neck loosen.

With the next breath, his lungs filled more easily.

‘Come on.’ Lisette’s eyes shone in the darkness. ‘You’re going to love it!’

Arlo watched her head off and relief flooded through him.

He’d done it. For the first time since his mum died, he’d stopped a panic attack. Up until now, he could only do it with Avery by his side.

And now Lisette.

‘Arlo!’ she called. ‘Come on!’

Without another thought, Arlo followed her into the night.
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A PINKY PROMISE
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‘What do you think?’ Lisette asked.

Arlo followed her through a window with a faulty latch and stumbled when he hit the floor. Even though there wasn’t much light, he could see her beaming face.

‘It’s magnificent, isn’t it?’

To say it was run-down would be a compliment. And Lisette wasn’t exaggerating when she said Silas’s men had stolen everything.

Apart from the counter, there was nothing. Cold air snuck through cracked windows and a leak had eaten a hole in the roof and left a puddle on the floor.


But Lisette was right.

As Arlo’s eyes adjusted to the dark, he easily imagined crackling flames in the fireplace, shelves of brand-new books and sunlight beaming through the windows.

‘It’s magnificent,’ he agreed, and Herbert squeaked.

‘I knew you’d see it!’ Lisette cried. ‘Grandma said it takes heart to see what really matters. And when this place is mine again, I’m going to make it even better than before.’

She scooted to the doors and spun round. ‘I’ll paint the floor to look like a grassy field and the roof will be plastered with pages of my favourite books.’ She ran to the far corner. ‘Over here will be a three-storey cubbyhouse with beanbags and a slide. I’ll have smoothies and banana cake and deep lounges and people will never want to leave!’

She sank happily to the floor, like she’d just eaten her favourite ice cream. ‘Grandma said home is the most important thing a person can have. I can’t lose the shop, Arlo, or I’ll be letting her down. Don’t you see?’

He nodded. He did see. ‘What about your parents?’ he asked.


‘Dad never stuck around and Mum left when I was little.’

‘Oh.’ Arlo wasn’t sure what to say. He couldn’t imagine his mother just leaving like that. He sat on the floor opposite her. ‘What was your grandmother like?’

‘She was smart and funny, and made the most delicious cakes. Especially banana cake.’

So that’s why she keeps asking for it, Arlo thought.

‘Do you miss her?’ he asked.

‘Every day,’ she answered. ‘Like you miss your mum.’

Arlo felt the same ache in his chest whenever he thought about his mother, but this time, he didn’t want to stop.

‘It doesn’t feel real that she’s gone,’ he admitted. ‘Like it was a mistake and she’ll be back any minute.’

‘I feel that way too.’

‘What do you remember about my mum?’ Arlo asked.

Lisette’s face lit up. ‘I liked her as soon as we met. She was warm and kind and gave great hugs. She came into the shop looking for a present for your birthday. She said you were clever and brave in a way some people would never understand, including you. Grandma told her she had the perfect gift and they disappeared into the back room. She was feisty too.’

‘My mum?’

‘Absolutely! One day, Silas snuck into the back room to collect his money and heard your mum and Grandma talking about the grimoire. He offered to buy it, and when Grandma refused, he tried to bully her but your mum stood between them. Told him to leave. She was much smaller than Silas, but he backed off.’

Arlo had never known his mum to do anything like that.

‘When he left, we told her about Silas and the fees. She said it wasn’t right and offered to help.’

Arlo smiled. ‘She hated when anything was unfair.’

‘And she talked about you a lot,’ Lisette said. ‘You were her hero.’

‘I’m no hero, look at me.’ He pulled up his sleeve to show his puny arm.

‘You are!’ Lisette said, as if he was missing the point. ‘Your mum told me! And you’ve read enough books to be an expert.’


‘Reading about heroes and being one are totally different.’

‘But your mum’s story –’

‘Is just a story.’

Lisette wasn’t giving up. ‘But when you read about Arlo, you’ll know that . . .’

‘It’s not me!’ he said. ‘He’s a character from a story and real life isn’t a story. In stories, bad guys lose and endings are happy, but what we have is just . . . life! Where terrible things happen to good people and bad guys get away with it.’ Then he whispered, ‘You and I know that.’

He thought about Silas and Grandma Sylvie.

About his mum and the accident.

And the driver who left her on the street.

‘That doesn’t mean we should give up,’ Lisette said quietly.

They sat in silence. Arlo felt bad for upsetting her.

Again.

‘Arlo,’ Lisette said, her eyes glistening. ‘I can’t let my grandma down and you’re the only one I trust.’

‘I’ll mess up,’ he said. ‘I always do.’

‘You won’t, because there’ll be the two of us.’


The two of us, Arlo thought. That’s what his mum used to say.

Then, without planning to, he said, ‘Okay.’

‘You’ll help? Oh, Arlo!’

Before he could stop her, she hugged him! Again!

Herbert sprang from his pocket onto his shoulder just in time to avoid being squashed.

‘I knew you would!’ She squeezed even harder.

‘Lisette,’ Arlo wheezed. ‘You need to let go.’

She pulled away. ‘Sorry, I’m just so happy.’

‘I haven’t done anything yet.’

‘Yes, but when you do, you’ll teach Silas and Marcellus a lesson!’

Arlo had never taught anyone a lesson, but Lisette looked so sure that he could. ‘What’s Marcellus like?’

‘He’s over two metres tall, has black eyes that drill into your soul and a heart shrivelled to the size of a pea.’

‘You’ve seen him?’

‘No. But I bet that’s exactly what he looks like.’ Lisette held out her little finger. ‘Let’s make a pinky promise.’

Arlo curled his finger around hers and Lisette closed her eyes. ‘I hereby promise to always be there for Arlo Goodman, no matter how hard or dangerous life gets.’

‘Dangerous?’

‘I’m sure it won’t,’ Lisette said. ‘It’s what heroes say before they head into battle.’

‘Battle?’

‘It’s just a saying, so you know I’ll always be with you no matter what.’

Arlo felt another pang in his chest. Only two people had ever said this to him. His mum and Avery.

And now Lisette.

‘You have to say it too,’ she said.

Arlo closed his eyes and began. ‘I hereby promise to always be there for Lisette . . .’ he stopped, realising he didn’t know her last name.

‘Dubois,’ she said.

‘Lisette Dubois, no matter how hard or dangerous life gets.’ He opened his eyes. ‘Even though she promises not to do anything risky or dangerous. Right?’

‘Me? Do anything dangerous?’ Lisette looked offended. ‘Never.’

She let go of his pinky and looked so excited that Arlo worried she was going to hug him again.


‘How are we going to do it?’ he asked.

‘You’ll think of something.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes!’ Lisette cried. ‘You came up with the brilliant idea of changing my look.’

‘But that wasn’t my –’

Without warning, light flooded through the windows, along with the rumble of engines.

‘Get down,’ Lisette hissed. She kept low and crawled to the door. Arlo followed, crouching beside her as they watched a motorcade of very posh cars drive by. Inside the vehicles, people laughed and clinked glasses.

‘They must be important,’ Arlo said.

Lisette pursed her lips. ‘Or think they’re important.’

She was about to turn away when she jolted.

‘What is it?’ Arlo saw her face cloud over with fear.

‘It’s him,’ she barely whispered.

Arlo and Herbert looked but they were too late. The cars had passed and the lights faded. ‘Him who?’

There was no answer.

Lisette had disappeared into the shadows.
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A GRAND CELEBRATION
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Arlo tried to keep up with Lisette, but she ran fast.

‘Lisette!’ he cried. She didn’t hear. Or didn’t want to. He sighed and hurried after her.

He hurtled down the canal path, skirting around lampposts and rubbish, before following Lisette into an alley that led to the main street. It twinkled with bright lights and people.

Lisette stopped, her breath escaping in foggy bursts. Arlo caught up, hunched over and panting.

Across the square, the State Library was lit up like a birthday cake. Cars stopped before the marble steps. Men in white jackets opened doors for guests who dripped with jewels. They stepped onto a red carpet, posing like movie stars for the cameras.

Arlo peeked out from the shadows, while Herbert peeked out of his pocket. ‘Who can you see?’

Lisette pointed at a uniformed man at the top of the stairs. ‘It’s the officer I accidentally scratched after he called me a thief.’

‘Accidentally?’

She shrugged. ‘His face got in the way of my hand.’

Herbert squeaked and waved a paw.

‘Thanks, Herbert,’ Lisette said. ‘I think he deserved it too.’

The buzz in the crowd grew louder as a limousine pulled up. A large wardrobe of a man climbed out. He buttoned his coat and scanned the crowd.

Arlo felt his stomach tighten. ‘It’s him, isn’t it?’

‘Silas Gray.’ Lisette scowled. ‘What’s he doing here?’

Silas opened the rear door and a man in a gold brocade jacket and white scarf stepped into a storm of camera flashes.

‘Marcellus!’ photographers called. ‘Over here!’


‘Marcellus Preston,’ Lisette hissed. ‘We finally meet.’

He wasn’t what Arlo expected at all. Definitely not the monster Lisette had described. He was elegant and poised, from his polished shoes to his perfectly styled salt-and-pepper hair.

As he climbed the stairs, Silas stayed close, his steely eyes watching the crowd. Marcellus waved, his hands shiny with gold rings.

A group of children was ushered around him like obedient pets for more photographs. Marcellus patted one of them on the head before he was led inside.

Arlo watched Silas whisper to the officer and they both laughed.

‘See?’ Lisette said. ‘They’re friends. It was Silas who planted that necklace on me so I’d be sent away.’

Arlo felt sick. His pinky promise was a huge mistake. Crooked cops and bad guys, he thought. I couldn’t even deal with bullies my own age.

‘We should leave,’ he said. ‘Uncle Avery will be home soon and –’

‘I’m going in.’ Lisette raised her collar and pulled her beanie low.


‘What?’

‘I want to get a closer look at the man who ruined my life.’

‘But that’s . . .’

Too late. She darted into the crowd, leaving Arlo alone. He looked down the alley behind him that led to the canal. It was darker than pitch.

‘What do I do now?’

Herbert pointed at the library.

‘Follow her?’

The mouse nodded.

‘She’s pretty good at looking after herself.’

Herbert didn’t budge.

‘Okay. But you’ll miss me if something bad happens.’

His little friend rubbed his furry face against Arlo’s cheek.

‘I know, you love me,’ Arlo said. ‘Let’s just hope I survive.’

He hurried across the square to join the guests pouring into the library. Herbert enjoyed the wind in his whiskers before offering one last squeak and ducking inside his pocket.

Despite the warmth of the library, Arlo froze. He felt like he was in a rowboat in a storm. The roof sailed high above him and the bookshelves rose like giant waves.

The library was once his favourite place.

And one of the last he’d been with his mum.

‘I can’t do it, Herbert,’ he whispered.

The mouse wriggled between Arlo’s neck and scarf, making sure to stay hidden, and placed a paw on his cheek.

It helped.

‘You miss her too, don’t you?’

Herbert nodded.

‘Thanks. You’re a good friend.’

Herbert flashed his teeth in a smile and sank back into his pocket.

The library was alive with boisterous laughter and chatter. It didn’t feel right, like a circus had moved in and kicked all the readers out. Hanging from the ceiling was a banner which read:

The Marcellus Preston Homeless Children Benefit.

Maybe he’s not that bad, Arlo thought.

He searched the bustling room and saw kids at a table, helping themselves to canapés and cakes.

Including Lisette, whose hands bulged with food.

Of course, he thought. I should have known.


Arlo made his way over, rehearsing how he was going to tell her they were leaving, but she got in first.

‘So, Marcellus is the saviour of homeless children.’ She bit into a cupcake.

‘Lisette, I think we should –’

‘It’s only fair that he helps them,’ she mumbled through her mouthful. ‘Since he’s the reason some of us became homeless.’ She glared at Marcellus, who was surrounded by adoring fans. ‘Someone should tell these people what he’s really like.’

Arlo worried Lisette was about to do just that when she said, ‘Who’s that?’

He followed Lisette’s gaze to a girl in a white lacy dress, standing alone at the edge of the room. Her black curls were held back by a red ribbon and her olive skin was so luminescent it glowed. Arlo thought she looked more like a doll than a real girl.

Lisette studied her carefully. ‘She’s too well-dressed for a street kid. She must be here with a donor. I wonder if she knows Marcellus.’

‘Lisette, I’ve been thinking about our promise and . . .’

But Lisette had taken another cake and was marching straight towards the girl.
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AN INTERESTING REVELATION
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Arlo wanted to go home. To climb into bed and read and forget about murderers and kidnappers. Just thinking about their bookshop made him feel calmer. He turned to leave when Herbert popped up and pointed a paw at Lisette.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’m going.’

He squeezed through the crowd, hoping Lisette wasn’t upsetting the girl, but as he got closer, Arlo saw them laughing.

‘I know,’ the girl said. ‘I wanted a party for kids, but apparently donors give more money if it’s for them, which is pretty selfish if you ask me.’


‘Arlo,’ Lisette said in a charming voice he’d never heard before. ‘This is Viola.’

Arlo said nothing. He tried to answer but all he could do was gaze at the girl’s smile. Say something, he thought.

Lisette frowned. ‘And this is my friend, Arlo.’

‘Yes,’ he said, finally managing to make his mouth work. ‘I’m Arlo.’

‘It’s nice to meet you,’ Viola said.

A small giggle escaped his lips. Arlo knew he was acting weird but he couldn’t help it. For some reason, being this close to Viola made his stomach turn somersaults. He worried he was going to faint. They had to get out of there. And fast!

But Viola had other ideas. ‘Would you like to see my favourite place in the library?’

‘We’d love to,’ Lisette answered, nudging Arlo. ‘Wouldn’t we?’

‘Sure,’ he said, which was a great big lie! He wanted to go home and not pass out in front of this girl.

‘Excellent.’ Viola smiled, which made Arlo’s stomach flutter even more. ‘Come with me.’

She slipped into a corridor towards a flight of stairs. Arlo noticed she was limping and was about to ask if he could help, but she made it to the top faster than any of them.

She led them onto a balcony overlooking the party. Arlo could see why she liked it there. He felt calmer being away from the babbling voices and clinking glasses.

Viola leaned on the marble railing and looked down. ‘Do you think they’re happy?’

Arlo saw her smile falter.

‘Why wouldn’t they be?’ Lisette frowned. ‘I’d be happy if I had their money.’

‘Sometimes I think it’s all a big act,’ Viola said. ‘Adults pretending they’re happy so everyone thinks they have the perfect life.’ She turned to Arlo. ‘Don’t you think that’d be tiring?’

He nodded. But something about the way she asked made him think she wasn’t happy either.

‘Have you ever been here before?’ Viola asked.

‘My mum and I used to come here every weekend. It was our favourite thing to do.’

‘Until she got too busy?’ Viola asked.

‘No, she’s . . .’ Arlo didn’t want to say it. ‘Gone.’

‘Oh,’ Viola said. ‘I’m sorry.’

A bald man with a beard as fluffy as a poodle clanged a spoon against a champagne glass. ‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ The crowd hushed. ‘Thank you for attending the annual Marcellus Preston Homeless Children Benefit. It is my great honour to invite Mr Preston to say a few words.’

The audience burst into rapturous applause.

Arlo studied Marcellus carefully. With his perfect hair and shimmering coat, he looked like a Bollywood star. Silas and the officer stood behind him, stony-faced, like guard dogs ready to pounce.

‘Please.’ Marcellus held up a hand to quieten the applause. ‘You are too kind.’

Lisette rolled her eyes.

‘I am a very lucky man,’ he began.

Arlo liked his voice, which was soothing like a late-night radio host.

‘And it would be selfish of me not to share that luck with those who haven’t been so fortunate.’

He talked about how precious children were and how they deserved a future full of possibility, especially those who hadn’t had a great start.

How could this be the monster who stole Lisette’s home? Arlo thought.

‘Tonight, with your donations, you and I will change lives.’ His eyes twinkled with excitement. ‘So, let’s make it happen.’

Marcellus was swept up in a sea of admirers, while waiters held buckets that were quickly stuffed with money.

But Lisette wasn’t buying it. ‘My hero.’

Viola missed the sarcasm. ‘He’s very good at persuading people to hand over money.’

‘I’ll say,’ Lisette said. ‘Especially when it comes to –’

‘Such a great cause,’ Arlo interrupted, worried she was going to launch into a tirade when they had information to gather. ‘Do you know much about him?’

‘A lot,’ Viola said. ‘He’s a very successful businessman who also runs charities.’

‘He sounds like a real legend,’ Lisette said.

This time, Viola seemed to hear the sarcasm loud and clear. ‘He is actually.’

‘Even though he steals homes and ruins people’s lives?’

‘Sorry?’

Arlo tried to intervene. ‘We think he might –’

‘Be a liar!’ Lisette was wound up and nothing was going to stop her. ‘He might seem all suave and respectable, but Marcellus Preston is a thief and a murderer.’

‘You take that back!’ Viola cried.

‘Never!’

Arlo knew they had to keep Viola onside or they wouldn’t find out anything. ‘How can you be so sure about Marcellus?’

‘Easy,’ Viola said. ‘He’s my father!’
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A QUICK GETAWAY
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Arlo felt as if he’d been dropped from a great height. ‘You’re Marcellus Preston’s daughter?’

‘Yes, and he’s not perfect but he’s a good person.’

‘Not perfect!’ Lisette wasn’t holding back. ‘He stole my home and killed my grandmother.’

‘You’re lying!’

Lisette stood nose to nose with Viola. ‘I’m not!’

Arlo tried to move between them in case things got out of hand. Even though he wasn’t sure what he’d do if they did.

‘Do you have proof?’ Viola asked, not backing down.

Lisette pursed her lips. ‘Not yet.’


‘Of course you don’t! Because it’s not true. You need to leave now or I’ll call my father’s guard.’

Lisette was about to object, but Arlo grabbed her arm and shook his head. They couldn’t risk being found by Silas.

‘We’re going,’ he said to Viola. ‘I’m sorry we upset you.’

Lisette snatched her arm away and Arlo followed as she stormed downstairs.

The foyer seemed even noisier now that the champagne was flowing. Arlo struggled to keep track of Lisette. He kept losing her behind raised glasses and buckets of money.

He squeezed between the guests, hoping to keep up with her, when she slammed into the police officer!

The same officer who sent her to the reformatory!

The man jolted forward and looked around angrily, searching for the bumbling oaf who’d made him drop his pie on his uniform.

Arlo’s heart stopped.

What if he recognised Lisette? What if he sent her back to the reformatory? They’d never get her out if she was sent there again.


He had to reach her. Fast!

But she’d melted into the crowd again. He pushed forward, apologising as he went, and caught sight of her slipping out the entrance. At least now they could finally go home.

Outside, the temperature had dropped and icy snowflakes stung their faces. But that wasn’t what made Lisette’s cheeks so red. She was angry. Anyone could see that. And Arlo couldn’t blame her, not after seeing Marcellus treated like a hero! He wondered what he could say to make her feel better, when she spun round so fast that Arlo almost bumped into her.

‘What if we break into Marcellus’s house?’

‘What?’

‘Viola’s right,’ Lisette said. ‘I need proof and I bet we’ll find it in his house.’

Herbert popped up and raised his paw as if he agreed.

Arlo had to make sure he’d heard right. ‘You want to break into the house of a man who stole your home and had you kidnapped?’

‘It sounds dangerous when you say it like that,’ Lisette said. ‘I’d prefer to say break into the house of a man so we can right an injustice.’


‘How is that less dangerous?’

‘Don’t you think it sounds less dangerous?’

‘You know what is less dangerous?’ Arlo knew he had to tread carefully, especially when she was so riled. ‘We forget all about this and go home.’

The fire went out of Lisette. ‘But we made a pinky promise.’

‘I know, but –’

‘And I made a promise to my grandmother,’ she added quietly. ‘Do you know what it’s like to make a promise and not keep it?’

Arlo knew exactly how that felt. It’s what filled his dreams and woke him up at night.

Snow melted on Lisette’s face and dripped down her cheek. For the first time since Arlo had met her, she seemed small and breakable, not the fierce, indestructible girl he’d known so far.

‘He can’t be allowed to get away with it, Arlo. Bullies shouldn’t win all the time. It’s not fair.’

She was right. Arlo couldn’t deny it.

‘What if we think of a way to find proof that doesn’t break the law?’

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘But it won’t be as much fun.’

Arlo was starting to realise Lisette’s idea of fun might not be the same as his. ‘Yes, but it’ll be safer.’


‘Oi! You two!’

Arlo turned to see the officer on the library steps.

‘Come back here now!’

Herbert bared his teeth at the man.

‘Let’s get out of here!’ Lisette pulled her beanie low and tore into the alley.

Arlo stared after her, then back at the officer, who was bolting towards them. And he ran.
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A TERRIFYING CHASE
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The snow and inky night made it hard to see, but Arlo kept running. He had no choice. The stomping footsteps of the officer were closing in.

‘Stop! Police!’

Arlo glanced over his shoulder. The officer was getting closer. When he looked ahead, he thought he saw the ground sparkling.

But why would the ground be . . .

The canal!

He skidded through the snow, trying to stop, but he was heading straight towards the water. His body tipped forward. His arms flailed. Herbert’s eyes widened!


It was too late. They were going in!

A hand reached out of the darkness and pulled Arlo back.

‘No time for a swim,’ Lisette said with a wry grin.

Herbert squeaked.

‘You’re welcome.’ Lisette looked behind her. ‘Come on.’

They ran along the path, jumping over cracks and a stray cat, until Lisette scooted beneath a bridge. Arlo kept close. Determined not to lose her.

At least, that was his plan until he tripped and slammed into a pile of rubbish. He was winded and his head ached where it crashed into a bin.

‘Arlo? Herbert?’ Lisette ran back and hovered over them. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes,’ Arlo lied and the mouse nodded, although he was a bit dazed. There was no time for truth. They had to get out of there.

She helped Arlo up, just in time to see the officer striding towards them, brandishing a gloating smile.

And a gun!

‘Thought you’d get away with it, did you?’


‘N-no, s-s-sir,’ Arlo stuttered, alarmed that a police officer would point a gun at kids.

‘Get away with what?’ Lisette was calm and her voice was deeper than usual.

To match her new look, Arlo thought.

‘Taking what isn’t yours.’ He wore his bad mood all over his face. And a blob of tomato sauce on his collar.

‘We . . . we didn’t take anything, sir.’ Arlo kept his head low.

‘You might not have,’ he said before nodding at Lisette. ‘But he did.’

Her disguise was working! He didn’t recognise either of them from the station!

‘You street kids are all the same,’ he scoffed. ‘Good people try to help you and you steal from them.’ He flinched at a sudden splash in the canal. ‘Water rats.’ He shivered in disgust. ‘This place is infested with them.’

He took a sidestep, so that Arlo and Lisette stood between him and the canal.

Water rats! Arlo thought. He’d read a book that said they could grow as big as cats. Large enough to drag pets to their watery deaths. He shut his eyes, trying to block the thought from his mind, just as Herbert crept from his pocket and leaped to the ground.

‘It’s a fascinating place, the canal.’ The officer waved his gun around way too casually for Arlo’s comfort. ‘People have disappeared in there. They’ve simply fallen in and were never seen again. We try to save them, but sometimes, we’re too late.’

The swirling snow made Arlo feel dizzy.

Being threatened by an angry cop wasn’t helping.

‘Of course, it’s not all bad. Most who fall in are thieves.’ The officer leaned closer to Lisette, his stale breath fogging the air. ‘Would you like to take a little dip or give me what I want?’

‘Is it breath freshener you want?’ Lisette kept her voice low and her face hidden in the shadows. ‘Because you really need some.’

Arlo felt a bolt of fear. This man was dangerous. Why couldn’t Lisette see that?

The officer’s lip rose into a twisted grin. ‘Oh, he’s a comedian, this one.’

‘I like to be entertaining,’ Lisette explained with a cheeky grin. ‘Plus, your breath really does smell.’


What is she doing? Arlo thought. She’s centimetres from a deadly canal and a megalomaniac with a gun and she’s making jokes!

‘You won’t think you’re so smart when I –’ The officer straightened. ‘What’s that?’

‘What’s what?’ Lisette asked innocently.

He began slapping his neck. ‘There’s something on me.’

‘I can’t see anything,’ Lisette said, sounding concerned.

Arlo ducked as the man tore at his collar, his gun waving in all directions.

What’s going on? Arlo thought, which is when he saw it, or rather, saw him. It was Herbert. Running between the officer’s shoulders. Zigzagging around his slapping hand.

Lisette winked at Arlo, as if she knew what was happening all along.

Herbert jumped onto the officer’s hat, leaned over the rim and looked him in the eye.

‘A rat! Ahhh! Get it off! Get it off!’

Arlo watched his small friend leap onto the officer’s shoulder just before the man threw off his hat. Herbert scrambled down his coat and under the cuff of his trousers.


‘It’s in my pants!’ The officer twitched and jiggled as if he was covered in ants!

And he dropped his gun.

Arlo lunged forward and, with one kick, sent it flying into the canal in a spray of snow.

‘How can we help you, sir?’ Lisette sounded sincere but Arlo could see she was trying hard not to laugh.

‘Ouch! It bit me!’ The officer lifted one foot and tugged at his shoe. He hopped on one leg, until the shoe finally came off. He tossed it aside, and reached for the other, when he overbalanced and staggered backwards. Toppling and teetering for a few more seconds before he plunged into the icy black canal.

‘Herbert!’ Arlo fell to his knees.

The copper thrashed and gulped for air. ‘Help! I can’t swim!’

Lisette raced to a nearby boat, grabbed a lifebuoy and flung it into the water. The officer clung on but was still making a terrible fuss.

Arlo struggled to see his small friend in the dark. ‘Herbert? Can you hear me? Where are you?’

Lisette knelt beside him. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll find him.’ Although she didn’t sound so sure.


They searched the water, desperate to see the small mouse. Arlo knew the chances of him escaping from the officer’s pants were slim, but Herbert was clever. He had to make it!

‘Can mice swim?’ Lisette asked.

Arlo nodded. Mice were good swimmers and Herbert was the best mouse he’d ever known.

‘Then he’ll be fine,’ Lisette said, as if reading his thoughts.

‘You think so?’

‘I know so!’

It helped. A little. But the water was cold and it was dark and Herbert was so small and . . .

‘Come on, fella.’ Arlo shook the thoughts away. ‘You can do it. Follow my voice.’

He thought about jumping in, but the water was pure black.

And unlike mice, he couldn’t swim.

Lisette leaned over even more. ‘Herbert?’ Her voice quivered. ‘We’re over here.’

The officer drifted down the canal, squealing and splashing in the distance.

The water stilled, except for the slow current lapping against the bank.

Arlo thought he saw Herbert in every shadowy wave, or wished he did. He couldn’t be gone. He just couldn’t.

All of a sudden, Lisette pointed. ‘Arlo, look!’

A tiny, waterlogged mouse climbed up from the canal and collapsed on the path, panting and shivering. He looked even smaller with his soggy fur plastered to his body.

‘Herbert!’ Arlo swept him up, wrapped him in his scarf and held him close. ‘You made it!’

‘Of course he did!’ Lisette said. ‘I knew it.’

Herbert sneezed. Arlo’s heart skipped. ‘Let’s get you home.’

He tucked him deep inside his coat and they ran into the night, the sound of the officer’s cries fading behind them.
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THE FLIGHT OF THE SKYMOUSE
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‘You were amazing,’ Lisette whispered.

Arlo lay on the cushions on his bedroom floor, with Herbert snuggled against him in his favourite woolly sock. ‘I thought we were going to die,’ he whispered back.

‘Which makes you even more amazing.’

They’d run all the way home, arriving only moments before they heard Avery’s key in the front door. They’d dived into their beds, with their clothes on, pretending to be asleep. Avery leaned in to check on them and Arlo worried his heart was beating so hard it would give them away, but his uncle finally closed the door.


‘The way you kicked that gun into the canal. Pale streetlight trickled through the curtain onto Lisette’s face. ‘I’ll never forget it.’

Arlo wouldn’t either. He’d never seen a real gun before. He was still shaking, but cuddling Herbert helped.

‘Griselda was right,’ Lisette said. ‘Stories in the grimoire can become real, but they can also be perilous.’

‘Do you think what happened was because of my mum’s story?’

‘Absolutely!’

Since he’d started to read the story, he’d been part of a kidnapping, a high-speed rescue and an escape from a gun-wielding police officer.

Maybe it was his mum’s story.

But that didn’t make him a hero.

‘What about the way I fell into the garbage?’

Lisette waved her hand. ‘Could have happened to anyone.’

‘It doesn’t happen to you,’ Arlo said. ‘How do you always know what to do?’

‘I don’t,’ she said. ‘Not always, but being with you makes me feel I can do anything.’

Arlo blushed. ‘I’m no one special, Lisette.’


‘You are,’ she insisted. ‘You’re honest and kind and you mean what you say. That’s important.’

Lisette leaned out of bed and tickled Herbert’s chin. ‘And you are the bravest mouse I’ve ever met.’

Herbert was tired from the swim but managed a small squeak.

‘Is life always this exciting with you?’ Arlo asked.

‘Not usually, but the last few days have been pretty hectic.’

Hectic? Arlo thought. How about treacherous? Or precarious? Or downright dangerous?

Arlo felt bad for asking, but he had to know. ‘Did you take anything from that officer?’

‘I might have.’

Arlo tried to keep his voice low, which was hard when he’d just found out his friend was a thief. ‘What was it?’

Lisette bit her lip. ‘His wallet.’

‘You told me you didn’t steal money.’

‘I don’t! I was angry that he’d sent me to the reformatory and called me a thief.’

‘So, you stole his wallet?’

‘Not “stole”. I borrowed it for a few seconds before I dropped it in the bin on the way out.’


‘Why?’

‘I wanted to teach him not to accuse people of things they didn’t do,’ she said. ‘I’m not a thief, Arlo. I promise.’

Arlo tried to be angry with her but he couldn’t. They were home and Herbert was safe. And maybe the copper did need to be taught a lesson.

‘Do you forgive me?’ Lisette asked.

‘That depends,’ Arlo said. ‘Will you stop picking fights with police officers?’

‘I promise.’ She crossed her heart before asking carefully, ‘Are you going to read more of the grimoire?’

Arlo surprised himself by answering, ‘Yes.’ He did want to read it. He wanted to know what was going to happen next.

‘Will you read it to me?’

‘You already know what happens.’

‘I know.’ Lisette fluffed her pillow. ‘But don’t you love it when people read to you?’

He did. His mum used to read to him every night. Even though the other kids in his class thought they were too grown-up to be read to, Arlo never wanted it to stop.

He reached for the grimoire and a torch from his bedside table. Herbert perched in his sock for a perfect front-row seat. Arlo opened the book to his mother’s story.

And he read . . .

 

Days had passed since Katri had been taken.

She was six years old. Arlo knew her from school. She’d follow him around, especially after she’d found out he had a skymouse.

Arlo stood in the shed and brushed the creature, a honey-coloured animal the size of a pony, with rounded ears and dark fur across his eyes like the mask of Zorro.

 

‘Herbert!’ Arlo said. ‘You’re in here too!’

Herbert squeaked and threw up his paws.

‘Of course he is,’ Lisette said. ‘Especially considering how brave he is.’

Arlo kept reading.

 

‘I should have done something, Herbert.’

The animal purred. Having his fur brushed was his favourite thing.

‘I saw the beast and I did nothing.’ Arlo sniffed. ‘Well, not nothing. I ran like a coward and hid under the blankets. And now Katri’s gone.’


The skymouse unfurled one of his wings and rested it on the boy’s back.

‘Thanks, Herbert, but it’s true.’

Arlo ran the brush along Herbert’s neck, when he heard a bell.

‘They’re back.’

A team from the village had ridden up the mountain to fight the beast and rescue Katri. What if they hadn’t found her? What if she was hurt?

Or worse.

His whole life, the village had been safe. There were feasts and marriages, and kids roamed wherever they pleased, as long as they were home by dinner. But now, everything was different.

Arlo looked out the window and saw villagers heading to the town hall. He wondered if he should go, when he felt a sharp nudge in his back.

‘They don’t need me.’

Herbert nudged him again, harder this time, and Arlo stumbled forward.

‘All right,’ he said, putting down the brush. ‘You can be pushy for a skymouse.’

Even from a distance, Arlo could see the hall was filling up fast. People spilled onto the steps and into the yard. He and Herbert found an open window at the side. Arlo stood on his toes but wasn’t tall enough to see. Herbert scooped him up with his wing and slid him onto his furry back.

‘Thanks, Herbert.’

The skymouse purred.

Anxious voices swarmed like bees. At the front of the hall was the team who’d climbed the mountain.

Arlo counted. One was missing.

‘Order!’ a man at the front boomed.

The hall fell silent.

The man stood aside and Masha, the leader of the team, rose to her feet. She was tall with thick, black braids and her arm was in a sling. She looked directly at the girl’s parents. ‘We didn’t find her.’

Katri’s father slumped forward and cried silently into his hands. Her mother sat straight. She seemed determined not to cry.

‘But we found this.’ Masha pulled a red ribbon from her pocket. Arlo saw Katri’s mother flinch, as if she’d been stung. She stepped forward, took the ribbon and clutched it to her heart.

A light rain began to fall. Arlo snuggled into Herbert’s neck.

Masha explained how their camp was attacked at night and, despite their weapons, the beast easily overpowered them. ‘We all fought, none more bravely than Marbec. Who we lost.’

More crying rose from the crowd.

Marbec’s son, Erik, was in Arlo’s class. He was tall and athletic and always beat Arlo in races, but now he curled into his mother’s arms with his younger sister. Arlo tried to focus on Masha, but his mind crowded with images of Katri. Of Marbec.

And Erik.

When Masha finished, arguments broke out about what to do next. Arlo watched faces crease in anger, neighbours yell at neighbours. Some wanted to send more villagers to try again. Others voted to hand over children, as the king had asked, so his soldiers would fight the beast.

‘We can spare a few children,’ an old woman argued. ‘Especially families who’ve more than one.’

This sparked even more angry cries.

Arlo watched his neighbours turn on each other. This was no time to argue! They had to act! Before more of them were lost.

Two men scuffled. One drew his fist, ready to strike, when Katri’s mother shouted, ‘Enough!’

The hall hushed. The men backed away.

‘We can’t lose anyone else. We need to . . .’


She couldn’t go on. She buckled and almost fell when her husband caught her and led her away.

Katri’s mum was right. They couldn’t lose anyone else.

‘We need to be more clever,’ Arlo said to Herbert. ‘To find other ways to trick the beast. We have to bring Katri back.’
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A CURIOUS DISCOVERY
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‘What will they do?’ Arlo turned to Lisette, but she was asleep and had even started snoring.

On the opposite page was a black-and-white drawing of the long-haired boy perched on the back of the skymouse, peering into the hall.

‘You look good, Herbert,’ Arlo admired. ‘The wings suit you.’

The mouse climbed out of his sock and wriggled between the last page and the back cover. He stood on his hind legs and pushed the pages over with his front paws. He dug into the corner of the book, opened the hidden panel and squeaked.


‘You want to see what happens next?’ Arlo asked.

Herbert licked his paws and ran them over his ears.

Arlo laughed. ‘You want to see if you’re the hero?’

Herbert nodded.

Arlo put on the glasses and, like last time, the room took on a pinkish glow. The sketch filled with colour, and he felt himself being drawn inside the picture.

There was a cool breeze and the sprinkle of rain. He smelled the wet earth, heard angry voices from the hall and saw Katri’s parents disappear down the muddy street.

The skymouse looked over his shoulder and nuzzled the boy’s cheek.

Just like Herbert, Arlo thought.

Until the skymouse stepped away from the building, unfurled his wings and rose from the ground.

‘You’re flying, Herbert!’ Arlo whispered, trying to keep his voice down.

The mouse waved his paws.

The boy in the picture leaned forward and snuggled even closer.


‘Now we’re heading to the forest.’ Arlo felt giddy, as if he really was flying.

The skymouse headed upwards, his silky wings rising and falling.

‘We’re flying over the trees.’ Arlo gasped. ‘Towards a castle.’

Except it was more like a city than a castle. Made of pure white stone, it was layered with soaring towers topped with blue spires.

‘We’re getting closer.’

They flew past smaller towers, searching each window. They climbed above parapets, soaring towards taller ones, when he saw her!

‘It’s Katri! She’s trapped in a tower and we’re going to rescue her.’

Arlo’s excitement was cut short when a sharpened claw plunged at them. The skymouse ducked just in time.

‘It’s being guarded by a . . . a . . .’

Arlo wasn’t sure what it was, until he realised. ‘It’s the beast from the forest.’ He studied the picture closely. Its skin and eyes blazed red. Its hind legs clung to the spire, wings outstretched, mouth open in a burst of flames, screeching in warning to stay away.


The skymouse hovered at a safe distance, while the beast watched on.

But that was where the story in the picture seemed to end.

‘What are they going to do? They’re just a boy and a skymouse.’

Herbert yawned.

‘It’s been a big day,’ Arlo said. ‘We can read the rest tomorrow.’

Arlo nestled the mouse deeper into his sock and lifted him into his cage. He replaced the glasses inside the cover and put the grimoire aside.

Flying beasts and imprisoned girls? How can any of it come true?

And yet his pyjamas and hair were damp, as if it somehow was real. But how?

Lisette snored and rolled over in her sleep.

Arlo wasn’t tired. After everything that had happened, he knew he should be, but there was something bothering him. Something he’d been avoiding for almost a year.

He peeled off his blankets and tiptoed to his wardrobe. Inside were boxes.

They belonged to Arlo’s mum.


After she died, her clothes and most of their furniture went to charity. Her books were spread throughout Avery’s home, but everything else was packed in boxes.

Arlo had wanted nothing to do with them. Avery said he would, in time, but Arlo hadn’t believed him.

Until now.

He opened one of the boxes. Inside were trinkets his mum had kept on her desk. A glass rabbit, her favourite cup and a magnifying glass. When he was younger, he’d thought his mum was a detective. In his books, all detectives had magnifying glasses. She said she was, in a way. She’d worked for the Heritage Society and it was her job to make sure old buildings were looked after.

He saw something else.

A framed photo of him and his mum. He was four years old and had a bandage around his head. She’d been teaching him to ride a bike and he’d kept falling off, but what he remembered most was that she never gave up on him. And he’d finally done it!

He found presents he’d made for her: cards and drawings, a crooked clay pot and a squished origami dragon.


And there was a notebook. On the front, she’d written, For Arlo. Inside was the plan for his story and rough sketches of the skymouse and the castle.

And Arlo looking like a warrior. Standing tall and holding a sword.

That’s what she used to call him, my little warrior.

But he was nothing like a warrior.

He was about to stop searching when he saw a folder marked, Sylvie. Inside, were plans for Lisette’s building. His mother had circled phrases and drawn question marks, and made notes.

Demolition? New development? And another that said, Sounds fishy.

That was one of his mum’s sayings. Any time she thought people weren’t being honest, she’d say, Sounds fishy to me.

He found letters from people who’d lived in the building, saying they’d been threatened by Silas. Until the threats had got too much and they’d moved.

A card fell from between the pages. On the front was a drawing of his mum. Just like the sketches from the grimoire. He opened it and read:



Dear Abigail,

Thank you for your help. It means more than I can tell you.

Until next we meet,

Sylvie xo


His mother’s help? What had she been doing? What had she found out that was fishy?

And why hadn’t his mum told him any of this?

I could have helped you, Arlo thought. I might even have saved you.
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EXCITING NEWS
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‘How’s my little escapee?’

Griselda had organised a magnificent feast in her rooms at the university to celebrate Lisette’s rescue.

‘I’m very well, thank you.’ Lisette helped herself to another chicken leg and a generous serve of potatoes dauphinois.

Arlo wondered how someone so small could eat so much!

Griselda’s glum assistant, Benedict, poured water into their glasses, looking like he’d rather be anywhere but there.

‘Have you had any more adventures?’ Griselda asked, her silvery curls flopping over a purple headscarf.

Arlo and Lisette swapped a brief look.

‘It’s been very quiet,’ Arlo lied. What could he do? He couldn’t let Avery know what had really happened.

‘That’s a shame.’ Griselda sounded disappointed and put on her Esmerelda Star voice. ‘If you need help again, you can count on us! Can’t they, Belvedere?’

‘Absolutely!’ Avery replied in his film director’s voice. ‘We’ll be there in a jiffy!’

Arlo noticed a gleam in his uncle’s eye that he’d never seen before.

Griselda sighed. ‘Yesterday took me right back to our university days. The lights, the stage . . . and everyone flocking after Avery.’

‘Flocking after Avery?’ Arlo didn’t mean to sound rude but his uncle wasn’t someone he imagined people flocking after.

‘Why, yes!’ Griselda said. ‘He’s dashing and charismatic and –’

‘Did you say you had information about the grimoire?’ Uncle Avery interrupted, his cheeks blooming red.


‘I do indeed!’ Griselda said, as if suddenly remembering. ‘I’ve discovered the origin of The Book of Wondrous Possibilities.’ She paused for dramatic effect. ‘It was created by Sophie Le Gardien from France in 1780. Lisette’s many times great-grandmother.’

Lisette dropped her fork. ‘My family created the grimoire?’

‘They did! It’s been handed down to the firstborn girl ever since, and only they had the power to write the stories, including your grandmother.’

This time Arlo dropped his fork. This could be the answer to all their problems. And to never seeing Silas again. ‘Does that mean Lisette can too?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘So, she could write a story about getting her shop back?’

‘Genius idea!’ Lisette cried.

‘Except for one thing,’ Griselda said. ‘If the grimoire is used for personal gain, it won’t work and may even backfire.’

‘Oh.’ Lisette deflated like a balloon.

Griselda turned to Arlo. ‘Have you begun reading it?’

He nodded.


‘And did you notice anything?’

‘Straightaway,’ Arlo said. ‘Something happens each time.’

He remembered the dirt on his hands, his sore feet and damp sleeves.

‘But the story can’t be true.’ Arlo shrugged. ‘In the last illustration, I flew on the back of a giant mouse.’

Benedict thumped the water jug on the table and rolled his eyes.

‘It all depends how you look at it,’ Griselda said. ‘It’s an allegory. You may not fly on a real mouse, but it can be true in other ways.’

‘I think it’s true.’ Lisette scooped up her last mouthful of creamy potatoes. ‘Every bit!’

‘That’s because you’re a child,’ Benedict hissed in her ear.

Lisette flinched to see Benedict close behind her.

Arlo felt Herbert wriggle in his pocket and knew if Benedict wasn’t careful, he’d get the same treatment as the officer at the canal.

‘I’ve done my own research,’ said Benedict with more than a smidge of scorn. ‘Many believed grimoires were fake. In 1599, they were included in the Indexes of Prohibited Books for spreading lies and in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, French police arrested people with grimoires, accusing them of taking money from the vulnerable by tricking them into believing they were magic.’

Benedict stuck his nose in the air, as if daring anyone to contradict his obviously superior intelligence.

‘You have done your research,’ Griselda said. ‘Which is the sign of a good scholar.’

Arlo wasn’t sure how he did it, but Benedict looked even more smug.

‘It also means,’ Griselda continued, ‘you’ll know that most of the people arrested were women, who were often targeted by police and the church for no crime whatsoever, but simply for being women.’

Arlo looked to Benedict and realised he’d never seen someone sneer and smile at the same time – until now.

‘Let’s have dessert!’ Griselda rubbed her hands. ‘Would you like to join us, Benedict?’

His shoulders sank, as if he was hoping for a debate, not dessert.


‘That would be lovely,’ he said and beamed, but the moment he turned away, his smile fell like a bowling ball.

As Griselda regaled the table with more stories of her university days with Avery, Benedict handed out serves of pecan pie dolloped with ice cream, and a generous, irritated scowl.











21

A BRILLIANT PLAN

[image: image]




Lisette was quiet all the way home. She trudged upstairs, brushed her teeth, said a muffled goodnight and slipped into bed.

Arlo tried to cheer her up by telling her the story of the illustration in the grimoire, the one he saw while she was asleep, of flying to the castle on the skymouse and the imprisoned girl guarded by the winged beast.

Herbert held out his paws, to show her how he did it.

‘That sounds great,’ Lisette said, with none of her normal gusto.

Herbert sprang from Arlo’s chest, scrambled onto the bed and snuggled against her cheek.

‘Are you okay?’ Arlo asked.

‘I’m not going to get Grandma Sylvie’s shop back, am I?’

‘Maybe?’

‘Ha.’ Lisette smiled. ‘I know you don’t believe that, but thank you for trying to make me feel better.’

She was right, Arlo didn’t believe it. Silas and Marcellus were dangerous, and Arlo and Lisette were kids. This was his chance to convince her to stay away from them.

But he kept thinking of his mum’s notes. And the letters she gathered from the tenants. And how she would never have given up.

He wished he was more tired so he could fall asleep and say nothing. But he was wide awake. And Lisette looked so sad.

Plus, he knew saying nothing was a kind of lie. The sneaky kind his mum would be against.

‘I discovered something about your shop.’

There. He’d said it. He couldn’t take it back now.

Lisette sat up, cradling Herbert. ‘You did?’

Arlo pushed away his blankets and crept to the wardrobe. Lisette followed and crouched beside him.

‘These boxes have some of my mother’s things and I found this.’ He handed her the folder marked Sylvie. Herbert crawled onto her shoulder.

Lisette flicked through the letters. ‘I know these people. They lived in our building. Until they were bullied by Silas.’

Lisette saw the building plan and the word, demolition.

She looked up. ‘They can’t demolish it, Arlo! It’s our home!’

‘I think that’s what my mum was trying to stop. She was gathering evidence to prove Marcellus was wrong.’

‘The last time I saw your mum,’ Lisette said, ‘she told Grandma she was getting close and needed a little more time. Do you think this is what she meant?’

‘It must have been,’ Arlo said.

‘I knew she was smart!’ Lisette had a glint in her eyes that made Arlo wonder if he’d done the right thing. But it was too late, he could see she was already hatching a plan. ‘We need to prove that Marcellus stole Grandma’s shop, and since you won’t let us break into his home, do you have any other ideas?’

He did. He’d been thinking about it. ‘A book delivery.’

‘What?’

‘We go to Viola’s home with a parcel and while we’re there, we –’

‘Force her to find evidence! Brilliant!’

‘No,’ Arlo said. ‘We –’

‘Pretend to leave, then sneak back inside and find the evidence ourselves. Of course!’

Herbert threw his paws in the air.

Arlo sighed. He wasn’t sure who was more excited, Lisette or Herbert. ‘No, we tell her what we’ve found and ask her to help us.’

‘Do you think she will?’

‘She might when she knows the truth.’

‘This is like the grimoire,’ Lisette realised.

‘Sorry?’

‘In your mum’s story, Arlo said they needed to find other ways to trick the beast and a book delivery is much more clever than breaking in.’

‘I’d just prefer not to break the law,’ Arlo said. ‘Plus, we can apologise for upsetting Viola at the library.’


‘Upsetting her! I’m the one who lost my home!’

‘You called her father a thief and a murderer.’

‘Which is true!’

‘But not helpful,’ Arlo said. ‘My mum used to say you catch more flies with honey than vinegar.’

‘Okay, I get it.’ Lisette pouted. ‘I’ll be on my best behaviour, you’ll see. I can be quite charming when I want to be.’











22

A DEVIOUS DEAL

[image: image]




Benedict Cruikshank was in a bad mood.

Normally after a day at Professor Merryweather’s rooms, he’d wander home, make himself a boiled egg and toast for supper and settle into bed with a good book.

But this night was different.

As Benedict trudged through the snowy backstreets, he silently railed against the world. He’d known for a very long time that he was smarter than anyone he met. In fact, most people he met were dullards. Gormless wastes of space he wanted nothing to do with.

He reached the main street with people spilling from shops and bars and he lifted his lip in disgust. It was a flood of boorish people going about their unremarkable lives. He pitied them really, because one day he would be famous.

Not only that, he’d show the professor and her misfit friends that he was special. That he was above serving pecan pie to spoiled brats.

One day soon, he’d show them all.

A mewling cat curled around his ankle. Scrounging for food, no doubt.

Benedict booted it away and cursed as he stepped into an icy puddle. His temper rose even more. He couldn’t go home yet, he wouldn’t. He was sick of people ignoring him. Of underestimating his talents.

He hurried across the street and pushed open the door of an old pub.

He ordered a pot of tea and scanned the room for a quiet place to sit. It was teeming with university students in fine clothes, bought by their mummies or daddies most likely, who’d probably told them from a very young age how brilliant they were.

He slid into a booth in a corner, which was lit overhead by a weak bulb, took a book of poetry from his bag and began to read.


‘Do you mind if I join you?’

Benedict looked up to see a bear of a man, his face hidden in the shadow of a black cap.

There are other places to sit, Benedict thought. Why does he have to choose here?

‘Actually, I’m reading my book, so I’d rather –’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ the man said and sat opposite. ‘I won’t bother you.’

Benedict’s body tensed. Why couldn’t people leave him alone? He turned away, hoping the man would get the hint and leave.

He didn’t.

‘You read poetry?’

Benedict nodded curtly, hoping that would be that.

‘I admire people who read poetry. Could never understand it, myself. Wasn’t smart enough, I guess.’ He took a sip of his drink. ‘Are you a professor at the university?’

‘Me? No,’ Benedict said before adding quickly, ‘Not yet. I work there.’

‘Ah.’ The man shook his finger at Benedict. ‘I knew you were smart. I guessed it as soon as I saw you.’

Benedict didn’t argue.


The man held out his hand. ‘Silas Gray.’

Benedict looked as if he was being asked to kiss a toad. ‘Benedict Cruikshank.’ He shook Silas’s hand quickly before wiping his palm against his leg.

‘My family never cared about school,’ Silas said. ‘Thought it was better for the family if I got a job instead. Where do you work in the uni?’

‘The Literature Department,’ Benedict said.

‘See? Smart as a whip, I’ll bet. My ma read me stories every night until she died when I was ten.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Benedict mumbled, thinking it was the right thing to say.

‘Pa hooked up with a woman who made it clear I wasn’t wanted, so I left. Lived on the streets for years, until my boss gave me a job and a home. Saved my life, he did.’

Turning back to his book, Benedict hoped that was the end of the sob story, when Silas leaned towards him and sniffed!

‘There’s something magic about the smell of a book.’

Benedict was surprised a man like him could know this.

‘My boss has rooms filled with books. Some are really old.’ He laughed. ‘But listen to me going on when you must have seen hundreds of rare books.’

‘I have, actually.’

‘Which one’s been most special?’

Benedict looked around, making sure no one could hear. ‘I’ve recently seen a very rare book – only a few of them even exist.’

‘What makes it so special?’

‘Some say it is magic. It’s called a grimoire and when a story is read by the person it was written for, it comes true.’

‘A book that’s magic? It must be worth a fortune. Is it for sale?’

‘No,’ Benedict muttered quickly, worried he’d said too much. ‘I’m afraid not.’

‘That’s a pity. My boss is a very generous man and would make it worth your while.’

‘It’s not really my place to –’

Benedict stopped at the sight of a roll of bills in the man’s fist. It was more money than he’d ever seen. ‘I can pay you this now and the other half when you deliver the book.’

Double! That was more than he earned in a year!

‘I’m not sure how I –’


‘A smart man like you can easily work out how.’

Benedict flinched at the raucous laughter from the students. Their faces red, slapping each other on the back. Probably congratulating themselves on how magnificent they were.

He turned back to his tea. He thought about his life as an assistant, his meagre wage and his bedsit with its thin mattress and poor heating.

He looked again at the roll of money.

‘I’ll do it.’

‘See?’ Silas handed it over. ‘I knew you were smart.’
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‘Are you sure you know where it is?’ Uncle Avery stood at the doorway of his bookshop, as Arlo and Lisette prepared to make their delivery.

‘I have your map.’ Arlo held out a piece of paper.

‘And you’re happy to do this?’

‘Yes,’ Arlo said and smiled when he realised it was true. ‘I am.’

‘Are you warm enough?’ Avery asked.

‘Warm as toast.’

‘Call me if you need –’

‘Arlo and I will take care of each other,’ Lisette butted in.


Herbert popped out of his pocket and squeaked.

‘Plus, we’ve got Herbert,’ she said. ‘So, we’ll be more than fine.’

They stepped into the street and Arlo turned to wave. His uncle waved back, his face crinkled with worry.

Arlo felt bad about lying to Avery, after everything he’d done for him, but he had to for his plan to work. He’d pretended to take an order of books from Viola and said she wanted them delivered. Arlo chose some of his favourites. Pippi Longstocking and a graphic novel about a superhero called The Masked Hamster.

‘Is he always this nervous?’ Lisette asked.

‘Not usually,’ Arlo said. ‘But to be fair, until I met you, I hardly went anywhere.’

‘That’s because you didn’t have a great adventure to embark on,’ she said. ‘Now, thanks to me, you do.’

As they made their way along the bustling street, Herbert lifted his nose in the air, enjoying the wind ruffling his fur. Arlo looked at his tiny friend and could see why his mum had created the skymouse. He might be small, but Herbert was the bravest mouse he’d ever met.


When they reached the other side of town, the streets were wide and dotted with perfectly pruned trees. This was where the rich people lived, with their grand mansions tucked behind stone walls and hedges. Arlo stared through the bars of an iron gate into the grounds of a castle-like home and wondered who lived there . . .

. . . when a German shepherd slammed into the gate, jamming its razor-sharp teeth between the bars.

Arlo scrambled to get away, stumbling backwards, and was caught by Lisette.

‘Lucky I’m here,’ she said.

‘Sorry,’ Arlo apologised, once again in Lisette’s arms. ‘Dogs scare me. Always have.’

He moved away from the snarling animal and kept walking.

‘You okay?’ Lisette kept close.

‘Sure.’

He wasn’t really. He remembered walking home when he used to go to school. The pack of kids who blocked his way.

And their dogs.

‘We’ll be fine,’ Lisette said, interrupting his thoughts. ‘We have our pinky promise, remember?’ She said it like it was a shield or a suit of armour.

And he felt a little better.

Soon, they came to another set of gates. Arlo checked Avery’s map. ‘This is it.’

He scanned the grounds for any wild animals before he pressed the buzzer.

A cold voice answered. ‘Yes?’

He tried to sound grown-up. ‘We have a parcel for Ms Viola Preston.’

After a click, the gate swung open and they entered a thick corridor of trees.

‘Our fight for justice begins!’ Lisette cried.

Arlo worried she’d forgotten their deal. ‘If we want Viola to help us, we can’t upset her.’

‘Upset her? Me? I’ll be nice as pie.’ Lisette wore an overly cheerful grin, which disappeared when they reached the end of the drive and she saw Viola’s home. It was the grandest in the street by far! A large, white meringue of a building with towers and balconies and gardens fit for a queen.

‘I get kicked out of my home and she gets to live here?’

‘Nice as pie,’ Arlo said. ‘Remember?’

‘Okay, but I’m not going to like it.’


‘Herbert,’ Arlo said to his furry friend. ‘It’s probably best if you stay hidden.’

The mouse squeaked and ducked into his pocket.

Before Arlo could ring the bell, the door was opened by a stern-looking butler.

‘My name is Arlo and –’

‘Leave the parcel with me.’ He held out a gloved hand.

‘My boss said I had to give it to her personally or I’d lose my job.’

The man wasn’t budging. ‘I’ll make sure she gets it.’

Arlo had to think fast. ‘But Viola said –’

‘Viola said what?’

The girl from the library appeared in the foyer.

Along with a large, furry creature that charged straight for Arlo!











24

A VIEW FROM THE TOP OF THE WORLD

[image: image]




‘Ahhh!’ Arlo covered his face to protect himself from a brutal attack, but it was no good. The beast knocked him to the floor and pinned him down.

His life flashed before his eyes.

This is it! he thought. I’m going to die!

‘Sir Muttly,’ Viola called. ‘Come here, boy.’

The dog lifted his paws from Arlo’s chest and bounded away. Arlo snuck a look at Herbert, who seemed dazed but okay.

‘Good boy.’ Viola ruffled the creature’s silvery fur. ‘I think you’ve welcomed them enough.’

Welcomed? Arlo thought as Lisette helped him to his feet. I was almost killed.


‘You don’t have to be scared,’ Viola said with a smile. ‘He’s an Irish Wolfhound, which means he’s big but he wouldn’t hurt a fly.’

The dog barked and wagged his tail.

‘Unless, of course, he thinks I’m in danger.’

Viola stared in a way that made Arlo realise she was someone not to be messed with.

‘So back to my question. Viola said what?’

Arlo took the parcel from his satchel. ‘That you were . . . were . . .’ He found it hard to lie, when Lisette chimed in, ‘. . . excited about these books you ordered.’

Viola didn’t move.

Neither did Arlo. He wasn’t going anywhere near that mountain-sized animal.

Seconds passed. Arlo worried Viola was about to dob them in, when she said, ‘Excellent. I’ve been looking forward to them.’ She turned to the butler. ‘We’ll be in my room.’

Viola led the way upstairs and, just like in the library, despite her limp, she moved fast.

Arlo had never been in a building that felt more like a palace, with its high ceilings and glittering chandeliers, but it was Viola’s bedroom that impressed him the most.


It was like stepping into a fairytale. The roof was painted blue with cotton-wool clouds. The walls had mountains and waterfalls with a warrior princess who flew on the back of a dragon. Below the picture, circling the room, was a shelf painted as a river and filled with books.

‘This is your room?’ Lisette curled her lip.

‘Yes. Papa had it specially designed.’

Lisette turned away and mumbled, ‘What a guy.’

But Arlo loved it, especially her bed, which was boat-shaped and covered with a canopy printed with stars. ‘Your bed is a gondola?’

‘In Venice, the boats were so relaxing that Papa wanted me to have the same feeling as I drifted off to sleep.’

‘You’ve been to Venice?’ Arlo had read about the city in books, with its canals and palaces and gelato.

‘A few times,’ she said. ‘You have to go one day. It’s magical. Come outside, there’s more.’

Viola opened the doors onto a grand balcony. It had a trampoline, a cubby house and a sweeping view over the gardens and a sea of trees.

‘You have your own forest?’


‘Sir Muttly and I go there a lot. We pretend we’re explorers in search of lost cities and treasure.’

Sir Muttly barked.

Arlo flinched and moved away, still not enjoying being so close to an animal that was almost as big as him. ‘You must never want to leave.’

The downcast look on Viola’s face told Arlo he’d said something wrong.

‘Why did you come here?’ she asked, suddenly frosty.

Arlo handed her the parcel. ‘We wanted to apologise for upsetting you at the library. Didn’t we, Lisette?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ she muttered.

Arlo gave her a warning look and she tried again. ‘We’re sorry you were upset.’

It wasn’t quite the apology they’d rehearsed, but it would do.

Viola read the stamp on the wrapping. ‘Goodman’s Books! I used to go there when I was little.’

‘My uncle owns it,’ Arlo said. ‘We live upstairs.’

‘You live in a bookshop! That’s brilliant. Oh –’ she said. ‘But not with your mum. I’m sorry.’

She remembered, Arlo thought. ‘Uncle Avery looks after Herbert and me.’


‘Herbert?’

At the mention of his name, the mouse popped out of his pocket.

‘Aren’t you cute!’ Viola reached out and Arlo tried to stop her. ‘No! Don’t, he . . .’

Herbert purred and stretched his neck as Viola ran her fingers down his back.

‘. . . doesn’t like strangers.’

Arlo frowned. Herbert had a good nose for people they could trust. Maybe their plan for Viola really would work.

‘He’s adorable.’

Herbert ran his paws over his ears as if he agreed.

Viola opened the parcel.

‘I hope you like them,’ Arlo said. ‘Pippi Longstocking is a classic and the ending of The Masked Hamster is really good. I never saw it coming.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That’s very sweet.’

Arlo blushed and said nothing more.

They stared at each other for an awkwardly long time, until Lisette said, ‘There was something else we wanted to ask, wasn’t there, Arlo?’

‘Yes, we . . . we were wondering if . . . you could . . .’


Arlo had no clue how to ask someone to spy on their father. Suddenly, the whole visit seemed like a terrible idea.

But not to Lisette, who took charge. ‘We know you love your father. That’s natural for any kid, but he’s the reason I lost my grandmother and my home.’

‘Why do you keep saying that?’

Lisette told her the story of the shop, and the rising fees and her grandmother’s heart that stopped. And of Silas kicking her out.

Arlo could see Lisette was trying to stay calm but her hands were clenched.

‘I’m sorry,’ Viola said and seemed to really mean it. ‘But my father has bought lots of buildings.’

‘He didn’t buy it! He stole it!’

‘My dad wouldn’t steal someone’s home.’

‘He did!’ Lisette cried. ‘I’m proof of it!’

‘You’re not proof of anything except really bad manners!’ Viola stomped to the balcony railing. Sir Muttly barked before joining her.

Lisette kicked the ground. Arlo knew she was annoyed with herself for losing her temper. Maybe she’d even blown it. But Viola hadn’t told them to leave, so he’d try one last time to convince her to help them.


He carefully stepped towards her, keeping on the opposite side of the wolfhound. ‘My mum worked for the Heritage Society and discovered something curious about the deal between your dad and Lisette’s grandmother.’

‘What can I do about it?’

‘We’d like you to . . . to –’ Arlo began, but Lisette interrupted.

‘Find evidence that the deal was rotten so I can get my home back.’

Viola and Lisette glared at each other.

Arlo tried one last thing. ‘Lisette’s house isn’t grand like yours, but it’s her home. If we can prove it belongs to her grandmother, she could look after it like she promised.’

He hoped it was enough to change Viola’s mind.

She was quiet until she said, ‘I’ll do it.’

‘You will?’

‘My father often asks me to help out, so I know where everything is.’

‘Thank you,’ Lisette said quietly.

‘Don’t be,’ Viola answered. ‘Because you’re wrong about my father and I’m going to prove it.’
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‘Do you think she’ll find something?’ Lisette asked Arlo from behind her book.

They were sitting at the kitchen table while Herbert nibbled a carrot and Uncle Avery tried to repair a leaking tap.

‘I don’t know,’ Arlo whispered, finding it hard to concentrate on his homework. ‘We asked her to spy on her dad, which is a pretty weird thing for any kid to do.’

A bubbling stew splattered onto the stovetop and wall.

‘She has to do it,’ Lisette said, struggling to keep quiet. ‘How else can I prove it’s Grandma’s shop?’


Herbert squeaked in agreement and went back to chewing his carrot.

Uncle Avery wiped his brow. ‘That’ll stop the leak. For now, at least.’

A hurried knock came from downstairs.

‘Who could it be at this hour?’ Avery asked, but the hour really didn’t matter, they rarely had visitors at any time.

Nobody moved.

Lisette looked at Arlo then Avery.

‘I guess we won’t find out until we answer it,’ she said.

‘You’re right.’ Uncle Avery buttoned his cardigan in the wrong holes and smoothed down his hair. ‘I’ll go and see.’

They heard the locks on the shop door, followed by the jangle of bells and footsteps on the stairs.

‘We have a visitor.’ Uncle Avery looked puzzled.

So did Arlo and Lisette when they saw Benedict Cruikshank appear from the shadows.

‘Good evening. Sorry to disturb you.’ He took off his beanie and turned it in his hands. A small leather bag swung from his shoulder. ‘Lovely night.’


It wasn’t. It was cold and the snow had turned to sleet, making the streets and footpaths a soggy mess.

Herbert bared his teeth and climbed into Arlo’s pocket, taking the last of the carrot with him.

Benedict shifted from one foot to the other, while everyone waited for him to say more.

‘I like your place.’

He didn’t. It was a lie. Arlo could tell.

Benedict looked at the dishes on the sink and the buckets catching drips from the roof. ‘It’s really rather . . . quaint.’

Arlo wondered what had turned the confident man from Griselda’s offices into a jittering fibber.

‘What can we do for you, Benedict?’ Uncle Avery asked.

‘Ah, yes, well.’ He smiled like a man whose shoes were too tight. ‘Professor Merryweather has sent me to ask a favour. Nothing too big, not to worry.’

They waited.

‘Yes, Benedict?’ Avery asked. ‘What would she like?’

‘She wanted to borrow, just for a little while, your . . .’ He paused. ‘Grimoire.’


‘The grimoire!’ Arlo and Lisette cried at once.

‘Yes,’ Benedict said. ‘Not for long. You’ll barely notice it’s gone.’

Lisette shot Arlo a warning look and shook her head.

‘What does she want it for?’ Arlo asked.

‘She’s discovered more information about how the book works and would like to study it further.’

‘But Arlo hasn’t finished reading his story yet,’ Lisette argued.

‘The professor thinks this new discovery will help,’ he said. ‘With the . . . magic.’

Lisette scowled. ‘I thought you didn’t believe in magic?’

‘A good scholar must always keep their mind open,’ Benedict said, before searching his pocket. ‘Oh, I almost forgot. She’s written a note.’

After reading it carefully, Avery handed it to Arlo.


Dear Avery,

May I borrow the grimoire for a short time? I’ve discovered something very exciting I’d like to investigate. Benedict has kindly offered to bring it to me. I’ll return it tomorrow with banana cake, but please don’t tell Lisette about the cake. It’s a surprise.

Yours in drama,

Griselda xo


‘Griselda will be very careful,’ Avery said.

‘She will, yes!’ Benedict seemed relieved to have an ally. ‘And you’ll have it back tomorrow. I’ll make sure of it. Cross my heart and hope to die.’

He drew a clumsy cross on the right side of his chest, like he’d never actually promised anything in his life.

Or knew where his heart was.

Lisette folded her arms. ‘Why didn’t Griselda come herself?’

‘It’s her salsa dancing night. She hates to miss it.’

‘It’s true,’ Avery said. ‘She asked me to go with her but I had to fix this tap before we were flooded.’

‘We could take it to her,’ Lisette said to Arlo.

‘No need,’ Benedict said. ‘I’m going to the university now. She’s joining me after her class and we’ll work all night to get it back to you.’


Arlo thought about it. Griselda had helped rescue Lisette and was one of Uncle Avery’s oldest friends. If he could trust anyone to keep it safe, surely it was her.

He picked up the grimoire and was about to hand it over when he saw Herbert looking up from his pocket, shaking his head.

‘I’m sorry,’ Arlo said, ‘but I think it might be better if –’

A blast of water exploded from the sink! The kitchen tap flew into the air and water rained over everyone.

‘Arlo, turn off the mains!’ Avery cried. ‘Lisette, bring me some towels.’

Arlo placed the book on a cabinet, far from the spraying water, and raced from the room, while Lisette hurried to the bathroom.

Avery held his hands over the tap. Water spouted from between his fingers, soaking the kitchen benches and floor.

Amid all the commotion, Benedict scribbled a quick thank you note, slipped the grimoire into his bag, and disappeared down the stairs.
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I’ll show them all, Benedict thought as he headed into the night. The bullies at school, the teachers who made fun of me, even my father, who thought I’d amount to nothing.

I’ll show them I’m important so they’ll never look down on me again.

He clutched his bag to his chest. He didn’t know if the grimoire was magic or a bunch of lies. What he did know was that he’d just earned a great deal of money.

He replayed the scene at the bookshop in his head. Even though they thought they were better than him, he’d fooled them all, especially the girl. Poking her tongue out at him! Him! A university man.

Sloshing through the snow, he climbed the stairs to Professor Merryweather’s rooms and sat with great satisfaction in her chair. He chose her favourite gold pen and took a piece of paper from her drawer.


Dear Professor Merryweather,

I hereby resign as your humble assistant. I have learned as much as I can and will continue my education elsewhere.


How should I end, he thought. Yours sincerely? No, sincerely wasn’t right.


Yours in the quest for knowledge,

Benedict Cruikshank


Yes, that would prove how clever he was.

He placed the letter on her desk and took one last look around the room, feeling not a speck of regret that this would be his last time here.

Walking down the twisting side streets and into town, the normally annoying babble of the crowds didn’t bother him. He crossed the main road, pushed open the door of the pub and made his way to a familiar darkened booth.

‘Did you get it?’

Benedict checked over his shoulder before shuffling onto the seat opposite. He handed over the bag. ‘Just as you asked.’

Silas opened it to see The Book of Wondrous Possibilities. ‘You’ve done well.’

‘It was nothing,’ Benedict boasted. ‘In fact, it was much easier than I thought.’

Silas reached inside his jacket and handed over the money. Benedict quickly tucked it into his pocket.

‘There’s more where that came from,’ Silas said. ‘If you’re willing.’

Benedict didn’t even stop to think about it. ‘What would I have to do?’
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Benedict had never been in a Bentley before. Not even close. He ran his hands along the heated leather seats and breathed in the smell of luxury.

But when Silas led him up the marble stairs into a grand mansion, he truly felt at home. The building glowed like a Christmas tree. The corridors twinkled with chandeliers and shimmered with expense.

Finally, Benedict thought, he had arrived at the life he deserved.

He was about to meet Marcellus Preston, who Silas had gone on and on about in the car, as if he was the greatest man who ever lived. Charities, good works, saved Silas from a life of poverty, blah blah blah. Benedict had stopped listening and helped himself to the chocolates in the minibar.

At the end of the corridor, Silas knocked on a set of double doors. A voice inside invited them in.

At a grand desk, a man sat bent over papers. Eventually, he looked up.

Even though he seemed tired and his hair was ruffled, he was debonair in a way Benedict could only dream of.

‘Do you have it?’

‘Yes, Mr Preston.’ Silas handed over the grimoire.

Marcellus held it carefully. His eyes lit up like fireworks. ‘This is it?’

‘As I promised,’ Silas said before turning to Benedict. ‘Thanks to Mr Cruikshank.’


Mr Cruikshank. Benedict liked the sound of that.

It was as if Marcellus had only just realised Benedict was there. ‘Thank you. You have done a great thing.’

Benedict thought the man was about to cry. He hated tears. They were messy and unpredictable and he never knew what to do with them.

‘Please sit.’

Benedict sat, wondering what the man’s request would be. And how much money it would earn him.

‘We’d like you to do one more favour for us. For which we will pay you handsomely.’

‘Handsomely?’

‘Let’s just say, you won’t have to worry about money for a very long time.’

Benedict’s heart tripped. ‘You can count on me,’ he said with the confidence of a seasoned criminal.

‘Silas tells me that when a story is written in the grimoire it will come true.’

‘That’s what my studies have shown,’ Benedict lied. Why should truth stand in the way of so much money?


‘How long does it take?’

Benedict remembered Arlo’s words. ‘I’ve been told it happens straightaway.’

Marcellus seemed very pleased with this answer. ‘Will you write me a story?’

‘Me?’

‘Silas tells me you work at the university, you must be an accomplished wordsmith.’

Benedict nodded. He didn’t want to contradict Marcellus, but he was a scholar, not a lowly fiction writer. That was for dreamers and fools. He’d never even written fiction, but surely it wasn’t hard. Half the students in his class thought they were the next Shakespeare and he was infinitely smarter than them. ‘What would you like the story to be about?’

Marcellus reached for a notepad and began to write. ‘I need you to include this one important point.’

He handed over the note.

‘Oh.’ Benedict’s brow creased. ‘I’m not sure I can –’

‘You’re not a man of words?’

‘Well, yes, I am but –’

‘So you can write this story?’


‘Yes.’ He could write a story, sure, it’d be easy, but would it come true? And what if nothing happened?

‘Your room has been prepared and the chef will deliver meals at your request.’

A chef? Benedict thought. I could get used to this.

‘When can you finish?’ Marcellus asked.

‘It will be done by tomorrow afternoon.’

He probably could finish it earlier, but he didn’t want to miss out on lunch.

Marcellus smiled in relief. ‘Good man. Silas will make sure you have everything you need.’

He went back to his papers without another word.

Silas led Benedict from the room and to a far wing of the mansion. Any uncertainty Benedict felt about what he’d just promised melted at the sight of a vast penthouse with a balcony overlooking the gardens and the city sparkling in the distance. There was a fridge full of drinks and treats, and a bathroom with a spa, but even better than that was a direct line to the chef, who would cook him any meal he desired.

‘I’ll be back tomorrow,’ Silas said. ‘We’re counting on you.’


Even though he spoke softly, Benedict felt the threat hidden behind those words.

‘You can trust me. I promise.’

When Silas left, Benedict ran his hand over the plush lounges and the soft quilt of the king-sized bed. All thoughts of his noisy, damp bedsit disappeared.

Slipping on a silk robe, he stood in front of a mirror, easily imagining himself lord of the manor or perhaps a duke, he had the nose for it and now the robe.

He could do this. He’d write the story and it would come true. That’s what the boy and that kooky professor said would happen.

After a long bubble bath and a roast chicken dinner with champagne, Benedict sat at the desk and laid out the grimoire. He took the owl feather from the hidden panel, dipped it into a pot of ink and began to write.
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A SPECIAL DELIVERY
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The next morning, Uncle Avery made a special breakfast of pancakes and stewed berries. Arlo knew it was to cheer them up, but Lisette didn’t eat a thing. Even delicious pancakes couldn’t change the fact that someone else had the grimoire.

Even if that someone was Griselda.

Arlo knew Lisette needed something to distract her.

A box of new books had arrived and it was his job to unpack them. New books always made him feel better and he hoped Lisette would feel the same.

‘Do you think we’ll get the grimoire back soon?’ she asked as she slid a book onto a shelf.


‘Of course we will. Benedict said they’d work all night.’

She picked up another book. ‘I’m worried we’re running out of time.’

Herbert leaped from Arlo’s pocket, along a bookshelf and onto Lisette’s shoulder.

‘Thanks, Herbert.’ She tickled his chin. ‘But what if they destroy the shop before I prove it’s mine?’

Arlo was about to say more when the bells above the shop door jangled.

‘Griselda?’ Lisette spun around and her face fell. It wasn’t the professor. It was a courier. Herbert slipped into Lisette’s pocket.

‘Delivery for Arlo Goodman,’ the courier said.

Arlo’s heart jolted. At first, he wondered if it was the grimoire, but it wasn’t big enough. So what was it? And who sent it? The last parcel he’d received had led to kidnappings, reformatories and murderers.

‘Are you Arlo Goodman?’ the courier asked.

‘He is.’ Lisette took the package. ‘Thank you. He’s new to this whole parcel business.’

When the courier left, she handed it to Arlo.

‘What do you think it is?’ he asked.


‘We won’t know until you open it,’ Lisette said. ‘That’s how parcels work, remember?’

Herbert poked out of her pocket and squeaked.

Arlo opened it. He pulled out a letter and a copy of the contract for Lisette’s shop. ‘It’s from Viola. She says to read page twelve.’

He handed the contract to Lisette.

Arlo watched her shoulders fall, as if pulled down by an invisible weight.

Or bad news.

‘Grandma agreed to give the shop to Marcellus if she couldn’t pay her debts.’

Arlo held out the letter. ‘Viola says she’s sorry.’

‘I don’t care what she says,’ Lisette snapped. ‘Her father is a thief and a bully. He tricked my grandmother into signing this, knowing he’d keep raising the fees and she’d never be able to pay.’

She threw the contract to the floor and went back to unpacking. Arlo picked it up and slid it back into the parcel. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be, we’ll find another way. I’m going to get my grandma’s shop back.’
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A WILD DASH
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‘Good morrow, dear friends!’

This time, the jangling of the shop bells brought a welcome guest.

‘Griselda!’ Lisette jumped to her feet.

It was only now that Arlo realised how much he’d wanted to see her.

And the grimoire.

He’d almost destroyed it once, but now that it was back, he could finish his mum’s story.

‘How merry to see you.’ Griselda wore a purple cape, overalls and sturdy boots. ‘I’ve been at a Shakespeare morning tea and am feeling mightily festive.’ She held up a paper bag. ‘Plus I stole some blueberry muffins I thought we could share.’ She looked around furtively. ‘Is Avery here?’

‘He is indeed.’ Uncle Avery sashayed down the stairs, doing his best Belvedere Handsome. He took Griselda’s hand and bowed. ‘M’lady.’

‘Thank you, kind sir.’ She patted her wild curls but it did nothing to make them any less wild.

‘Did you bring the grimoire?’ Lisette asked.

‘Why, no.’ Griselda’s smile faded. ‘Isn’t it here with you?’

Despite the closed windows and the heater, Arlo felt a shiver. ‘Benedict said you needed it.’

‘Benedict?’ The professor’s face drained of colour.

Herbert wriggled at the mention of Benedict’s name.

Lisette stepped towards her, as if she was walking on ice. ‘He came here yesterday and told us you wanted to borrow it.’

‘Oh dear.’ Griselda’s hand flew to her mouth.

Avery searched his pocket and pulled out a rumpled piece of paper. ‘He gave us your note.’

Griselda read it. ‘It’s not from me.’

‘I knew he was lying!’ Lisette said.


‘Why would he lie?’ Avery asked.

‘I’m not sure,’ Griselda said. ‘But the grimoire is very valuable.’

‘He sold it?’ Arlo asked.

Griselda looked ill. ‘It’s possible.’

‘But it doesn’t belong to him!’ Lisette was furious. ‘Where is he?’

‘He’s gone. I found his resignation letter on my desk.’

No one moved. Except Herbert, who bared his teeth.

‘He’d been asking lots of questions about the grimoire. I thought he was just being curious, which he rarely is. I should have realised he was up to something.’ Griselda’s eyes glistened. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault.’ Avery took her hand. ‘He tricked us all.’

‘We have to get it back,’ Lisette said. ‘Griselda, can you show us where he lives?’

[image: image]

They ran through the streets to Benedict’s bedsit, with Griselda’s cape flying behind her like a terrified bat.


Arlo struggled to breathe, partly because of the running and the cold air, but mostly because it was his job to keep the grimoire safe and he’d failed.

In just days, he’d not only lost it, but they may never see it again.

Griselda flew down a series of shadowy backstreets. She stopped before a gloomy building, surrounded by bags of rubbish fought over by stray cats.

‘He lives here?’ Arlo shivered.

Griselda searched her notebook. ‘According to the university records.’

Her curls thrashed in the chill wind. She pressed the button beside his name.

They waited for a few moments before she tried again.

Still nothing.

Through the murky glass of the front door, they saw a hunched figure. Lisette knocked. ‘Hello!’

A woman wearing slippers and a hair wrap shuffled towards them. The door creaked open. ‘Yeah?’

‘Sorry to bother you,’ Griselda said. ‘I am Professor Merryweather and I’d like to speak with my assistant Benedict Cruikshank. He lives here.’

The woman eyed them carefully, as if working out whether to trust them. ‘Not any more, he doesn’t.’

‘He doesn’t?’ Griselda barely managed to whisper.

‘Saw him last night. Said he was moving out. That he’d come into money and was destined for greater things.’

‘Did he say where he was going?’ Lisette asked.

‘Not to me he didn’t, but it must be somewhere fancy judging by the way he was going on about it.’

Arlo’s head pounded.

‘Thank you for your time,’ Avery said.

The woman closed the door, leaving them in the cold.

Herbert climbed up and nuzzled Arlo’s neck.

‘He could be anywhere,’ Arlo said. ‘On a bus or a train, headed for the next town or overseas. And the grimoire is with him.’

Avery rested his hand on his nephew’s shoulder.

They stood on the footpath, not moving, as if they had no idea where to go.


A single tear fell down Lisette’s cheek.

Arlo felt he’d been plunged into icy water. His chest tightened. His legs felt weak.

The grimoire was the last present from his mum.

And now it might be lost forever.
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AN ANXIOUS MOMENT
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After a hearty lunch of pheasant pie and mashed potato, which followed on from a magnificent breakfast of quail egg omelette and waffles, Benedict Cruikshank put down the owl feather with a sniff of satisfaction.

His story was finished.

He marvelled at the turn of phrase, the action and vivid descriptions. He’d never written fiction before – it was beneath him – but this was good.

Very good.

He might even be a genius.

Settling back on the chaise longue, he prepared to read his story one last time.


 

There once was a remarkable girl called Viola, who had a very fashionable bob and an enchanting smile. Viola was the apple of her father’s eye. She was tremendously obedient, remarkably good-natured and was destined for a very propitious future.

But one fortuitous afternoon, young Viola happened upon a discovery that would change her life! Oh, what joy she felt when –

 

Silas entered the room without knocking. ‘Is it done?’

‘Not only is it done,’ Benedict said and dabbed his lips with his serviette, ‘it’s a work of art.’

He waited for the praise he was sure would come, when Silas said, ‘It could be drivel for all I care, as long as it works.’

Benedict deflated, replaced the feather and handed over the grimoire. ‘I’m sure you’ll find it’s much better than that.’

‘Mr Preston is waiting.’ Silas turned and left.

Slipping on his coat, Benedict hurried after him. He reached Marcellus’s office in time to see the man take hold of the grimoire with his bejewelled hands, and begin to read.

Not sure whether he should sit or stand, Benedict waited. The clock above them ticked loudly. He searched Marcellus’s face, wondering what he was thinking.

He must be enjoying it, Benedict thought. How could he not?

Marcellus turned a page. His dark hair wavered ever so slightly.

Surely, it’s one of the best pieces of fiction he’s ever read.

Finally, Marcellus looked up.

Benedict searched for any changes in the man. The boy said something happened each time he read his mother’s story but he could see nothing different about Marcellus, except for a frown etched into his brow.

Benedict began to worry that he’d promised something he couldn’t deliver.

He’d let himself believe the grimoire was magic, especially when it came with such a generous reward.

He looked at the door, wondering if it was too late to make a run for it.

‘Come with me,’ Marcellus said and walked to the window.

Benedict shuffled after him and followed his gaze down into the garden, where a young girl was playing. Her purple gumboots and red coat stood out against the snow. She was chasing a silvery dog that looked more like a small horse.

Even though she moved with ease, there was no hiding the fact that she had a limp.

Benedict’s confidence fell like a rock.

‘You said it would happen straightaway.’ Marcellus’s voice was low, like the rumble of a faraway storm.

Benedict felt uncomfortably full and only now regretted his second helping of pie.

‘Maybe it needs a little more time?’ He had no idea if this was true.

Marcellus stepped closer. ‘Have you lied to me?’

Benedict worried he was going to vomit. ‘N-n-no,’ he stammered. ‘I would never . . .’

Any minute, Benedict knew, this man would thunder and yell. He braced himself, preparing for the worst, when Marcellus turned back to the window and murmured, ‘Take him away.’

A firm grip squeezed his arm and led him from the room.

‘I can explain.’ Benedict struggled to keep up with Silas’s footsteps. ‘Please, let me . . .’


He tripped and almost fell but Silas pulled him up, like he was no heavier than a doll.

When they were far enough away not to be heard by Marcellus, Silas spun round and grabbed the lapels of Benedict’s coat. His knuckles pressed into his neck, making it hard to breathe. ‘This better be good.’

‘There’s something I forgot to tell you.’

‘Forgot?’ Silas’s knuckles pressed harder.

‘Yes,’ Benedict wheezed.

‘You lied!’

‘No, not lied. I wanted to help your boss, truly, but I remember now reading that only a few people can write in the grimoire.’

‘And you didn’t mention that before?’ Silas asked.

Benedict felt lightheaded from the lack of oxygen. ‘I thought I could write the story, but I know someone who can.’

Silas grit his teeth. ‘If you’re lying to me I’ll –’

‘I’m not lying. I heard the boy say it’s true.’

Benedict had never witnessed a murderous look in someone’s eye, but he could see it clearly now.

‘Go on,’ Silas growled.


‘The grimoire was passed down through the family of a woman who ran a bookshop called Rare Treasures.’

Silas flinched at the name. ‘And?’

‘She died,’ Benedict said. ‘And now the book belongs to her granddaughter.’

‘Does she have long black hair and green eyes?’

Benedict had the feeling he was about to feed a small bird to a lion. He knew he should feel bad, but maybe, in this case, the bird deserved it.

‘Green eyes, yes, but she’s changed her hair. It’s short and blonde.’

‘Lisette.’

The way Silas said it gave Benedict a chill.

‘Do you know where she is?’

‘She lives with a boy and his uncle in their bookshop.’

Silas let him go.

Benedict stumbled forward and cradled his throat. ‘She’s fiery though,’ he said. ‘A real troublemaker. I don’t know if she’ll agree to write the story.’

‘Oh, she’ll write the story,’ Silas said. ‘I’ll make sure of that.’
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A FINAL WARNING
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Slumped over uneaten muffins and cold tea, Arlo knew what everyone was thinking. They were blaming themselves for the grimoire being lost. Uncle Avery for letting Benedict into the house. Griselda for not realising her assistant’s sneaky plans and Lisette for not insisting on delivering the grimoire herself.

But they were all wrong.

It was his fault.

He should have stood up to Benedict. He should have just said no. Lisette knew not to trust him and Herbert too.

But even more than that, his mother was wrong about him. He wasn’t brave. He was weak and puny.

And he was a fool.

A fool who never deserved her story. Not even a bit.

He glanced at Lisette and his stomach jolted. She looked sadder than anyone he’d ever seen and he had no idea how to help her.

She believed she’d get her grandmother’s shop back once Arlo finished the story.

And now that would never happen.

The bells from downstairs jingled.

‘Hello!’ A voice rose from the stairwell, followed by footsteps.

Avery stood as a man in a crumpled suit holding a leather case entered the room.

‘Sorry, the door was open.’

Arlo thought the man looked familiar, but he didn’t know why.

‘My name is Jonathan Wolf.’ He adjusted a pair of oversized glasses. ‘I’m from the council, do you remember me, Mr Goodman? We met a few months ago, when I came to assess your home.’

‘Yes, I remember.’


Arlo thought his uncle looked weighed down, as if his knees might buckle at any minute.

‘Have you been getting my letters?’ Mr Wolf asked.

Avery nodded and glanced at the bench behind him. Arlo followed his uncle’s gaze to a pile of envelopes he hadn’t noticed before.

‘I’ve been a bit . . . busy,’ Avery said and added quietly, ‘You said I had time.’

‘We’ve had complaints,’ Mr Wolf admitted.

Complaints about what? Arlo wondered.

Arlo, Lisette and Griselda stood beside Avery, like a small scruffy army.

‘Is there something we can help you with, Mr Wolf?’ Griselda asked.

The man looked as if he’d rather be somewhere else. ‘A few months ago we carried out a routine inspection of the shops in this area. This premises was not up to code, so we issued Mr Goodman with a Notice to Comply.’

Arlo had never heard of a ‘Notice to Comply’, but he knew from the expression on his uncle’s face that it wasn’t good.

In the silence that followed, Arlo took in the leaking tap and the buckets catching drips from the roof. He’d never realised how shabby the curtains were or noticed the worn carpets and paint-peeled walls.

‘Mr Goodman was informed that he needed to make repairs or pay a fine.’ Jonathan Wolf took a letter from his case. ‘But now I’ve been sent to give you this.’

On the front, stamped in red, it said, Final Warning.

Avery didn’t move, so Griselda took the letter and began to mutter, ‘Faulty electrics, leaks, draughts . . .’ She looked up. ‘Two weeks to fix all this? It isn’t enough time!’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Mr Wolf.

Something in his voice told Arlo that wasn’t the last of the bad news.

‘You have two weeks to address all our concerns or –’ he took a deep breath ‘– the bookstore will be shut and you will be evicted.’

‘Evicted!’ Arlo cried. ‘You can’t do that!’

‘I’m sorry, but we can. We . . .’ Jonathan Wolf stopped. His mouth hung open. ‘Is that a . . . a . . .’

He pointed at Arlo, who looked down to see Herbert twitching his whiskers and baring his teeth.


Arlo held him with both hands so he didn’t bite Mr Wolf. ‘This is Herbert, he’s my friend.’

Mr Wolf recoiled. ‘Friends with a rat?’

‘He’s not a rat!’ Lisette said. ‘You take that back!’

Herbert wriggled at the insult but Arlo held him tight. ‘He’s a mouse and he’s very clean.’

‘Can’t you see, Mr Goodman?’ Jonathan Wolf said. ‘This place isn’t fit for a child.’

‘It’s the perfect place for a child!’ Lisette looked as if she’d like to bite Mr Wolf herself. ‘It’s one of the most perfect places I’ve ever known.’

Mr Wolf backed away, keeping his eye on Herbert and Lisette. ‘I’m sorry. You have two weeks.’

He turned and hurried down the stairs.

Arlo felt dizzy. Herbert stopped wriggling, climbed onto his shoulder and rubbed his cheek against Arlo’s neck. It helped, a little.

They couldn’t leave the bookshop. It was the only home they had. Where would they go?

Uncle Avery took the letter from Griselda and tucked it into his pocket. ‘We’ll sort something out.’ He attempted a smile, but looked more like he’d stubbed his toe. ‘A coat of paint, a few nails here and there and we’ll have this place fixed up in no time.’

Arlo clung to his uncle’s every word. He’d never wanted to believe something more in his life. Avery had to be right, he just had to be, otherwise they’d lose everything they had left in the world.
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A BAD FEELING
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Arlo had slept badly. They all had, including Herbert, who’d spent the night running on his mouse wheel, until he climbed out of his cage and onto Arlo’s chest.

‘We’re not going anywhere.’ Arlo ran his fingers down Herbert’s back. ‘I promise.’

Another promise, Arlo thought.

So far he hadn’t been good at keeping any of them. And like the others, he wasn’t sure how he was going to keep this one.

But he’d work out how.

He had to.

Lisette had also slept badly. She knew what it was like to lose a home. Tossing and turning all night, she whimpered in her sleep. Arlo had patted her arm to calm her down, which had worked, for a while, until the nightmares had come back and she’d begun whimpering again.

He wondered what she was dreaming of. When Arlo’s mum had died, his dreams had been full of ships and storms and raging seas.

In every one, he fell overboard. He’d plunge into the churning sea, trying to swim to the surface, but it was never any good. The waves would push him down, and he’d sink into swirling, black depths.

Which is when he’d wake up. Breathless and soaked in sweat. Relieved that he wasn’t drowning.

Until he realised his mum was still gone.

And never coming back.

Uncle Avery would be there when he woke, telling him everything would be all right.

But how could it? Arlo thought. How could anything ever be all right?
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The next morning, when he and Lisette left the shop, he had the same sinking feeling. Avery had asked them to make a delivery, while he started the repairs. He wore an extra-wide smile as he waved them off, but Arlo could tell he was scared. They all were.

Arlo and Lisette walked along the busy main street, which bustled with shoppers and delivery people and kids playing tag.

Lisette hunched over and dug her hands into her pockets, as if she was trying to disappear. ‘I’m sorry, Arlo,’ she said.

‘For what?’

‘That you might lose your home.’

‘We’re not going to lose it.’ Arlo felt a fire in his belly. ‘Avery and I will fix everything, you’ll see.’

‘I’m sorry about all the trouble I’ve caused too.’

‘What trouble?’ Arlo asked.

‘Oh, you know.’ Lisette shrugged. ‘The kidnapping, the police and the stolen grimoire.’

‘It hasn’t all been bad.’ Arlo smiled. ‘I’ve made a new friend.’

Lisette stopped in the middle of the path, with people flooding around her. ‘We’re friends?’

‘Of course,’ Arlo said.

‘Am I the best friend you’ve ever had?’

‘Let’s not get carried away.’


Lisette’s eyes widened. ‘I am, aren’t I?’

‘You gave me my mum’s story, so yeah, I think you are.’

She had a huge Lisette-type smile. ‘I knew it.’

‘And don’t forget,’ Arlo said as he began walking, ‘if I hadn’t met you, I might have spent the rest of my life locked in a shop, scared of my own shadow.’

‘Sorry,’ Lisette said with a wince. ‘That was pretty mean.’

‘It wasn’t mean, it was true.’

Arlo had never done anything brave in his life, but after the last few days with Lisette and the grimoire, he felt different.

‘Do you think now the book’s gone, I’ll go back to how I was?’ he asked.

‘Arlo Goodman.’ Lisette blocked his way and dug her fists into her hips. ‘You don’t get it, do you? You’ve always been brave, you just needed the grimoire to help you see it!’

People were staring and Arlo blushed. ‘Thanks, Lisette.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she said with a cheeky grin. ‘It’s my job as your best friend to point these things out!’


Arlo looked at the map his uncle had drawn. ‘It’s down there.’

They ducked through the swarm of people into a maze of side streets until they arrived at a row of warehouses. The road was empty and some of the buildings looked as if they’d been shut for a long time.

‘Someone wants books delivered here?’ Lisette asked.

Arlo checked the map. ‘That’s what it says.’

Herbert crawled onto Arlo’s shoulder and let out a low squeak.

‘I know,’ Arlo said. ‘It is pretty creepy.’

They searched each building, but couldn’t find the right number.

‘Maybe Avery got the address wrong,’ Lisette said. ‘After last night’s visit from Mr Wolf he might have –’

Herbert stamped his feet and pointed behind them.

‘What is it?’ Arlo looked over his shoulder.

A van was speeding towards them.

‘Run!’ Lisette cried.

Herbert ducked into his pocket and Arlo and Lisette took off. The van quickly gained on them.


‘Down here!’ Arlo scooted into a narrow passage, too small for a car, his satchel bumping against his hip. They hid behind bags of rubbish and dumped furniture as the van shot past.

‘Do you think they were after us?’ Lisette puffed.

‘I’m not sure. Maybe they were just in a hurry.’

Herbert squeaked and shook his head.

‘You’re right,’ Arlo agreed. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

They started running to the opposite end of the passage, when Arlo stopped. ‘Wait! Do you hear that?’

The sound of an engine grew louder.

‘They’re coming back,’ Lisette said.

The van screeched to a halt, blocking the exit. Two men leaped out.

Arlo and Lisette turned and ran.

Pushing his legs as fast as they’d go, Arlo had almost reached the street when he heard a scream.

‘Lisette!’

One of the men had grabbed her from behind, pinning her arms and lifting her into the air.

Lisette kicked and screamed. ‘Let me go!’

Arlo ran towards them, as the second man threw a bag over Lisette and hoisted her over his shoulder. ‘Put her down or I’ll –’


He became tangled in the rubbish and tripped. Herbert flew from his pocket and Arlo landed headfirst into an old lounge. It was damp and gritty and his nose filled with the foul smells of animals and mould. He pushed himself up and stumbled to his feet.

Just in time to see his friend bundled into the back of the van.

‘Lisette!’

He started to run but he was too late.

The door slid shut.

The men jumped into the cabin and the van sped away.
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A PERILOUS PURSUIT
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Lisette was gone.

Again.

Only this time, Arlo had watched it happen.

He’d seen his friend kidnapped, and he’d done nothing.

Just like in the beginning of his mum’s story.

He kicked the lounge and yelled.

Herbert climbed on top of a pile of rubbish and squeaked.

‘Herbert.’ Arlo’s whole body drooped. ‘What do I do now?’

The mouse flew to the ground, scrambling over broken furniture, and began running on the spokes of an old bike tyre. The wheel started to spin.

‘There’s no time to play, we have to . . .’ Arlo stopped. Herbert wasn’t playing. He wanted Arlo to use the bike to find Lisette.

‘You’re a genius!’

He scooped his friend into his pocket and picked up the bike. The tyres were almost flat and the frame was bent, but it just might work! He climbed on and said, ‘Hold tight!’

Herbert gripped the edge of the pocket, ready for their high-speed chase.

But Arlo was not a natural on a bike.

He wobbled as he cycled out of the passage. He searched both ways and saw the van in the distance . . .

. . . before it turned the corner and disappeared out of sight.

Arlo pressed hard on the pedals. He had to catch up before they got too far away. Herbert squeaked, encouraging him to keep up.

He cycled into one street then another, only just keeping the van in his sights, but it was getting further away each minute, until it stopped at a busy street. Arlo caught up, a little, when the van turned and disappeared again.


His chest ached and his legs felt like they were on fire, but he had to keep going. He had to find Lisette.

The street was clogged with traffic. As he rode between cars and buses, he stood on the pedals, straining to get a better view.

When he saw the van!

Arlo ducked down and stayed far enough behind so they wouldn’t notice him. It drove into a side street.

His skin tingled with excitement. ‘Let’s go get our friend back!’

Herbert squeaked and held on even tighter.

Arlo jumped the curb and sped along the footpath. Pedestrians flew out of the way. He entered the side street and smiled.

Up ahead, he saw the van pull into the garage of a grand house.

He laid the bike against a fence, glanced over his shoulder and snuck into the driveway. He stayed low as he crept along the side of the house, looking for a way in.

A window was open on the first floor. It was small, but luckily so was he.

A drainpipe ran from the top of the house to the bottom, straight past the window. He gripped the pipe, placed one foot on the wall and began to climb.

As a kid, he and his mum had loved going to the local playground. One of his favourite things was climbing the fireman’s pole. His mum would cheer him on until he reached the top. After a while, he was faster than any of the other kids.

He imagined his mum was with him now as he shimmied up the pipe.

When he reached the window, he grabbed the ledge with one hand, then the other. His legs dangled high above the ground. All he had to do was pull himself inside but his muscles ached and his fingers started to lose their grip.

If he fell, there was nothing to break his fall, except cold, hard concrete.

‘Come on, Arlo. You can do this.’

Suddenly, it felt as if his mum was there, still cheering him on.

With one determined grunt, he pulled himself up, so his elbows balanced on the sill.

‘That’s it! Just a little bit further, Arlo!’

He wriggled his shoulders, squeezing them through the narrow frame, bit by bit, when . . .

He did it! He’d made it inside!


Then fell to the floor with a thud.

He peeked into his pocket. ‘Are you okay, buddy?’

Herbert opened his mouth in what Arlo knew was a grin.

They were in a bathroom. He crept to the door and heard voices coming from somewhere above. After checking the hall was empty, he tiptoed upstairs and stopped beside an open door.

‘She’ll do it, if she knows what’s good for her.’

Arlo had heard that voice before. Only once, but he knew instantly who it was.

Silas.

‘And because she knows what will happen if she doesn’t.’

He spoke quietly but his words were like gravel. The kind that were thrown across schoolyards.

Why wasn’t Lisette speaking? Arlo had known her for less than a week, but she’d never stand for his bullying. Unless something was wrong.

His skin iced over. He grit his teeth, when he heard another voice.

‘I don’t have to do anything you say.’

Lisette! Arlo smiled in relief.

And she wasn’t happy.
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A QUIET THREAT
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Just hearing Lisette’s voice made Arlo feel braver.

But now, he needed a plan. He’d create a distraction, like they did in books, to lure the bad guys away while he and Lisette made a run for it.

He saw a vase on a hall table. If he threw it down the stairwell, the kidnappers would rush downstairs and he could make his move.

But the vase was heavier than he thought. It slipped from his hands and smashed. Within seconds, one of the men dragged him from the hall and dumped him on the floor.

The room was gaudy with oversized furniture and creepy animal print rugs and in the middle, in a throne-like chair, was Lisette.

‘Arlo!’ Lisette tried to stand but was held down by the kidnappers.

‘Well, look who we have here.’

Arlo got to his feet and saw Silas standing by a grand fireplace. He was even bigger than Arlo remembered.

‘The boy from Goodman’s Books. The one who claimed he hadn’t seen this girl,’ Silas said, his voice laced with menace. ‘And yet here you are. Together. Like the best of friends.’

Arlo clenched his fists. ‘If you hurt her, you’ll have to deal with me.’

Silas doubled over, laughing. ‘You’ve read too many books. I’m not here to do any harm.’

‘Kidnapping children isn’t doing harm?’ Lisette demanded.

Silas frowned. ‘Would you have come here if I’d asked?’

He had a point. She crossed her arms and looked away.

‘Speaking of books,’ Silas said with a glint in his eye. ‘Did you bring my order?’

Arlo was confused. ‘The delivery was for you?’


‘How else was I going to get you out of the shop?’

‘Why didn’t you want them sent here?’ Arlo asked.

‘In case our little chat didn’t go to plan. I couldn’t have any unfortunate incidents linked back to me.’

Arlo shivered. ‘What do you want?’

‘A favour.’

‘Forget it!’ Lisette shouted. ‘We’re not doing any favours for a bully and a liar.’

Herbert wriggled. Arlo glanced down, shaking his head, warning him not to come out. He’d gotten away with fighting the police officer, but they might not be so lucky with Silas. Arlo steeled himself for what would happen next, when Silas said to him, ‘I hear your uncle’s shop is in trouble.’

Dread crawled over Arlo’s skin like ants. ‘How do you know that?’

‘We have friends in the council.’ He smiled. ‘It’s going to take a lot of money to have it fixed.’

‘My uncle will deal with it.’

‘He hasn’t so far.’

Arlo burned with anger. ‘He will!’

‘In time to stop you being evicted?’


Arlo jolted with a terrible realisation. ‘It was you! Uncle Avery was told he might be fined but then Mr Wolf came back and said there’d been complaints and we might lose everything.’

‘Which would be an awful shame,’ Silas said with mock sympathy. ‘What if I told you I could fix all your problems? I could sort out the repairs, save your home . . .’ He turned to Lisette. ‘And you could have your grandmother’s shop back?’

Lisette and Arlo swapped wary looks.

‘What would we have to do?’ Lisette asked.

‘I want you to write a story in the grimoire.’

‘Never!’ she hissed. ‘I wouldn’t let you near it.’

‘Oh, but I already have it,’ he said.

Arlo felt as if he’d been pushed. ‘I don’t believe you.’

Silas walked to a desk and opened a drawer.

There it was. The grimoire.

Benedict! Arlo thought. The thief!

‘So, you see,’ he said, ‘I’m used to getting what I want.’

‘It’s not yours.’ Lisette tried to stand again, but was once more pushed down by the thugs.

‘It is now. I paid good money for it too.’

‘The grimoire belongs to Lisette.’ Arlo went to take it but one of the thugs leaped towards him and easily held him back. Herbert wriggled.

‘And she can have it back,’ Silas said. ‘If she does this one favour.’

Arlo tried to pull away. ‘Why should we trust you after everything you’ve done?’

‘Because I have no reason to lie.’

‘A thief who doesn’t lie?’ Lisette scoffed.

‘Not this time,’ Silas said. ‘All I want is a story and I’ve been told if you write it, it’ll come true.’

‘The grimoire won’t work if you want to be rich,’ she answered.

‘I don’t want to be rich. And the story isn’t for me.’

Lisette eyed him warily. ‘Who’s it for?’

‘Mr Preston,’ Silas said. ‘He wants a cure for his daughter.’

‘What kind of cure?’ Arlo asked, suddenly worried. ‘Is she sick?’

Silas sank into the chair behind the desk. ‘When Viola was little, she broke her leg badly and it didn’t grow back like the other one. She’s had operations, but doctors say she’ll need them until she’s fully grown. Last year she refused to have any more. Says she’s happy as she is.’


Lisette was confused. ‘You want me to write a story for Marcellus to fix Viola’s leg?’

Herbert twitched even more vigorously.

‘If you do, Mr Preston will give you everything you want.’

‘Why don’t you want something for yourself?’ she asked.

Silas looked down and said quietly, ‘Mr Preston saved my life. He gave me a chance when most people thought I’d end up in prison. He wants Viola to be happy and I want to make that happen. To pay him back.’

Silas hunched and instantly looked smaller. Almost like a schoolboy.

Or someone who was once bullied, Arlo thought.

‘But if Viola is happy,’ Lisette said, ‘why does Marcellus want to change her?’

‘He wants her to be perfect.’

Arlo felt a flash of anger. Viola was perfect. Why couldn’t her dad see that?

Silas stood up, took the grimoire and handed it to Lisette.

‘You’re giving it to us?’ she asked.

‘Of course.’


Lisette stuck her nose in the air. ‘What if we don’t bring it back?’

‘You will,’ he said simply. ‘Because if you don’t, I’ll make sure you not only lose your homes, but they’ll be destroyed as well. Sparks from faulty wires can burn old buildings to the ground.’

Arlo shivered. He knew Silas meant it. Like he’d done it before.

Or even worse.

‘I’ve never written a story in the grimoire,’ Lisette said, her defiance gone. ‘What if it doesn’t work?’

‘We won’t know until you try.’

Lisette looked at Arlo. He shrugged, not sure what to say.

‘I’ll do it,’ she said.

Silas nodded at the two thugs. Arlo’s arm was released and Lisette was free to stand.

‘You’ll write the story tonight and bring it to the mansion tomorrow. You’ll say you’re delivering books for Mr Preston.’ He walked closer, hovering over them. ‘And Viola must never know.’
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THE LEGEND OF QUEEN VIOLA AND SIR MUTTLY
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As much as Arlo wanted to read his own story in the grimoire, there wasn’t time!

He wedged a coat under his bedroom door so Uncle Avery couldn’t see the light from the candle, and they stayed up most of the night writing Marcellus’s story. Lisette dipped the feather in the ink, careful not to spill any. They included some of their favourite things from stories they loved. A flying machine, an evil villain and a loyal mouse. Herbert insisted.

And Marcellus’s wish for Viola.

A wish that seemed ridiculous, because Arlo liked her just the way she was.
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The next morning, Arlo stood in the middle of the shop, surrounded by bookshelves and the wavering pages of books above.

His chest ached at the thought of leaving.

A crooked sign hung in the window.


Closed until further notice.


When he’d moved in almost a year ago, he’d thought it would never feel like home, not like the one he’d had with his mum, but Uncle Avery had made it feel every bit like home.

And he let Arlo have whichever book he liked. When he first lost his mum, he couldn’t speak, he wasn’t hungry and his dreams were flooded with nightmares, but when he read, all of that vanished.

Avery’s home made him feel safe and warm and loved.

And now they might lose it, unless the story in the grimoire fixed Viola’s leg.

But how?

Something had changed in Arlo each time he read the grimoire, but his mum’s story hadn’t come true. There’d been no skymouse or castle or girl locked in a tower.

Not even close.

But what choice did they have?

Herbert crept out of his pocket and nudged Arlo’s cheek.

‘We’ll be okay,’ Arlo whispered. ‘We have to be.’

Lisette appeared from upstairs, followed by Avery, who was wearing an old, tattered shirt. ‘Lisette and I have made cheese and chutney sandwiches,’ he said and handed Arlo a paper bag. ‘And there’s an apple and a scone. That’ll keep you going until dinner.’

Arlo thought he’d have to lie to deliver the grimoire, but Avery had insisted they spend the day at the library to focus on homework, while he got on with fixing their flat. It was the perfect cover, but Arlo couldn’t stand the look of guilt on his uncle’s face.

He remembered the night, not long after his mum died, when he’d crept to his uncle’s room after another bad dream. He’d gone to open the door, when he’d overheard Avery whispering, ‘I’ll take care of him, Abigail. I promise.’


Sometimes, Arlo thought, no matter how much you meant them, promises were hard to keep.

‘Are you sure you don’t need our help?’ Arlo asked.

‘Absolutely. I’m looking forward to a little home improvement.’ Uncle Avery snatched a hammer from his belt with so much gusto, it slipped from his hands. Everyone ducked as it clanged to the floor. Avery sheepishly picked it up. ‘Once I get the hang of this.’

Arlo wondered if leaving his uncle alone was a good idea, but Marcellus was expecting them. Besides, if everything worked out, Silas said he’d sort out the repairs.

‘Now, off you go.’ Uncle Avery put on a brave face. ‘I’ll see you home for dinner.’

Outside, grey clouds sat heavy and low, casting a sickly, pale light over everything. As they walked through the crowded streets, Lisette was quiet and her forehead was creased with worry.

‘What if the story doesn’t work?’ she asked.

‘What if it does work?’ Arlo stood taller, hoping she couldn’t see any of his doubts. ‘My mum and your grandma believed in the grimoire, so why shouldn’t we?’


‘When did you become so confident?’

‘About a week ago.’ He smiled and added, ‘When I met a girl who said I was braver than I thought.’

Lisette beamed. ‘She sounds very smart. I’d stick close to her.’

‘I’m planning on it,’ he said.

They were silent for the rest of the walk, staying close to each other, lost in their own worries. Especially what Silas might do to them if he didn’t get what he wanted.

When they reached the front gate of the mansion, Silas was waiting for them.

‘Is it done?’ He shifted nervously. The scar on his cheek flamed red in the chilly air.

‘That was the deal,’ Lisette said.

‘Where is it?’ Silas was on edge. His words sharp.

Arlo handed over the bag with the grimoire.

Silas held it like a nervous parent holding a new baby. ‘Is it any good?’

‘You’ll soon find out,’ Lisette said with a shrug.

He glared at her. ‘I asked if it was any good.’

Arlo could see his temper simmering, like embers in a fire. ‘We think it’s very good. It has everything you want in a story: heroes and humour and –’

‘I don’t care about any of that,’ Silas snapped. ‘Does it have what we agreed?’

Arlo nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘It better,’ he growled. ‘For your sake.’

The threat hung in the air like an icy wind. He tucked the bag under his arm and strode to the mansion.
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While following Silas through the thick corridor of trees to Marcellus’s mansion, Arlo heard a noise.

‘Did you hear that?’ he whispered to Lisette.

She shook her head. ‘Hear what?’

‘Something’s in there.’ Arlo scoured the forest. It was a dark tangle of leaves and branches.

Maybe it was the wind, he thought, or a bird or . . .

But he heard it again. This time, it was quickly followed by thundering footfalls and a low, menacing growl.

Just like in his mum’s story!


Arlo tried to run but he was too late. A creature, as big as a human, burst from the trees and slammed him to the ground.

He struggled to breathe with the animal crushing his chest, when he heard something else.

‘Sir Muttly!’ Viola charged out of the forest. ‘Down, boy!’

The dog gave Arlo a few more salivary licks, before he ran back to Viola.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, patting Sir Muttly’s head. ‘He really likes you.’

Arlo got to his feet and brushed the dirt from his jacket and hands. ‘If he liked me any more, I might not see my next birthday.’

Viola laughed. She wore a white jumper over a flowing white dress and purple gumboots splattered with mud.

She looks like an angel, Arlo thought, and immediately blushed, hoping he hadn’t said it out loud.

‘He won’t do it again, will you, Sir Muttly?’

The dog barked.

‘See? It’s a promise,’ she said. ‘What are you doing here?’

Arlo had told a lot of lies in the last week, but he couldn’t bring himself to lie to Viola. ‘We’re delivering a book to your father.’

Silas had turned back and stood beside him.

‘What book?’ Viola asked.

Arlo opened his mouth but Silas spoke first. ‘A book on business, Ms Viola.’ He held up the bag with the grimoire. ‘Nothing as exciting as your books.’

‘Sounds boring.’ She faked a yawn, which made Arlo laugh.

Arlo felt Silas’s hand on his shoulder, gripping hard, making sure he knew who was boss.

‘We need to go.’ Silas turned to leave.

Viola stepped closer to Arlo. His heart tripped and he gasped.

Act naturally, he warned himself, not sure why he was being so weird.

‘I read the books you brought me,’ she said. ‘I loved Pippi but The Masked Hamster was my favourite.’

‘And the ending?’

‘I didn’t see it coming.’ Her eyes lit up. ‘Just like you said.’

Arlo wasn’t sure what he liked more. That she enjoyed the books he chose.


Or her smile.

‘Sorry, Ms Viola.’ Silas was losing his patience. ‘Your father’s waiting.’

‘Can’t you take it to him?’ Viola pleaded. ‘I’d like to invite Arlo for morning tea to make up for Sir Muttly’s welcome.’

Lisette crossed her arms.

‘And Lisette too. If she’d like.’

‘Thanks,’ Lisette said, clearly not interested. ‘But we’re busy.’

‘That’s a shame,’ Viola said. ‘Claudine has made banana cake.’

‘Banana cake?’ Lisette’s eyes narrowed. ‘With walnuts and cream cheese icing sprinkled with cinnamon?’

‘Absolutely!’ Viola answered. ‘It’s the only way!’

Lisette turned to Silas in a moment of defiance. And anticipation of banana cake. ‘You won’t mind, will you, Silas?’

The grip on Arlo’s shoulder tightened briefly, before it was released.

‘Of course.’

Arlo heard the lie behind his fake smile.

‘Excellent!’ Viola said. ‘Follow me.’


Arlo didn’t bother looking back at what he knew would be a furious Silas, as they followed Viola and Sir Muttly to the mansion.

Scrambling up the marble stairs, Viola crossed the foyer and down a wide corridor into a glass conservatory. She moved with ease, her limp barely noticeable, and stopped before a table laid out with a lace cloth and a plump, freshly iced cake.

‘Just in time!’ She cut a generous piece and handed it to Lisette, fixing her with a determined stare. ‘I dare you to tell me this isn’t the best banana cake you’ve ever had.’

Lisette didn’t answer. She was too focused on the wafts of cinnamon and banana. She took a bite.

‘It’s good.’ She stared at the cake like a long lost friend. ‘Just like Grandma’s –’ She stopped, as if she’d stumbled. Or was suddenly lost.

Arlo knew that look. Sometimes, when he least expected it, he’d think about his mum as if she was still here and he’d feel like he was falling.

‘I’m sorry about your grandma,’ Viola said. ‘And your shop.’

‘Thank you,’ Lisette answered, and she seemed to mean it.


Viola handed out more cake. ‘Is that how you two met? Because of the bookshops?’

Arlo took a huge bite to give himself time to think of an answer without letting slip why they were there.

‘My mum knew Lisette’s grandma,’ he said finally. ‘They wrote a story together.’

‘What’s it about?’

Before he could answer, Lisette blurted, ‘A boy and his skymouse and a girl trapped in a castle! His mum wrote it so Arlo would realise he’s braver than he thinks.’

‘I bet he is,’ Viola said and smiled.

Arlo blushed.

Herbert popped up and waved a paw.

‘Herbert thinks so too,’ Lisette said.

Arlo blushed even more.

‘Brave, huh?’ Viola said. ‘Can you shoot a bow and arrow?’

‘What? No, I don’t think –’

‘He’d be great!’ Lisette cried, her lips smudged with cream cheese.

‘We have an archery range,’ Viola said. ‘Would you like to try?’

Archery! Arlo thought. I’d be terrible. Probably even dangerous.


‘I’ve never done it before,’ he said, hoping they’d stop talking about sports that might kill him. Or someone else.

But Lisette had other ideas. ‘You’ve done lots of things this week that you’ve never done before and you were brilliant.’

Viola was intrigued. ‘Really? Like what?’

‘She’s exaggerating.’ Arlo shot Lisette a warning look. ‘I’m just a regular kid.’

‘He isn’t, you know,’ Lisette said, and Herbert squeaked in agreement.

Viola stared at Arlo as if she expected him to sprout wings and fly.

‘Then let’s do it!’ she said. ‘I normally have contests with my dad, and so far, I’m winning. It’ll be nice to have some new competition.’ She turned to Sir Muttly. ‘Come on, boy.’

She moved to the glass doors followed by the giant furry hound.

Marcellus. Arlo put down his cake, suddenly not hungry. For a little while, he’d forgotten why they were there.

Forgotten about the grimoire and the story.

And Marcellus’s wish for his daughter to be perfect.


Arlo knew he hadn’t actually lied to Viola, so why did he feel like what they’d done with the grimoire was even worse?
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A PERFECT SHOT
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Viola threw open the conservatory doors and Sir Muttly bounded into the snow. She gathered leather pouches of bows and arrows from a small shed and handed them to Arlo and Lisette.

‘Follow me!’

Viola led the way, leaning a little with every second step. Sir Muttly gambolled beside her. Arlo wondered how she could move so well with one leg shorter than the other, when she stopped and pointed into the distance.

‘The target is down there.’ Viola turned and caught Arlo staring at her leg.

‘I’m sorry,’ Arlo said. ‘I didn’t mean to stare.’


‘It’s okay. Most of the time I don’t even think about it.’ She took an arrow from her pouch.

‘It doesn’t bother you?’

Viola raised an eyebrow. ‘Not as much as it bothers you.’

Sir Muttly growled at Arlo.

‘It doesn’t bother me!’ His face burned red. ‘I’m sorry, I –’

‘I’m joking. Don’t look so worried.’

Lisette nudged Arlo and frowned, as if wondering why he was behaving so strange.

Viola lifted the bow and pulled back the arrow, lining it up with the target. She stood perfectly still. Taking slow, steadying breaths, before she let go. The arrow landed right beside the bullseye. She turned to Arlo. ‘Your turn.’

Arlo stood on the mark exactly as Viola had done. She told him how to hold the bow and the best way to line up a shot. She was so close, he found it hard to think, or remember to breathe, and he hoped she couldn’t hear how fast his heart was beating.

‘Concentrate on the target,’ she whispered. ‘Nothing else.’

How could he concentrate when she was standing so close?


He drew back his elbow, but when he released the arrow, it sailed well clear of the target.

‘Not bad for a first try.’

Lisette stepped up to the mark. Viola gave her a few pointers, but she held the bow and arrow like a natural. She took a deep breath and fired. Her arrow hit the outer circle of the target.

‘Nice shot,’ Viola said with admiration, before getting into position and taking another arrow. ‘When I was five, my mother died in a horse-riding accident. My father was so upset, he found it hard to think about anything else. One day, we were in the garden and I wandered onto an old jetty over a pond. The boards collapsed and I fell into the water.’

She lined up the target.

‘Luckily, he rescued me, but I broke my leg so badly in the fall that it never grew properly afterwards. I’ve had operations to make my legs even, but last year I decided I didn’t want any more.’

She released the arrow, this time making a perfect bullseye. ‘I’m happy as I am.’

‘Your dad must have felt bad about the accident,’ Arlo said.


‘He still blames himself, even though he saved me from drowning! I tell him I’m fine but he thinks I’m only saying it to make him feel better.’

So that’s why Marcellus wants the story. Arlo glanced at the mansion, wondering what he was thinking. He must have read it by now.

Viola stood aside and let Arlo take the mark.

‘Stand with your feet firm and imagine the arrow reaching the target. Like it couldn’t possibly miss. And breathe,’ she said. ‘It helps you feel more confident.’

Lisette stifled a giggle and Arlo realised he’d been holding his breath. He readied the arrow and let go. He watched it whip through the air, willing it to go straight, when . . . it hit the target!

Herbert squeaked!

‘You did it!’ Viola danced on the spot. ‘I knew you could.’

With Lisette’s next shot, the arrow landed even closer to the bullseye.

‘You’re really good at this.’ Viola was impressed. ‘Remind me not to mess with you.’

She prepared for her next shot. ‘Since the accident, my father had the pond drained and rarely lets me leave the house without him or a minder. He hired a teacher so I didn’t need to go to school, which wouldn’t be so bad if she had a sense of humour.’

Viola held her bow steady. ‘He also bought Sir Muttly.’

The wolfhound barked and Arlo jumped.

‘So, it isn’t all bad.’ She released the arrow. It sailed through the air, landing in the dead centre of the bullseye.

She turned to both of them. ‘Why are you really here?’

Arlo jolted. ‘Sorry?’

‘You didn’t come to deliver a book to my father, did you?’

What could Arlo say? He couldn’t tell her about the grimoire. He glanced at Lisette who looked equally lost.

‘He . . . I –’ Arlo began, but was interrupted.

‘Arlo! Lisette!’

They turned to see Silas walking from the house.

‘Stay low, fella,’ Arlo whispered to Herbert. The mouse bared his teeth before disappearing into Arlo’s pocket.

‘Mr Preston would like to see you.’


‘But we haven’t finished,’ Viola said.

‘I’m sorry, but your father needs to talk to them.’ Silas wasn’t even trying to hide his impatience. ‘Now.’
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Arlo didn’t want to leave.

He could see Silas wasn’t happy. The story hadn’t worked. Not in the way Marcellus had wanted.

And he and Lisette were going to pay.

He felt as if he was looking at Viola for the last time.

‘Will you come back and visit?’ she asked.

‘I’d really like –’

‘Let’s go,’ Silas interrupted. It was clear he wasn’t going to be railroaded this time.

Arlo and Lisette followed him towards the mansion. It loomed over them with its arched windows and balconies and towers.


Towers, Arlo thought. He looked up at Viola’s bedroom. It sat perched on the edge of the building, far from the entrance, with its own separate tower.

‘It’s Viola,’ he whispered to Lisette.

‘What is?’

‘Viola is Katri from the story but instead of being imprisoned in a castle, it’s here.’

Lisette kept her voice low. ‘But how do we rescue Viola from her own home?’

There were times when Arlo felt his mother’s story was coming true, but how did this make any sense?

They followed Silas inside, through a maze of corridors and up swirling staircases. With each step, Arlo desperately tried to work out what they should do, but all too soon they found themselves standing before Marcellus Preston.

The room was dark and the curtains drawn. A small lamp lit his tired face as he slouched in his chair. Beneath the towering ceilings, he seemed small and not nearly as confident and slick as when they’d seen him at the library.

On the desk between them was the grimoire! Arlo wanted to run and snatch it up, but he knew he had to be careful or he’d never get it back.


‘Come in.’ Marcellus motioned to two chairs opposite. His ruffled hair fell over red rimmed eyes. His collar was open and his shirt rumpled.

They sat down. Arlo glanced at Lisette. Her jaw was clenched and her hands balled into fists.

This was the man who’d stolen her home. The reason she’d lost her grandmother. Arlo reached out, loosened her fingers and held her hand.

‘Thank you for coming.’ Marcellus eyed Lisette. ‘You wrote the story?’

‘Yes.’

‘And this book is . . . magic?’

‘My grandma believed it was.’

‘And you were told what I wanted?’

Lisette nodded.

‘But you’ve written about a queen and a giant.’

‘A warrior queen,’ Lisette corrected him. ‘Queen Viola is the all-powerful ruler of her queendom and defeats the giant when no one else can.’

‘But it has nothing to do with her leg.’

‘It’s an allegory,’ Lisette said. ‘It’s how the grimoire works.’

He leaned in closer. ‘Something happened while I was reading.’


‘It did?’ Arlo looked at Lisette.

Was it true? Did she have the power to write in the grimoire, like Sylvie?

‘As I read about the storm,’ Marcellus said, ‘my clothes were damp, and when Viola defeated the giant with her bow and arrow, I felt a sharp pain in my side.’

He shook his head, as if he was confused. ‘And when I wore the glasses and looked at the drawing of Viola riding on the back of Sir Muttly, I heard her laughing.’ He smiled. ‘I haven’t heard her laugh like that in years.’

He stood up and walked to the window. ‘All I want is for my daughter to be happy.’

He opened the curtains and searched the grounds.

Arlo held his breath, anxious to know what Marcellus could see.

Whole seconds passed. The air felt thick and heavy.

‘There is a kind of magic in that book, I’ll admit.’ Marcellus sighed. ‘But not what you promised. Take them away.’

‘Wait!’ Lisette cried as Silas lifted them from their chairs like rag dolls. ‘What about my grandmother’s shop? And the grimoire. We had a deal!’

‘To fix my daughter,’ Marcellus muttered.

‘Viola doesn’t need fixing!’ Arlo tried to pull away from Silas. ‘She’s fine. More than fine. Except she’s a prisoner in her own home!’

Arlo tensed. He knew he’d gone too far, but he didn’t care. Marcellus was wrong about Viola and he was going to let him know it!

He was ready to fight back, when Marcellus said quietly, ‘Take them home. And make sure Viola doesn’t see.’
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AN UNEXPECTED TWIST
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Arlo and Lisette staggered behind Silas as he hauled them down a winding stone stairwell. His hulking body filled the narrow passage and his vice-like hands held them tight.

Silas had avoided leaving through the main house and led them down a rarely used back entrance into a dark cellar. Arlo stumbled between racks of wine and cheese, and beneath legs of ham hanging from the roof like sleeping bats.

‘Ouch!’ Lisette stubbed her toe on a wooden barrel. ‘Let me go!’ She tried to bite Silas’s hand, but he simply lifted her up like she was made of feathers.


‘It’s over, girly,’ he growled into her face. ‘You lost. You had the chance to get what you wanted and you failed.’

He pushed them both away. Lisette fell heavily.

Arlo knelt beside her. ‘Are you okay?’

She wasn’t, he could tell. Not because of the fall, but because she knew it was over, just as Silas said. Her body sagged like a scarecrow without its stuffing.

It was true. They had failed. The grimoire hadn’t given Marcellus what he wanted.

They’d lose their homes and the grimoire. They could struggle all they wanted, but nothing would change that.

‘It’s time to go.’ Silas unlocked a door that led outside.

Arlo helped Lisette to her feet. Keeping close to the house, they trudged through mud and snow, until they came to a series of sheds. In one was a line of cars covered in large protective covers.

A burst of icy wind barrelled into them. Arlo shielded his eyes but when he let his arms drop, he saw it.

A flash of red.


The cover from one of the cars had folded back.

Beneath it was a red sports car.

The car that had sped away after his mum’s accident was red.

A red sports car.

His mum had stood up to Silas in Lisette’s shop. She refused to let him have the grimoire.

Something he wanted so badly, he’d kidnapped Lisette to get it. Twice.

He heard Silas’s voice in his head. So, you see? I’m used to getting what I want.

‘It was you,’ Arlo said, quietly at first. Then louder. ‘It was you!’

‘Keep walking.’

Arlo threw himself at Silas, his fists pounding and his words an angry mess. ‘You did it! It’s all your fault!’

Silas held Arlo’s arms. ‘What are you on about?’

‘Arlo, what’s wrong?’ Lisette asked.

‘My mum isn’t here because of you!’ Arlo kicked him in the shin.

Herbert was jostled by Arlo’s pounding heart.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he growled.


‘That car! The red car! The one that hit my mum.’

A flicker of realisation flashed across Silas’s face. ‘It wasn’t me.’

‘You’re lying!’ Arlo kicked him again and Silas let him go. He fell back into the snow.

‘I swear.’ Silas began to panic. ‘I didn’t do it. I wouldn’t!’

‘You were there?’ Lisette asked.

‘Yes, but I –’ He shut his mouth.

‘Was Marcellus there too?’

‘No!’

‘What did you do?’ Lisette demanded.

‘Nothing! You have to believe me.’

‘We don’t have to believe anything!’ Arlo shouted. ‘You’re a murderer!’

‘It was an accident,’ Silas said. ‘She was sticking her nose into our business. When she left Sylvie’s shop, I followed her to tell her to stop.’

‘You hit her,’ Arlo shouted.

‘No! I didn’t touch her. She stepped onto the road without looking. I slammed on the brakes and stopped! But she got a fright and fell.’

‘You’re lying!’


‘I’m not.’ Silas was desperate. ‘I saw her walk away. She was fine.’

‘She wasn’t fine! You drove away instead of helping her.’

Silas said nothing, as if he’d run out of words.

‘I’m going to make sure everyone knows what you did,’ Arlo threatened. ‘And when Marcellus finds out, he’ll want nothing to do with you.’

Silas jolted. ‘He can never know.’ A sharp edge returned to his voice but Arlo didn’t care.

His mum would still be alive if it wasn’t for this man.

He turned back to the mansion.

‘You can’t tell him,’ Silas warned. ‘You can’t tell anyone.’

Arlo kept walking with Lisette by his side.

Silas lunged and grabbed them both, tucking them under his arms.

‘Let me go!’ Arlo cried.

‘Get off me!’ Lisette tried to escape from his grip, but this time Silas wasn’t letting go. They squirmed like trapped flies.

Silas quickly glanced over his shoulder at the house, before he hurried into the forest.
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When Viola poked her head around the door of her father’s study, she knew something was wrong. He was hunched over, his head resting in his hands.

‘Can I come in?’

Marcellus sat up, his glum look replaced by a welcoming smile. ‘Of course.’

Viola and Sir Muttly approached with wary footsteps. Viola always tried to walk slowly when her father was looking at her. She could hide the limp better that way.

‘Where are Lisette and Arlo?’

‘I asked Silas to take them home.’


‘Oh,’ she said, disappointed. ‘You look tired.’

‘I’m fine.’ He stroked Sir Muttly’s head. ‘It’s been a busy week.’

But Viola could see it was more than that. ‘Why were they here?’

Marcellus startled, briefly, before trying a little too hard to look relaxed. ‘They brought me an order.’

He sat forward and ever so slightly elbowed an old, tattered book out of the way.

‘Is that it?’

‘It’s . . . um, I . . .’

She picked it up and sniffed.

It smells like campfires and nights in the wild, she thought.

The pages were golden with age. It had sweeping handwriting and intricate illustrations of bears and forests and dragons.

And Arlo’s story! Written by his mum!

Viola studied the illustration of the skymouse and the boy. It looks just like them, she thought. Except for Herbert’s wings.

When she turned another page, she found something else.

‘The Legend of Queen Viola and Sir Muttly by Lisette Dubois,’ she said and looked at her father. ‘Why has Lisette written a story about me?’

‘It . . . was . . . a gift.’ Her father seemed to be searching for the right words. ‘I thought you and Sir Muttly deserved your own story.’

‘Written by Lisette?’

She gave her father a chance to say more. When he didn’t, she settled onto a lounge beneath the window. With Sir Muttly by her side, she began to read.

Marcellus paced the room, clenching his hands and rubbing his stubbled chin.

Sunlight poured onto the pages. The story was good. Very good. Lisette had quite a talent.

When Viola was finished, she patted Sir Muttly’s head. ‘You and I are real heroes. You have super strength and I can run as fast as a leopard.’

Viola looked up at her father. ‘Arlo’s mum wrote a story for him, hoping he’d be braver. I know you wish I was . . . different.’

Her father laughed nervously. ‘Why would I want that?’

‘Because you still feel guilty about the accident.’

He winced as if the memory was fresh. ‘I should have been there.’


‘You were there!’ she said. ‘You rescued me, remember? I would have drowned if it wasn’t for you, but ever since then, you’ve wanted to fix me, like I’m a broken toy.’

‘I want the best for you.’ His head hung low. ‘And to keep you safe.’

‘A bit too safe,’ Viola said. ‘I want to be like other kids and have friends like Lisette and Arlo and I want to go to school.’

‘But you have your own private teacher.’

‘And no friends.’

Marcellus opened his mouth to argue, but instead he said, ‘I’ve messed up, haven’t I?’

‘You haven’t messed up. You’ve just been . . . protective, but I’m stronger than you think.’

‘But if something happens.’

‘I’ll deal with it,’ she said.

‘Or the other kids tease you?’

‘I’ll handle it. I promise.’

Sir Muttly barked in agreement.

Marcellus smiled. ‘You will, won’t you?’

‘I’ll try.’

He paused before saying, ‘You really are perfect just the way you are.’

‘No one’s perfect,’ she said. ‘But I like being me.’


‘Me too.’ Marcellus laughed before adding, ‘I guess we should start looking at schools.’

She threw her arms around him. ‘Thank you!’

Sir Muttly barked and nudged his way between them. He hated missing out on hugs.

‘I’ll be fine,’ Viola said. ‘Please don’t worry about me.’

‘It’s my job as your father,’ he said. ‘But I’ll try not to worry so much. Deal?’

‘Deal!’ She kissed him on the cheek and held the grimoire to her chest. ‘Thank you for my story. I love it.’

Viola and Sir Muttly rushed to her bedroom, running along the corridors, giddy with the idea of going to school. She wondered what the library would look like and who her new friends would be and what sports she’d do. There was so much to plan!

She threw open the door and hurried to her balcony. She stared over the grounds, feeling as if she was flying, when she saw something move in the forest.

Sir Muttly barked. He saw it too. He rested his two front paws on the stone railing.

‘What is it?’ Viola tried to see through the trees. She frowned. It can’t be, she thought.


But it was.

‘Silas?’

He was struggling to move as he carried something into the forest.

Viola realised what it was.

Lisette and Arlo!
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Lisette and Arlo struggled in Silas’s arms, writhing and twisting to escape his clutches.

But it was no good. He was big and powerful. He forged on through the forest.

And he wasn’t slowing down.

‘Where are you taking us?’ Lisette demanded.

Silas said nothing. He ploughed over the knotted, muddy path, his footsteps sinking into the boggy soil.

Arlo tried to force Silas’s fingers open, but he clung on tight.

‘Let go!’ he shouted.

Silas kept marching.


Arlo had to stop him. Make him see reason. He had no idea what Silas was thinking, but he knew it wasn’t good.

A cold wind snaked through the trees and daylight fell in a dim, eerie smudge.

It wasn’t until they were deep within the forest, at the top of a steep climb, that Silas finally stopped.

Arlo’s body bristled with fear. The path ended and fell away into a deep gully.

‘I’m sorry about your mum,’ Silas said. ‘I never wanted anything bad to happen to her. I just wanted ’er to stay out of our business.’

In one quick move, Silas dropped Lisette, reached round and grabbed Arlo by the ankle.

It all happened so fast, for a moment Arlo wasn’t sure where he was.

The ground had fallen away and there was nothing beneath him except the trees far below in the gully.

Then it hit him.

He was being dangled over a cliff, held only by his ankle, seconds from an almost certain death.

Herbert tried to hold on, but he slipped from Arlo’s pocket. He sank his teeth into the shirt, only just stopping himself from falling.

‘Arlo!’ Lisette tried to stand but she stumbled forward, wincing and gripping her ankle.

Silas held out his hand. ‘Don’t come any closer or I’ll drop him, I swear. I’m not going to lose everything because of an accident.’

‘An accident you caused!’ Arlo cried, swinging in Silas’s grip.

‘I’ll let you go, on one condition.’

‘We’ll do anything,’ Lisette pleaded.

‘You have to promise no one will find out.’

‘We promise,’ she said.

‘You should have helped her!’ Arlo shouted.

‘I couldn’t. They’d throw me in jail.’

‘Arlo.’ Lisette crept closer. ‘Please.’

‘You can keep your home,’ Silas bargained. ‘I promise. But no one can ever know.’

‘I’m going to tell everyone,’ Arlo yelled.

Silas shook him. ‘But it won’t bring her back!’

Arlo wasn’t sure where it came from. Maybe it was the blood rushing to his head, or the cold, or seeing Herbert hanging from his pocket by his teeth, but even though Silas was bigger than him in every way, he wasn’t going to back down.


His mum and Lisette were right.

Bullies shouldn’t win all the time. It’s not fair.

Arlo took a deep breath and swung his body with all his strength, stretching his arms as far as they would go. He rammed into Silas, who fell backwards and toppled down the hill.

Herbert flew through the air and landed on a mound of snow.

Arlo lay on the ground and watched Lisette quickly scoop up the little mouse. He pushed himself to his feet. He’d done it! He was free. He hadn’t plunged over the cliff.

But Silas wasn’t giving up.

The man’s face twisted with rage. He ran at Arlo with the strength of a bull, crying out, his hands shut into hardened fists.

Lisette stumbled towards Arlo, wincing in pain.

But it was too late. Silas was too fast.

Arlo shut his eyes, ready for the blow, when he heard a soft swish. Maybe it was the wind in the trees or the rustle of leaves. Whatever it was, he knew it was the last sound he’d hear before his life was over.

Until he heard a pained cry, followed by a great sloshing thud.


And barking.

Silas lay on the ground, knocked out from the fall, with an arrow in his thigh. Sir Muttly stood over him and Viola held an empty bow.

It took Arlo a moment to realise he was okay. ‘You really are good at this,’ he said.

‘I’ve had a lot of practice,’ Viola said with a smile.

‘Can you move away from the cliff now, Arlo?’ Lisette asked. ‘You’re making me nervous.’

‘You’re nervous?’ Arlo said. ‘Not as much as –’

He was about to take a step, but slipped in the snowy mud. He felt himself sinking. The ground was disappearing beneath him. He reached out but there was nothing to hold onto.

And he fell.

‘Arlo!’ Lisette cried and Herbert leaped from her hands.

Sir Muttly barked and all four rushed forward. Viola and Lisette threw themselves on the ground, stretched out, peering over the edge, while Sir Muttly bowed low so Herbert could climb onto his head.

Down below, high above the gully, Arlo clung to a rock platform.


‘Hold on,’ Lisette cried. ‘I’m coming!’

Herbert squeaked.

‘Give me your scarf,’ she said to Viola, who quickly unwound it.

Lisette took her knife and pierced the scarf, tearing it lengthways in two. She did the same to hers, knotting all four pieces together, before hobbling over to Silas. She drew the scarf from his neck and tied it to the others, tugging firmly, before looping one end around a tree.

She limped towards the edge. ‘Ouch!’

‘What are you going to do?’ Viola asked.

‘I’m going to climb down and get Arlo.’

‘You can’t! You’re hurt.’

‘I’m fine.’ Lisette took another step, before she bent over in pain.

‘You’re not!’ Viola insisted. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘Are you sure?’

Viola smiled. ‘Watch me.’

Tying the scarf around her waist, Viola stepped carefully to the edge, followed by Sir Muttly. ‘Take the scarf and wait for me to say pull.’

He barked and took the scarf between his teeth. Viola turned her back to the cliff and abseiled down, step by step.


‘We’re coming, Arlo!’ Lisette cried.

When Viola was almost at the platform, she jumped, stumbling a moment, before she straightened. She lay on her belly and reached out, gripping Arlo’s forearms. ‘Grab hold of my wrists.’

‘I can’t,’ Arlo wheezed.

‘You can and you will!’ Viola shouted.

Arlo knew he had only one chance to get this right. And not a lot of time. He opened his left hand and clung onto Viola’s wrist.

‘That’s it,’ she said. ‘Now the other one.’

His energy drained as his legs swung in the breeze. But Viola was strong and held on tight. He opened his right hand and gripped her arm.

‘See!’ Viola said. ‘Told you.’ Then she shouted, ‘Sir Muttly! Pull!’

Herbert squeaked as the wolfhound pulled on the rope of scarves, dragging Viola away from the rock ledge, taking Arlo with her.

‘Swing your leg onto the platform.’

Arlo was tired and his arms ached. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold on and now she wanted him to swing his leg!

He opened his mouth but Viola cut him off.


‘I’ve got you, Arlo,’ she said, so confidently he felt he could do anything. With one last effort, he hoisted his leg onto the platform.

Viola grabbed his foot and little by little, one step at a time, Sir Muttly dragged them away from the edge.

They rolled onto their backs. Arlo enjoyed the feeling of solid stone beneath him.

High above, Lisette cried, ‘You did it!’

Sir Muttly barked in agreement. Herbert stood on the wolfhound’s head and waved his paws.

‘I knew you could!’ Viola said to Arlo, panting.

‘That makes one of us.’

Viola laughed.

‘I’m serious,’ he said, as Lisette cheered above them.

‘I know.’ She laughed even more, until soon, their laughter rang out over the valley.
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A VERY BUSY WEEK
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‘And we’re done.’ Uncle Avery stepped back and admired his handiwork. ‘Not bad for someone who had no idea what he was doing.’

Their home was a mess of drop sheets, paint tins and furniture covered with old curtains.

‘I think it’s spectacular.’ Griselda stood beside him in her paint-splattered overalls, enjoying the new orange walls and bright red window-sills.

‘I love it!’ Lisette said, wearing an equally paint-splattered shirt of Avery’s.

Herbert squeaked from Arlo’s pocket.

‘We do too,’ Arlo said.


It was still their home, only much better. It was brighter and warmer and when they’d moved bookshelves aside to paint walls, they’d discovered stained-glass windows, which they’d immediately polished to let in floods of coloured light.

And even though Avery’s hair and face were streaked with paint, and he had a scratch on his cheek and bandaids on his fingers and thumbs, Arlo had never seen him so happy.

After their encounter with Silas in the forest, Arlo and Viola had helped Lisette back to the mansion, while Herbert hitched a ride on Sir Muttly’s back. Viola told her dad what had happened and before the ambulance drove away, Silas had confessed everything: threatening Lisette’s neighbours, the kidnappings and the accident where he did nothing to help Arlo’s mum.

Stunned and heartbroken, Marcellus took Lisette and Arlo home. All he could say, over and over, was, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’

Arlo had told Uncle Avery almost everything, so he wouldn’t worry, while Griselda bandaged and iced Lisette’s sprained ankle.

‘But are you okay?’ Uncle Avery asked, not for the first time.


Arlo had thought about it. About Silas and the forest and the lost grimoire. And he realised none of that mattered, because he was home. With Herbert and Avery, and now Lisette and Griselda, which made it even better.

‘Yes,’ he answered without a word of a lie. ‘Lisette?’

‘Me too,’ she said.

Since then, a week had passed and so much had happened.

Griselda had heard a rumour that Benedict had been arrested pickpocketing on a ferry to the continent. She still felt guilty about him taking the grimoire, and after Mr Wolf threatened to evict Arlo and Avery from their home, she’d thought hard about how she could make up for what had happened. When she had it!

She’d arrived at the bookshop to a despondent Avery and announced, ‘I know how to save the shop.’

‘You do?’ he’d asked. ‘How?’

‘Drama, of course!’

Avery had been confused until she stood aside and behind her was the Drama Club! When Griselda called them and explained everything, they were itching to help. Especially if it meant seeing Avery again.

After chest-squeezing hugs and laughter and even some tears, the small troupe carried in buckets and paintbrushes and tool kits. They had bright red hair and generous afros and big booming voices that often burst into soliloquies or songs. Arlo had never known the flat to be so busy and raucous, but it was as perfect as it had ever been.

All week they’d hammered and sawed and painted. They threw out tattered rugs, repaired leaks and puttied holes in the walls and floorboards. And when they had breaks, they ate toasted cheese and tomato sandwiches on upturned boxes and told stories. That was Lisette and Arlo’s favourite part. Stories of university days and plays and camping trips and being in a band.

‘You were in a band?’ Arlo asked.

‘My word!’ Griselda said. ‘It was a punk band called The Merry Bards. Avery was the lead singer and the crowd went wild for him.’

Arlo loved his uncle, but he found it hard to see crowds going wild for him.

‘They’re finished!’ A thin man with fluffy grey hair like a lion’s mane stood up from his sewing machine, holding swathes of turquoise fabric that would be their new curtains.

‘You have outdone yourself, Prashan,’ Griselda cried.

‘And in perfect time!’ A woman called Lily-Rose held a tray with tea, while another called Florentine carried a freshly baked banana cake, just the way Lisette liked it.

They were about to tuck in, when they heard a knock downstairs.

Arlo worried Mr Wolf had returned early. Even though their home was magnificent, he wasn’t sure someone like Mr Wolf would be able to see it through all the mess. They’d done their best. They all had. But was it enough to save the shop?

‘Who do you think it could be?’ Avery asked.

No one said anything until Lisette piped up. ‘I guess we won’t find out until you answer it,’ she said with a small grin, but Arlo could tell she was nervous too.

‘You’re right,’ Uncle Avery said, smoothing down his paint-splodged hair. ‘I’d better go and see.’
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THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE HOME
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The echoing of locks and jangling bells flowed upstairs, followed by footsteps.

It wasn’t Mr Wolf.

It was someone altogether different.

‘Viola.’ Arlo’s face flushed bright red.

‘Arlo.’ Viola’s face was equally rosy.

Behind her was Marcellus Preston, looking nervous and overdressed in an elegant sky-blue coat and vermillion scarf.

‘I’m sorry to interrupt,’ he said. ‘I . . . I wanted to see how you all are.’

‘We’re fine, thank you,’ Avery said, his cheeks blotched with paint and icing.


‘Excellent,’ Marcellus said, rubbing his hands. ‘I also wanted to apologise for . . . everything. Silas is in the hands of the police. Had I known what he was doing, I would have stopped him. For years I thought he was honourable, but I was wrong. About many things. Including this.’

He nodded at Viola, who took a parcel from her bag and gave it to Lisette.

It was wrapped in brown paper and held together by string.

‘The grimoire?’ Lisette asked.

‘It belongs to you,’ Marcellus said. ‘I’m sorry I ever thought otherwise. And that I didn’t believe you. It’s every bit as magical as you said.’

‘So can Lisette have her shop back?’ Arlo asked.

Marcellus frowned. ‘I’m afraid the demolition has already begun.’

Arlo saw Lisette slump and blink back tears.

‘I’ve contacted everyone from your building to see if I can make up for what happened,’ Marcellus said. ‘I know I can never replace what you’ve lost, but I’d like to set up a fund for your education. Someone who writes like you deserves to be in the best school. Would that be okay?’


Lisette grew a little taller, her eyes wider and said, ‘Yes.’

Marcellus smiled. ‘It’ll be done immediately.’ There was an awkward silence before he added, ‘We should leave.’

Arlo got to his feet. ‘Would you like to stay?’

Marcellus wasn’t sure what to say. ‘I . . .’

‘You’d be very welcome,’ Uncle Avery said.

‘The more the merrier,’ Griselda piped up.

Viola looked to her dad. ‘Can we?’

Marcellus double-checked. ‘If you’re sure it’s okay.’

‘Of course we’re sure!’ Griselda shuffled over and patted the floor beside her. ‘Park your tush here.’

He squeezed between her and Florentine. The Drama Club made a fuss of him, handing out tea and cake, and admiring his impeccably crafted coat and scarf.

Viola and Arlo squished in beside them.

‘It’s nice to see you,’ Viola said to Arlo.

Lisette crossed her arms and scowled.

‘And you too, Lisette,’ she added. ‘Actually, I wanted to ask you something.’

‘Me?’ Lisette looked wary.


‘My father has agreed to let me go to school and I was wondering if . . .’ she stopped.

Arlo wondered why she suddenly looked so nervous.

‘I wondered if you might . . . want to go with me.’

‘To the same school?’ Lisette asked.

‘Sorry.’ Viola looked away. ‘It’s a bad idea.’

‘It’s not,’ Lisette said quickly. ‘I’d like that a lot.’

‘Really?’ Viola lit up. ‘We’ll be a great team. Anyone who gives us trouble will have to face both of us. Deal?’

She held out her hand and Lisette shook it. ‘Deal.’

Now it was Lisette’s turn to look awkward. ‘I’m sorry for what I said about your dad. He seems like a really nice person.’

Viola’s grin was wide and instant. ‘He is, you’ll see, except now, because of you two, he’s even better.’

Raucous laughter rang out as the Drama Club shared more stories about the old days and called for Griselda and Avery to perform. Avery was reluctant, until they all started clapping and Griselda whisked him to his feet. ‘Your fans want you,’ she said.

Arlo watched his uncle, who seemed lighter on his feet than usual and wore a mischievous smile, like he was about to cause trouble. Which was highly possible with Griselda around.

As they performed, Arlo leaned over to Lisette and whispered, ‘I’m sorry about your grandmother’s shop.’

‘It’s okay,’ she said.

‘Really? But you wanted it back.’

‘When Grandma said home is the most important thing a person can have, I realise now she didn’t mean the shop but what we had inside. Like with you and Avery.’

‘Have you decided yet?’ he asked.

Uncle Avery told Lisette she was welcome to stay, and he’d apply to the courts to be her guardian, if that’s what she wanted.

‘Would you like me to stay?’ she asked.

Sometimes Arlo found it hard to know what he wanted, but this wasn’t one of those times.

‘It wouldn’t be the same without you.’

‘I was hoping you’d say that.’ Lisette hugged him and for the first time since they met, Arlo didn’t mind.


When she let go, she looked very pleased with herself. ‘Plus, you still need my help opening parcels and doors.’

Arlo laughed and stared at the grimoire in her lap. He thought about the day they met. And how he’d wanted nothing to do with her or the book.

And how a parcel really can change your life.

He saw Marcellus laughing and enjoying the performance. He looked relaxed and happy. It was then Arlo realised.

The book hadn’t changed Viola. It had changed her dad.

‘Do you think the grimoire is magic?’ he asked Lisette.

She thought about it. ‘Well, you don’t have a skymouse and you didn’t rescue a girl imprisoned in a castle but . . . you have Herbert, Viola is going to school and I’ve made a new friend.’ She smiled. ‘It might not be magic but it’s pretty close.’

‘Am I the best friend you’ve ever had?’ Arlo asked.

‘Let’s not get carried away,’ Lisette said with a wry grin. ‘But I think you might be.’


Arlo lowered his voice. ‘Can I tell you a secret?’

Lisette nodded. ‘Anything.’

‘When my mum was alive, I was bullied at school. She wanted to tell the teachers, but I promised her I’d deal with it. Instead, I let them steal my lunch and push my head into the bins. I broke my promise and now she’s gone.’

‘But you did keep your promise!’

‘How?’

‘You gave attitude to a man who was holding you over a cliff! If that’s not standing up to bullies, I don’t know what is!’

‘You think so?’

‘I know so!’

Herbert flung his paws into the air and squeaked.

‘And Herbert agrees!’ She laughed. ‘Your mum was right. You are smart and brave, you just didn’t know it.’

‘Thanks, Lisette,’ Arlo said. ‘I’m glad you’re staying.’

‘Me too.’

Sitting among trays of tea and cake, boxes and paint tins, they watched Griselda and Avery finish their performance.


‘Good night, good night!’ Griselda said. ‘Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good night till it be morrow.’

She blew Avery a kiss and he blushed before taking her hand and they both bowed to hoots and applause and shouts for more.











43

THE END
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The Drama Club performed long into the night, until Arlo couldn’t keep his eyes open. He heard their muffled cries and laughter from the lounge room as Uncle Avery tucked him and Lisette in and quietly closed the door.

Sinking into cushions on the floor, Arlo felt he could sleep for weeks, when Lisette asked, ‘Can we read the end of your mum’s story?’

‘Will you stay awake?’

‘Absolutely!’ Lisette puffed her pillow.

Herbert perched in his pocket and squeaked.

Lisette smiled. ‘Herbert’s keen too.’


‘He wants to know if he’s the hero,’ Arlo said. ‘Don’t you, boy?’

The mouse licked his paws and ran them over his ears.

Arlo laughed and pulled the grimoire onto his lap. And like so many nights before he fell asleep, he opened a book and read.

 

This was it.

Arlo knew what he was about to do might be the end of him. That a small, puny boy battling a flying beast was not only dangerous, it was downright ludicrous!

But he also knew that sometimes you had to make a stand. That bullies had to be faced. And even though Arlo was scared, he needed to at least try.

He gripped the fur of his skymouse as they flew towards the tower. The beast clung to the spire and threw its head back, releasing another burst of flames and a terrifying cry.

Fear surged through Arlo. He shook it off and whispered his plan to the skymouse. ‘Okay, boy?’

Herbert nodded and flew even faster.

Arlo saw Katri at the window. She looked so small and frightened in the dark, stone room. He waved as they passed, before Herbert soared upwards. They circled the beast, who roared and slashed. The skymouse dodged the sharpened claws and swung out wide, before coming round to taunt him even more.

The beast had had enough. It let go of the spire and headed straight for them.

Herbert didn’t flinch. Even though he was much smaller, he was fast. They flew towards each other. Arlo held on tight.

They were seconds from colliding when the skymouse ducked sharply.

‘Go, Herbert!’ Arlo looked over his shoulder. The beast had swooped into a wide arc and was turning back.

The race was on!

Herbert plunged downwards and skimmed along the grass. He rose sharply but Arlo struggled to hold on and slipped from his back. He hit the ground with an awful thump, until he rolled to a stop.

Arlo didn’t move.

He barely breathed.

Until he opened one eye and, in the distance, saw Herbert leading the beast away.

‘Good boy,’ he said.

Arlo kept low as he ran to the base of the tower. It was true he was little, but that also meant his fingers were small enough to wriggle between the stone blocks of the castle and climb to the top.


He kept out of sight of the beast as he scaled the tower. He didn’t look up or down, but kept his gaze straight ahead.

One breath at a time, one block at a time and he’d make it.

His muscles ached. His fingers were cold and numb, but he kept going.

Finally, he reached the windowsill and hoisted himself inside.

‘Arlo!’ The young girl’s grubby face was streaked with tears.

He wiped them with his sleeve. ‘Are you okay?’

She nodded and sniffed.

Arlo turned and crouched low. ‘Jump on.’

She wrapped her arms around his neck. He worried he wouldn’t be strong enough to carry her but she was light as a bird.

‘Don’t be afraid, Katri. I’ve got a surprise for you.’

He climbed onto the window ledge. Don’t look down, he reminded himself. You can do this.

The skymouse flew towards them.

Followed closely by the beast.

‘You see the skymouse, Katri?’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s coming for us. Hold on tight, promise?’


‘Promise.’ She gripped his neck even tighter.

Arlo needed to time his jump just right or they’d both be lost.

Herbert flew faster and the beast fell behind, finding it hard to keep up. Herbert pulled ahead. He was almost there.

Arlo took a steadying breath, bent his knees and drew his elbows back.

And he jumped.

He landed on the skymouse’s back and gripped his fur tight.

Katri whooped.

Arlo laughed and joined in. They whooped again, even louder.

He looked back to see the beast slow down, exhausted, until he drifted to the ground.

They’d done it! A small, puny boy with his skymouse had outsmarted the beast.

And now it was time to go home.
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