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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Sophie, who keeps me awake at 3am at sleepovers.




CHAPTER ONE — The Girl Who Vanished

For a whole week, the internet completely lost its mind.

WHERE IS ROMY? demanded the magazines. WORLD’S MOST FAMOUS GIRL VANISHES WITHOUT A TRACE, announced one newspaper that really ought to have known better.

Because here was the thing: Romy von Arx had simply stopped. No posts. No deadpan captions. No photographs of impossible sunsets. No small perfect glimpses of the most glamorous life on earth. For seven whole days, the most-followed girl on the planet went completely, utterly, terrifyingly silent — and seven million people did not cope with it even slightly.

The theories arrived within the hour, and got wilder by the minute.

She had been kidnapped. She had joined a secret space programme. She had run away to live among wolves. She was filming a film so secret that even the film did not know about it. She had been recruited by six governments at once. Somebody’s cousin’s friend swore blind they had watched her board a submarine off the coast of Scotland.

Cordelia von Hofen — Romy’s oldest rival, and quite possibly the most jealous girl in all of Zürich — posted eleven separate times about how she genuinely was not thinking about it, which was, of course, precisely how everybody knew she was thinking about nothing else on earth.

Grown adults who had never once met her wept gently into their phone cameras. A news channel ran a four-hour special with a panel of experts. Somewhere, a man started an entire podcast about it, became rather famous, and still had absolutely no idea what he was talking about.

And the truth — the real, actual, deeply unglamorous truth — was so simple, and so enormous, that not one single person on the whole spinning planet came within a thousand miles of guessing it.

The truth was that Romy von Arx, twelve years old and the most famous girl in the world, had gone to school.

Romy von Arx had not been kidnapped. She had not joined a space programme, or run away to live among wolves, or boarded a submarine off the coast of anywhere at all.

Romy von Arx had gone to school.

She had done the one single thing that nobody who knew her name would ever, in a hundred years, have dreamed the richest, cleverest, most famous girl in the world might do. She had packed a bag with her own two hands. She had told the whole glittering, gossiping world precisely nothing about where she was going. And she had gone, very quietly, up a mountain to a real school full of real children — not to hide who she was (everybody up there would know exactly who she was soon enough) but to find, for the very first time in her clever, lonely life, the one thing she had never had: friends her own age, who might just possibly like her for nothing but herself.

Well.

Almost a normal amount of luggage.

Because there was a complication. There were, in fact, two of them. And at that exact moment, on a bright Monday morning, both complications were hidden in the back of a luggage helicopter climbing up through the clouds toward the top of the world — and one of them was just about to sneeze.

Their names were Biscuit and Emmie.

Biscuit was a small and enormously dramatic puppy. Emmie was a fluffy orange Highland calf roughly the size and shape of a footstool, and showed no intention whatsoever of getting any bigger. Romy loved them more than all seven million followers put together — which was precisely the problem, because Snowcrest Academy, the school on top of the mountain, did not allow animals. Not a dog. Not a cat. Not a goldfish, and most especially not a calf.

So Romy had done the thing Romy did best. She had made a plan — and the truly clever, truly sneaky parts of it belonged, as usual, to Liesl.

(Liesl was Romy’s maid. She was nineteen, and she had kind eyes and a soft accent and a bottomless supply of little sweets in her pockets, and she had looked after Romy since Romy was small. She dreamed of opening a bakery one day, with blue shutters. She was also, quietly, the cleverest person Romy knew.)

“Send the boys up first,” Liesl had said the night before, in the particular low voice she used when she was quietly being a genius. “They’ll want to sweep the whole school for danger before you so much as arrive. Let them. Three enormous bodyguards charging about checking under beds is the finest distraction money can’t buy. Nobody in the history of the world has ever watched the luggage.”

Which was how it came to be that Luka, Marko and Stefan had flown up at dawn, blissfully happy, armed with a list of security concerns forty items long — while Romy and Liesl came up after, quietly, with a mountain of trunks so tall and so grand that no one would ever dream of searching it.

(The boys were Romy’s bodyguards, and had been since before she could walk. Luka was golden and grinning and permanently in a bobble hat. Marko was the biggest, with startling ice-blue eyes, and worried the way other people breathe. Stefan had dark curls and dimples and cried at absolutely everything, including adverts. All three of them called her “Rome,” and nobody else in the world was allowed to.)

And one of those trunks was not a trunk at all. It was the softest, cleverest travelling crate in Switzerland, lined with sheepskin and warm straw, with air holes drilled along the top exactly where they looked like decoration — and curled inside it, snug and secret and thoroughly against the rules, rode a puppy and a calf who had been given the single most important instruction of their lives:

Be quiet.

Emmie had eaten the instruction. Biscuit had understood not one word of it, gazed deep into Romy’s eyes with enormous solemnity, and then fallen fast asleep within four minutes and begun, gently, to snore.

And then, through the window of the helicopter, far below, Romy saw it for the very first time.

Snowcrest.

It rose up out of the white shoulder of the mountain to meet them as they dropped down through the last of the clouds — a great rambling castle of dark stone and steep snowy roofs, with towers, and little bright flags, and a bell somewhere up high that rang out clean across the whole valley. Black pines stood all around it, bent low under snow. A frozen lake gleamed like a coin. Hundreds of golden windows glowed warm against the cold blue morning.

And somewhere inside it — for the very first time in her whole life — there were children her own age.

Romy von Arx, who was never impressed by anything, who had seen the great cities of the world and the insides of palaces and the top of her own private mountain, looked down at the most beautiful school on earth, where her whole life was about to change, and felt two enormous feelings arrive at exactly the same moment.

The first was terror.

The second — quieter, underneath, but unmistakably there — felt almost exactly like hope.

“…Respectable,” she breathed.

“It’s certainly that,” said Liesl softly beside her, and squeezed her hand.

The helicopter set down gently on the snow, its blades slowing overhead — and a tall, elegant woman in a long grey coat came straight across the white courtyard to meet them, smiling as though she had been waiting a very long time. Romy knew who she was at once: the same eyes as the photograph on Mama’s desk, the same tilt of the head. This was Andrea Montclair. An old, dear friend of Romy’s family — from long before Romy was born. The Founder of Snowcrest itself.

“Romy von Arx,” said Andrea warmly, taking both her hands. “At last. Your mother has told me everything about you.” A pause, and a twinkle. “Well. Almost everything.”

Romy filed that twinkle away, very carefully, for later.

“Welcome to Snowcrest. I think it’s going to suit you.” Andrea turned to lead them in — and then her eye travelled, just briefly and just professionally, over the enormous mountain of luggage being unloaded onto the snow. “We do run a tidy school, Miss von Arx. And absolutely no animals, I’m afraid — we’re terribly strict about that one.”

There was a tiny, breathless pause.

Inside the largest trunk, at the worst possible instant, Emmie shifted in her straw — and opened her mouth to say hello.

Liesl moved like lightning. She tripped — gracefully, and completely on purpose — sending a hatbox tumbling off the top of the pile with a tremendous clatter, and cried “Oh! — clumsy me, long journey!” so loudly and so cheerfully that the small, muffled mee— from inside the trunk vanished entirely beneath it.

Andrea glanced round. “All right there?”

“Perfectly!” sang Liesl, scooping up the hatbox, pink and beaming.

Romy did not move a single muscle of her face. But under her breath, so quietly that only Liesl could ever have caught it, she murmured: “…Respectable.”

And from Romy, to Liesl, in that exact moment, it meant something far more like: we are completely and utterly doomed, and I have never in my life been happier.

They got the trunk inside. Nobody saw. Nobody knew. Up in the towers, three enormous bodyguards were still solemnly checking shrubs, with no idea at all what their Romy had just pulled off directly under everyone’s nose.

That night, in the very cleverest part of her whole plan, Romy stood with Biscuit warm in her arms and Emmie munching contentedly behind her, and looked out at the snow and the pines and the great silent peak. For her new room, it turned out, had a secret: behind the enormous old wardrobe was a little hidden door, and behind the little hidden door was a small forgotten room — some old servant’s nook from the days when Snowcrest had been a mountain castle — and it was there, snug and warm and utterly hidden, that Liesl had already made up a cosy nest of straw and blankets for two secret animals to live. Nobody in the whole school knew it was there. Which was exactly why Romy had chosen that room in the first place.

Then she lifted her phone and — after a whole week of quietly letting the entire world lose its mind — she finally posted the truth. No photograph. No clue as to where. Just one flat, unbothered little line, in her own lowercase deadpan, dropped into the middle of the biggest mystery on the internet like a small, polite bomb:

guys i’m fine. i just went to school.

Somewhere far below, seven million people read it — and promptly lost their minds all over again, because the idea of Romy von Arx, of all the people in all the world, at an actual ordinary school was somehow even harder to believe than the submarine. And still, still, not one of them had the faintest idea which school, or where.

Romy switched off the phone with the small, private smile of a girl who had told the whole truth and given absolutely nothing away.

And for the first time she could ever remember, being a mystery to the entire world was not a lonely thought at all — because tomorrow, up here, far from the cameras and the captions and the seven million strangers, the most impossible thing of all began.

Tomorrow, Romy von Arx was going to walk into a room full of strangers her own age, with no plan, no guarantee, and no idea whatsoever how it would go.

And for the very first time in her clever life, she could not wait to find out.
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