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			Dedications 

			For Tessa,
the most magical kid that ever there was.
I love you to the ends of this world
and all possible worlds.

		


			
			

		


			Prologue

			Into the gloaming, a small light shone.

			It seemed, at first, to be coming from a fissure in the ground—some subterranean creature with a candle lit, peeping out into the world. But, if anyone looked closer (which nobody did—busy as they were with dinner and television shows and the small, diverting rituals of living), they would have seen that the glow, in fact, emanated from the pages of an open book.

			Anyone watching would have seen the brightness grow in intensity, until it was a dazzling radiance. And then, from the light—from the book—they would have seen a woman with unruly dark curls emerge. In her arms was a sleeping baby.

			A peculiar sight, certainly—probably the strangest thing that had ever been seen on the genteel streets of Upper Flowerpot. If, indeed, anyone had seen it at all. There was no observer, of course. They were dancing now to their radios and fighting over the last potato chip. That was probably for the best. This was a private moment.

			The woman held her baby tight to her chest. She nuzzled its ruffled little dark head with her cheek. She took a fob watch from the top pocket of her flowing black blouse, opened it, and snapped it shut again. She turned her attention back to her sleeping bundle.

			‘My small one,’ she whispered. ‘My Mora.’ A shimmering sphere fell from one of her huge, dark blue eyes. It shattered on the footpath like a tiny heart breaking. ‘I promised myself I would not cry,’ she said. ‘I promised myself—’

			‘Branna?’

			The woman put a hand, protectively, on the baby’s head as she turned. ‘Maxim,’ she replied, her voice unsteady.

			A man walked out from the shadows between the birch trees. He had short, night-dark hair, and a sharply pointed goatee. He was dressed in a three-piece suit, and he carried a cane with a quill at its crown. A sombre expression made a lunar eclipse across his round moon face. ‘It’s time,’ he said.

			‘I don’t want to,’ the woman mumbled, no longer attempting to keep the tears at bay. Her daughter’s hair was damp, now, with her mother’s misery. ‘Maxim, I’ve been having the dreams again. I’m scared. I know who it is and I’m terrified.’

			The man regarded the woman silently, seeming to consider his words. Finally, he spoke again. ‘They are only dreams.’

			‘Maxim, I know that you feel it, too. Something is wrong. You must feel it. This isn’t right. There has to be more to it …’

			The man shook his head. ‘No. No, there is nothing more to this than protocol.’

			‘Protocol, which the Literati wrote, of course. And we must obey the Literati, always We must trust them, always ...’ The woman’s voice was bitter as chicory. But then it softened to butter, as she made her eyes wide, as she clung to her companion’s sleeve. ‘But just this once, my dear friend, please –’

			The man was silent for a moment or two. His eyes searched the woman’s face. When he finally spoke, his voice was hoarse. ‘Branna, I can’t. Mora is no different from all the others. I can’t treat her as if she is special. You know what people would think.’

			The woman yanked her hand away, holding the baby closer. ‘It’s a horrible, terrible thing to do to a child! To a mother!’

			‘And yet, the child survives it. And so does the mother. And it’s good for them, to experience the sublunary world—to see what we work for!’ The man rested his hand on Branna’s arm, allowing himself a moment of compassion. ‘It is only a short time. She will be back with us in a blink of an eye—’

			‘I could keep her safe,’ the woman interrupted. ‘I can keep her safe from him. I am her mother. I am the best person to protect her!’

			‘Please stop all this talk—of danger … of him. He is gone. Trust me. After all these years, please trust me.’

			‘You still treat me like I’m a child! But now we are both grown. You can tell me the truth, Maxim.’

			‘It is the truth. I saw him. Dead.’

			‘I know,’ the woman said, with a sigh. ‘I know that’s what you think you saw. I know it’s what we’re meant to believe ...’

			For a small time, there was silence.

			‘You ask me to trust you,’ the woman said, slowly. ‘Why can’t you trust me? My dreams tell me he is still here. Somehow. Impossibly. He is alive. He is watching. I know what it feels like to be watched by him. I know him.’

			‘I would not tell you that he is gone if I did not believe it with all my heart. Your dreams, like the dreams of ordinary people, are sometimes only dreams.’

			The woman stroked her baby’s head and kissed her tiny nose. Something shifted in her face. Her distress became a kind of cold resolve. When she spoke again her voice no longer shook. ‘If I really must do this—if you force me to send her away—then you have to do this for me: We must keep her safe for longer than a ‘blink of an eye’. We must send her away for longer. Until we know she’s safe.’ She looked up at the man, her eyes flinty. ‘Until I can promise her that she is safe. Can you do that? I want to hold her in my arms again and promise her she is safe.’

			‘Branna.’ The man spoke gently—kindly—now, but there was a note of warning in his voice.

			‘Please. You know I don’t want this. But if it protects her …’

			‘There is no question of Mora being at risk! Listen to me!’

			The baby began to stir at all the noise. The companions paused, waiting, but the baby only sighed and smiled in her sleep. She would dream a little longer. The companions breathed.

			The woman spoke again, more quietly this time. ‘Maxim, in all these years, I have never asked anything of you—’

			‘You asked me to believe in you!’ he snapped. ‘When many didn’t!’ Her crestfallen face made him yield. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Swear it, please!’ she whispered, her eyes wet with tears.

			The man nodded, slowly, his face collapsing. ‘I swear it,’ he said, in a voice that was almost a whisper. And then he spoke more loudly, his head upturned, as if he were shouting at the clouds. ‘The Literati witness this contract that I make here today.’

			The woman seemed to slump a little. Above the three of them a silver-eyed raven circled, cawing its twilight lament. The day was dying. Branna Tempest rocked her baby one last time, and she sang to her the song her own mother had sung:

			‘Spin the world once,

			Spin the world twice,

			Night to day,

			Day to night,

			Summon the moon,

			Farewell the light,

			Sleep, my small imaginer,

			My love, burning bright.

			Spin the world once,

			Spin the world twice,

			Goodnight,

			My heart,

			Goodnight.’

			The man held out his arms and the woman gave him her baby. Her heart seemed to go with her, as if tethered to the child on a string.

			‘She will be safe,’ the man said. ‘I promise.’ From the inside pocket of his tailored jacket, he pulled a slim, leather-bound book.

			‘So soon?’ asked the woman. The man nodded.

			‘Will you do one more thing for me?’ asked the woman, hesitantly.

			He sighed. ‘Of course.’

			The woman wiped away her tears and raised her chin. She spoke quickly, as if she were worried that she’d lose her nerve. ‘I know you can draw the safekeeper from any book—that you can make it be any which how. Could you … please just, make her safekeeper someone she could never love? Someone she could never belong to. Make her know, always, that she is loved by someone else, that she is someone else. Make sure that she stays a Tempest, always. Can you do it? Please?’

			The man gave a small, sad smile. ‘I suppose … yes, I can do it,’ he said, his voice cracking like drought-parched dirt. He opened the book and closed his eyes, his lips moving in an incantation. When he opened his eyes again, the baby’s mother had disappeared.

			If someone had been watching the scene through a window, they might have said that the woman seemed to jerk backwards, as if yanked away by some unseen hand, into nothingness. But it was only a trick of the light, they would have told themselves. It must have been a trick of the light.

			‘Branna?’ the man asked, peering around him into the darkness. There was no answer. The man nodded. All was well. Protocol had been followed. He would see Branna again, soon.

			For a moment, the man stood alone with the small child in his arms—both lit from below by the glow of the book, still open on the ground. Then, an elegant hand reached out from between the pages. The man crouched down and took the hand, and he pulled a woman out of the book. This woman wore a beige suit and beige high-heeled shoes. A beige scarf concealed her hair. There was nothing unruly about this woman.

			Her face was hidden in shadows, but this was normal—safekeepers are shadowy people.

			The man looked at the child one more time. Above, the raven still circled. One by one the stars came out. And the clock continued to tick. The woman who came from the book took the baby in her arms and held her carelessly, as if she was a bag of oranges. The man pointed the woman in beige to a sign. It said ‘Horton House’. And the man left her. And it broke his heart. But it had to be this way.

			And the baby slept, throughout it all.

			Chapter One

			A Sixth Birthday

			Temora Murphy was six years old. Not six and a half, or a quarter. She was exactly and precisely six. Today was her birthday. 

			Birthdays, however, to Temora Murphy were not the magical event that they were for most children. Birthdays were simply another beige-coloured day in a long, orderly line of beige-coloured days. But birthdays were worse because on birthdays, the other girls were there. The shining girls. The ones who called her Puddingface.

			Every year was the same.

			There was a hazy memory—a cloud drifting across her mind—of being very small, and a party on a riverbank, merfolk floating on the eddies behind them and birdlife circling on the gentle breeze. There was a cake that looked like a raven, and a magician who looked like a cat, and strong, warm arms around her, and Temora had been giddy and breathless with all of it … but it must have been a dream. Temora couldn’t imagine her mother ever allowing a cake shaped like a raven and merfolk only existed in dreams.

			There were no shining girls in the strange vision. Only grown-ups. But they didn’t feel like the grown-ups Temora knew. They didn’t feel like her mother. They felt warm. She liked them. She didn’t like any of the girls who would be coming to visit on her birthday. And they didn’t like her. But today they would sing at her, and they would eat her cake.

			Maybe they would enjoy her cake more than she did. Temora thought her cake tasted like sand pretending to be cake. She was quite certain that there were other cakes in the world that did not taste like sand, but her cake always did.

			This year—this year of six—was the first year that somebody had asked Temora what gift she would like for her birthday. Not her mother, of course.

			The housemaid, Ada, crouched down and met her eye and said, ‘So, what would you really like, little Mora? If you could make a wish for something curious on the candles of your birthday cake, and ask for anything you could imagine, what would it be?’ She smiled at Temora, and the smile lit up her face, though the skin remained pale as the sea beneath pastel skies—even paler than Temora’s.

			‘I don’t think I’m allowed wishes,’ Temora whispered back.

			Ada shook her head. ‘Oh, my feathers … My brave little Mora, you need to think less of what you’re allowed and more of what you will simply decide to do. How are you going to make a difference in the world if you’re always thinking only of what you’re allowed? How are you going to write your own story? Now, I’ll ask again: If you could make a wish for something curious—if you could ask for absolutely anything—what would it be?’

			Temora answered immediately: ‘I would wish for a book.’

			Temora knew all about books, because she sometimes saw Ada reading them when she was taking her afternoon tea. Temora watched, from her hiding spot, as Ada’s eyes widened, as she gasped or laughed, as she wound the end of her plait—black and streaked with silver—around and around her index finger. As she read, Ada seemed completely, utterly transported.

			Temora knew how to read, of course. She had taught herself three years before, frustrated by all the secret languages—on cereal boxes and bread packets and vans she could see through her front window—that whispered to everyone but her. Now, she read everything.

			She liked it most when the van carrying cupcakes passed her house. Cupcake was her favourite word. Ada told her that cupcakes existed that had chocolate icing. And sprinkles. But it wasn’t cupcakes that she wanted the most. She wanted to be transported. So, she told Ada, breathlessly, ‘I would so like a book.’

			‘I think I can arrange that,’ Ada said, winking.

			‘You will do nothing of the sort!’ Temora’s mother swept imperiously into the room, her pointed nose high in the air. Dyed-pale hair coiled on her head like a snake. Her eyes were painted furious. More than anything in the world, Temora was afraid of her mother’s fury.

			Mrs Murphy grasped the fabric on the shoulder of Ada’s coal-black shirt. She lifted her to standing. Ada did not resist. ‘Temora is my daughter,’ she said, through gritted teeth, ‘and I decide what she will receive for her birthday present. And it will not be books! Girls should not have their noses stuck in books all day. It’s unseemly.’

			Temora’s heart sank. Her world had, momentarily, felt as if it were expanding. As if there were hope. As if she might make a difference to something … to anything. Now, her world was tiny again.

			Later, Temora watched from the sitting room window as Ada walked through the front door of Horton House, and into a waiting taxicab. She held two scuffed black suitcases. The ribbon in her hair had come undone and was dancing behind her on the breeze, like feathers, discarded by a raven. ‘Taxicab’ was now Temora’s least favourite word.

			And then it was Temora’s birthday.

			The shining girls came, in their puffed sleeves and bows, and they sang at her, with wicked smirks on their pretty faces. And there was cake, and it was beige, and it tasted of sand. But on the cake, there was … something. Something Temora had never noticed on her five other birthdays.

			In fact, there were six somethings. They glowed like hope. Candles. And she remembered what Ada had said. ‘If you could make a wish for something curious on the candles of your birthday cake …’

			‘Do it,’ a voice said, inside her head. A voice that sounded a bit like the squawk of a bird. ‘Make a wish.’ So, on her sixth year, for the first time in her small life, Temora closed her eyes, made a wish, and blew …

			And her wish came true.

			The next day, as she wandered in the enormous garden of Horton House, she found the box hiding beneath a magnolia bush. It stood out against the white flowers—so dark it seemed to consume the light around it. It was made from a material that was something like metal and something like wood and something other, in between the two. It shimmered in the sunlight like a black pearl. Temora was sure it wasn’t there the last time she went birdwatching.

			She opened the lock on the box, tentatively. There were no creepy-crawlies inside, nor even a hint of dust or dirt. It was perfectly clean, perfectly new. And, in the middle of that perfectly new black-pearl box, there was a perfect miracle. A book – black-covered and thick and decorated with silver-embossed drawings of the strangest creatures Temora had ever seen. The book was called Wild Things and Wishes, and it was by someone called Ely Jon Trippexes. Stuck between the first and second pages, there was a note. It bore only four small words in a crooked, peculiar hand:

			For Temora. Read me.

			Below that, there was a signature, comprised of only one letter: ‘P.’. It didn’t matter to small Temora who the ‘P.’ person was—the person who had sent her the book. It only mattered that the book was. And that it was hers. Temora took the parcel with her to the attic (her favourite hiding spot and now her favourite reading spot). She sat on the dusty, derelict chair, by the small egg-shaped window that looked out to the grey autumn sky and, taking a deep breath, Temora Murphy opened her very first book.

			As she began to read—seeing words she knew like ‘grass’ and ‘apple’, and others that were new like ‘atramentous’—the most curious, unimaginable thing began to happen. One by one, as if out of the pages, the wild things came to join her.

			Temora was startled at first but, strangely, unafraid. These creatures did not feel dangerous and the fact that they were suddenly beside her, well, that must simply be how reading was. Temora had seen Ada laugh and cry while holding a book on her knee. Ada must have been experiencing something just like this. The characters from her books must have come alive, like this, visible only to her because she was the reader. Now it was happening to Temora. And her heart was full of dancing sparkles.

			The beasts gathered around her. Their breath was warm and smelled of ink. They were strange creatures, with the bodies of deer and the wings of birds. She felt as if she was protected in their circle. They felt familiar to her, as if she had known all her life that beings like this existed. As if she herself, as a baby, had sat on the back of one, between her mother’s knees, and soared into a purple sky … But that was impossible, of course. Creatures like this did not exist …

			Except, when she scrunched her eyes closed, and opened them again, they were still there, and they were whispering in her ear. ‘Be wild, be brave, and turn to us whenever you feel like you can be neither,’ they told her.

			She whispered back, ‘I’ll try.’

			So, this was what it felt like to read, she thought. As if all the wonders of the world were standing right in front of you, close enough for you to reach out and touch them.

			A tiny voice whispered in her ear, as she devoured that first astonishing story: ‘Where did this book come from? Why do you not question it? Why do you not imagine?’ But whenever Temora tried to focus on that thought, another one popped into her head, and stood in front of it. It told her to keep the book secret and not wonder too much about its provenance. It was simply meant to be here and meant to be hers. And she had to protect it. Temora knew, somehow, that to protect the book, she had to remain, outwardly, the same as she ever had been. But inside of tiny Temora, everything had changed.

			Chapter Two

			A Strange Gift

			Temora Murphy grew, in body and in mind. Her body became tall, sturdy, and strong. Her mind became an infinite space, made enormous by words.

			Temora raced through her home-schooling lessons each day and. When those were done, she ran up the attic stairs, two at a time, and dove into her favourite reading corner. She didn’t mind the cobwebs and she barely noticed the grime.

			‘Hello,’ she whispered to the book at the top of her pile. Her fingers traced its edges. She opened it, raised it to her nose and smelled, on its pages, the faint scent of magnolia and garden and … something else that was a little bit magical. The book was called The Sentinels, by Ely Jon Trippexes.

			Temora had found The Sentinels, as she found all her books, under the magnolia tree at the bottom of the garden. Three times a week, a new book appeared—and each and every one of them filled a hollow within her. Every book made Temora feel invincible and full of joy—not bland, not broken, not small.

			Except for one.

			It was called the Man and His Machine. It was about a monster and a man who made him. The man was a wolf, and the monster was a bat. The monster had glowing red eyes. The man had eyes like amethysts. Together they created a machine. The machine could make stories that were like nightmares, and when children read them, they fell into an endless sleep.

			With the machine and the dreamers, the man took over the world. He razed its forests and murdered its creatures, and the world became a place of nightmares and monsters. Temora was so afraid of that book, she had sneaked it out of the house and buried it in the garden. Having the man and his monster come alive in the room beside her made her curl into a ball and weep. The rest of the books weren’t like that, though. That was the only one that was evil.

			Temora turned back to the first page of The Sentinels. The words on the page swirled and danced and exploded into life. Temora leaned forwards and it felt as if so many tiny hands were reaching out and pulling her inwards. As always, in that moment, as she fell into the story, everything else faded. Her mother’s words at breakfast time (so spiked and snarling) evaporated into oblivion. Her dreary lessons on deportment and etiquette melted into the ether. The crushing, soul-breaking monotony of her daily existence became nothing more than wind and whispers. The poison of her mother’s hatred was thoroughly antidoted. And she was there—flying in the sky with the Sentinels, looking down on shimmering lakes and crystalline mountains and on her way to a magical tower. Her body was still in the attic—an ordinary, eleven-nearly-twelve-year-old girl—but in the sky above the Elven Mountains, she was a dark and powerful creature, with night-black wings and a tempestuous soul and a third eye for seeing magic. She was at peace.

			This feeling of blessed escape lasted until the light around her turned marigold and rose. Until she heard the door slam on her mother’s beige sedan. With a sigh, she lowered the book and moved quickly over to the window. Her mother rose elegantly from the car, a cream-coloured scarf tied about her head, protecting her newly tinted hair. Large paper bags dangled from her elbows. Temora knew what they contained: dresses, for her and for her mother, to wear to her twelfth birthday party.

			She knew what hers would be like. It would be a slightly bigger version of the exact same dress she had worn the year before, purchased from Poise Boutique—the fanciest shop in Upper Flowerpot. The dress would be beige or taupe or camel. It would fall below her knee. There would be a small ruffle at the hem and a ribbon around the waist, and it would make her feel as if she were suffocating.

			Temora watched her mother pause, halfway to the door, and look up towards Temora. Temora ducked, hoping her mother hadn’t spotted her. Her mother hated her being in the attic. Hated her being anywhere else other than her corner in the study, doing her lessons or her needlework. She could take turns around the garden, as doing so was ladylike (and it was during these turns, of course, that she sneaked to the black pearl box). She was only allowed into the garden, though, when her mother permitted it. Which was usually right after she had said, ‘I’m at the end of my tether with you, Temmy!’

			Temora put her book carefully on the stack and gave it a final, affectionate pat. She opened the door quietly and closed it behind her with a barely audible click. She skipped on tippy-toes down the stairs, past the watercolour paintings of ivory roses and bowls of pale and sickly-looking fruit. She skidded down the hallway, past the dainty, doily-covered tables and the quietly ticking clocks. There were two, showing different times. One was correct but one was always some hours ahead (Temora never asked why, but it made her feel always rushed, and anxious, as if she was always late). Then, she went into the study.

			She sat in the corner, just as she heard the front door slam, and she caught a shaky breath. Her mother’s heels clip-clopped towards her, across the polished floorboards. ‘Temmy!’ she heard her mother call out, and she cringed. Temora wished her mother wouldn’t call her that. She wished she’d call her by the nickname she liked. The one that felt right. Mora. Like the housemaid, Ada, used to call her.

			Temora picked up her embroidery and held the needle aloft, in preparation for her mother’s entrance, and she waited. She closed her eyes, shutting out the box-like, bare-walled room, and she remembered her book self, soaring through the sky, above the mountains. Her heart lifted enough to keep the tears at bay.

			The door to the study opened, sucking the imagining out and away. Temora crashed to the ground. Her mother stood in the doorway; her face obscured by shadows. Temora painted her face with something she hoped was almost a smile. She rose to her feet, as she had been taught, and said, ‘Welcome home, Mother.’

			Her mother glowered at the embroidery and said, ‘I would have hoped for a much less haphazard effort, after you had so long to work on it. But I suppose I should know well by now not to expect anything of you.’ She turned on her heel and, as she walked away, she called back over her shoulder, ‘Dinner will be in precisely half an hour. Boiled potatoes and poached haddock. Be sure to change your dress, won’t you? You look as if you’ve been running wild.’

			‘Not running,’ Temora whispered to herself when her mother was out of earshot. ‘Flying.’ Now, her heart felt too heavy for flying. Temora put her needlework back into its place (a little bit askew—a tiny act of rebellion). She was just about to leave the room when she noticed, poking out of one of the desk drawers, the corner of a notebook. She frowned. That wasn’t there before …

			Curiosity made her open the drawer and take the notebook out. It had a plain black cover and black-edged pages. When she opened it, the pages were ordinary—unlined and a sort of storm cloud grey. But they felt, oddly, warm. There was a peculiar, flat sort of pen stuck between the middle pages. Her fingers tingled as she touched the pen.

			A familiar, birdlike voice whispered in her ear—a voice she knew well by now. The voice sometimes told her things about herself—things she found hard to believe because they were not the things her mother had told her. But today it said only one word: ‘Write …’

			Temora knew her mother would be waiting. She knew she would be in terrible trouble if her dinner was there and she was not. But the urge to do it—to write—was so strong, so uncontrollable, that it was almost … almost … worth angering her mother. She took up the pen and her fingers felt instantly hot. Her eyes blurred, as if she were about to cry. She felt happy and sad and overwhelmed and full of everything all at once. She blinked to clear her vision and, as she did so, through the film of tears she saw her fingers transform, magically, into … something that was not fingers. Something long and black and melded with the pen. When her eyes were clear again, her fingers were simply fingers. Of course. But they still felt hot and something else. Something like itching. And magnetised, somehow, drawn towards the page. She had to write.

			‘My mother is a shadow,’ she wrote. ‘She is not a mother at all but a dark, pretending thing, and I hope …’ She crossed out the last word and replaced it with, ‘I wish …’

			‘I wish she would trip over in the kitchen. Not enough to hurt herself or bump her knee or bleed. Only enough for her to be cross at something that is not me. Perhaps even at herself, and—’

			A noise from along the hallway startled Temora and caused her to drop her pen. It sounded very much like a woman stumbling. And then there was a loud curse word in her mother’s voice. Temora slammed the notebook closed. Her heart was a dancing pixie. Was it …? Could it be possible? Had she just, somehow … caused her mother to trip? She shook her head. That hadn’t happened. If indeed her mother had just done herself a calamity, it was she who had made it so. Not Temora, or the black notebook. A power like that was not a real thing. Because magic didn’t exist outside of books. Because she was Temora Murphy and she had never caused anything to happen in her whole life. Except for that time, on her sixth birthday, when she had wished for a book, and one had come. Coincidence and happenstance, though—that’s all that was. She was Temora Murphy, and this was her real life—dreary and beige and never-ending.

			Anything else was a dream.

			Chapter Three

			A Dream

			Temora Murphy was dreaming.

			Mostly, Temora dreamed in beige because that was all she saw in waking time. She dreamed of needlework and haddock and potatoes. But sometimes her dreams were different. Blacker. Shadowy. This was one of those dreams.

			She sat in a darkened room. The only sounds she heard were frightening. Skittering sounds. Flapping sounds, squeals, and echoes. And a rhythmic drip, drip, drip …

			There was no furniture in the room. She sat on a hard stone floor—a floor slick with … something. Something sticky and wet and warm. The room seemed to have no doors, and there were no windows, either. The only light came from purple-flamed candles. The flames danced like tiny spirits, like demons.

			‘Where am I?’ She tried to yell, but it came out like a whimper. And then, suddenly, she could feel a presence. She could hear it breathing—shallow, raspy breaths. She could smell it, too. The scent seemed familiar but, for a moment, she couldn’t place it. And then it came to her—it was like the dead bat she had once found at the bottom of the garden at Horton House. That’s what this smell was like—rot and filth.

			‘Who’s there?’ she asked. The breathing turned to laughter, low and sinister. Through the shadows, Temora could now see the shape of something tall, like a top hat, and a body that almost seemed inhuman beneath it. ‘Who’s there?’ she repeated. There was no answer, but Temora knew, somehow, that the presence … that the creature in the shadows … wanted her. It knew her. It had wanted her for an awfully long time. It was the monster from the book.

			It moved closer, closer, closer. She could feel its stinking breath on her cheek, as it leaned in towards her ear. ‘I am here,’ it whispered. ‘I am always here. I am always watching you. I can teach you. I can show you the truth. I can show you the world as it is and how it can be. Would you like to learn from me? Would you like to join me? Join us?’

			Temora replied, her voice trembling, ‘What do you want from me?’

			‘When are you going to imagine? As soon as you do, we can begin. I can watch you properly. And you can watch me. You can learn from me. We will be together, as we were always meant to be.’

			‘Help!’ Temora screamed. ‘Help me! How do I get out of here?’

			She heard him speak again, muttering this time. ‘Bannan arping ic behéfðu. Bannan arping nú! Bannan arping bóc.’ A book flew towards him. On its cover was an image of a feather. The book was caught in a damp, knobby grey hand. ‘Here it is,’ the shadow man said. ‘A story of you and of who you will be. Would you like to read it, little wordspinner? Read it and imagine?’

			Another voice pierced the darkness—the softer voice of a child, a boy. ‘Tap three times,’ the voice said. ‘And then … awaken.’

			‘Tap what?’ Temora yelled. The bat monster was closer. She could smell him: blood and ink and terror.

			‘Now!’ the soft voice commanded. ‘Tap three times!’

			Desperate, Temora made her hand into a fist, and thumped on her chest. Once, twice …

			‘There,’ the voice said. ‘There you are. But three times.’

			Temora thumped again. One, two, three. One! Two! Three! There was a sound like air being sucked through a straw, and she felt the creature fading, felt the darkness fading, felt herself leaving the shadowy room, returning to Horton House. And on her way, as she travelled through shimmering, beautiful space, she saw another creature. A bird. Black as night, with eyes that seemed to contain everything. It nodded at her. And then it flew away.

			Temora opened her eyes.

			Chapter Four

			A Twelfth Birthday

			Temora Murphy sat in the attic. It was her twelfth birthday and there was a party on downstairs, just for her. So, she was hiding.

			Birthdays meant a visit from the shining girls.

			Temora was hiding from them, and she was hiding from her mother, too. Her mother had been muttering about her all morning—about how ungrateful and sullen she was being, when it was her special day.  ‘Horrible, painful child, despicable girl. Good girls are grateful. Good girls do not pout. Repulsive girl.’ She thought Temora could not hear her, but Temora had excellent listening skills, the product of a curious mind.

			The voice inside her whispered countering things. ‘You are not repulsive,’ it said. ‘You are full of wonders.’

			The voice sounded a bit like a bird, and it always spoke like this. It argued. It told her that she was not despicable. That she was not unworthy. She wasn’t normal either, but that was fine, and she might be, just a little bit, dangerous. She wasn’t the things her mother said she was. Temora knew she was tall, and she was wide and pale, and she had scruffy dark hair that never would cooperate. Temora didn’t like dresses or frills, or beige and she didn’t like being ladylike. But was it bad to be wild-haired and big? Was it bad to dislike frills? Was it bad to resent this horrible small life, in this horrible, enormous house?

			Horton House, just outside the village of Upper Flowerpot, was considered the most elegant structure in the whole district. It was decorated to the precise and exacting tastes of Temora’s mother, in ‘muted tones’ of beige and cream. Its walls were lined with tasteful, bland artworks that seemed to stare at her through time and find her, as her mother did, wanting. At right angles, on bone-white carpet, furniture was arranged that must not be sat on. And rugs that must not be walked on.

			And there were, of course, those two clocks, always ticking, set to different hours. Sometimes, when Temora was on the verge of sleeping, the ticks melted into words. Help. Me. Help. Me. Temora did not know if the cry really did come from the clocks, or her dreams, or herself.

			It was quiet at Horton House, and it was lonely. Temora was not allowed to associate with the ‘rural’ children in Flowerpot Dales. She was only permitted playdates with the same children who had been there at her sixth birthday, whose parents also lived in the upper part of town. The shining girls were the worst of them. They detested Temora. They still called her ‘Puddingface’, and they laughed about her weight and her shyness and her uncontrollable hair. They made her feel like she was worth nothing at all, like she was a broken egg, a featherless bird. And they were downstairs, at Temora’s party.

			***

			They were playing hide and seek. Temora was hiding. But she was also reading.

			It was a marvellous book about a girl called Nycteris. She wore a hood, so Temora never saw her face, but this was not uncommon in books, she had found. The main character’s face was often in shadow or turned away. Temora did not mind because it made her feel, a little bit, like she was that character—like she really was inside the book, seeing through their eyes, even as she stood beside them. She liked to imagine that, under their hood, Nycteris might have a pale, round face, midnight-blue eyes, and unruly black hair.

			Nycteris lived in a tower, in a magical, hidden land. There were faeries in this land, and merfolk and elves and strange catlike beings, and others that were like deer, but with wings like a bird. Creatures that reminded Temora of those first magical beasts in her first magical book.

			Temora could see the creatures as she read. They were all around her. She left the attic and entered the hidden land. She could feel the bright green grass beneath her bare feet. She stood under the lavender-coloured sky and the two lemon suns that hung in it. She could feel the warmth of the suns on her face and smell the breeze, like spun sugar and hyacinth. The other children of the tower raced around her, laughing, and singing. They wore all sorts of different clothing, like no uniform Temora had seen before, but there was a common thread—printed on their jumpers and overalls and skirts were lines and lines of text. It had the effect of making the children look like so many books had come to life.

			And the whole time she was there, she had the strangest sensation—a feeling of being drawn towards home. But that was ridiculous, wasn’t it? She was home. Horton House was her home. Upper Flowerpot was her home. It always had been.

			Then, on the final page of the book, Nycteris whispered in her ear, ‘It is time to question. It is time to imagine. Imagine a world outside Horton House. Imagine the place where the books come from! Do it quickly, Temora Tempest! We’ve waited so long for you to join us …’ Then she giggled and disappeared. Inside Temora, the words she had spoken remained, repeating: ‘It is time to imagine ... Temora Tempest!’

			‘I am not Temora Tempest,’ she whispered back. ‘I am Temora Murphy. And I am not allowed to imagine those things. I’m not allowed.’ But was that true? It had certainly felt true. She wasn’t allowed to wonder where the books were from. She wasn’t allowed to imagine. But what if …

			‘Temmy!’ Temora’s stomach sank. How she detested the sound of that name, the sound of that voice. It sank more when she heard her mother’s designer high heels, clip-clopping up the stairs. It was time for Temora to return to the party. She hid her book, hastily, beneath her chair. More than anything, Temora was afraid of her mother taking her books away. ‘I know you’re up there, Temmy! It’s time for your cake. Your friends are waiting! Good girls do not make their friends wait!’

			‘Not my friends,’ whispered Temora. ‘Not my cake. Your cake. Not my house. Not my life.’

			‘I’m coming!’ she cried out, more loudly than she meant to.

			‘Temmy,’ her mother said, in a voice as cold as midwinter, ‘you sound a little bit angry. Good girls should never sound angry.’

			‘I’m not!’ Temora blurted. ‘I’m just … I’m coming!’ She whispered to herself again, ‘Why can’t I feel angry? I wish I could. I wish—’

			And with that word—that wish—a memory came to her. A memory of her six-year-old self and another birthday cake … and a wish. And that wish had not caused magic. That wish was only happenstance, but … ‘But what if …’ the bird voice inside her whispered.

			‘It’s ridiculous,’ she whispered back. ‘It’s impossible.’ But she thought of the impossible black box and her impossible black notebook and the words she had written inside it and how, as she had written them, her mother had stumbled. What if …

			Her fingertips tingled. She took out the black notebook and the flat black pen. And, as her fingers itched and burned, she wrote:

			What if ‘what ifs’ were actually wishes? What if they were magic? Where would I go if marvels were magic? If I imagined where I might go? If I imagined what I could be? If I wished and wondered and questioned and imagined …if I did all that …would I finally go home? And when I got there … could I write my own story?

			She closed the notebook, her heart beating like butterfly wings. She put it carefully beneath the book stack for later. And she opened the attic door.

			Chapter Five

			A Wish

			The shining girls stood in a row behind Temora’s cake. Their names were Fiona Fisher, Lisa Myer, and Cornelia König. Cornelia König was the worst. She was, quite possibly, the worst and meanest girl in the whole world and all other worlds, for that matter. But the other girls were not far behind her.

			They wore beige and puffed sleeves, beige ribbons in their hair. The cake was beige, too, encircled by a simple ring of zinnias. Temora’s mother loved zinnias. Temora loved black hollyhock, but her mother said it was an unruly weed, and a menace.

			Temora wore beige, just as she’d expected. It made Temora feel all crumbled inside. If she could choose for herself, she would dress all in black. Black like the letterbox. Black like the notebook. Black, at least, had some wonder about it. Some magic.

			Temora watched the shining girls watching her. She imagined what they were thinking behind those perfect smiles: ‘Look how big she is, how plain, how lumpy! Look at her messy hair!’

			‘There you are, Temmy,’ her mother said, all replica cheerfulness. She smoothed an imaginary loose strand of hair back into her sleek chignon, as she watched Temora approach.

			‘You’re the best at hiding, Temmy!’ Lisa said, sweetly. ‘Nobody could find you!’

			‘Nobody even tried’, the bird voice whispered.

			‘You must have found an excessively big cupboard to hide in!’ Fiona said. She made it sound like a compliment but emphasised the big.

			‘Pudding face,’ whispered Cornelia, under her breath. Temora winced. More than anything, she was afraid of those girls, and the things they said about her. The way their words stabbed at her insides.

			‘Come and blow out your candles!’ Cornelia and Lisa and Fiona said in unison. They linked their little fingers to celebrate.

			Temora’s breath quickened. And it was ridiculous, but … when she was small, she had wished for her own books, and they had materialised in the black-pearl box. For Temora. Read me. She had wished it, on the candles of her sixth birthday cake and then, for the next six years, the books had filled every crevice and hollow alcove in Temora’s soul, but it wasn’t enough. The desperation inside her was now so vast, it felt as if one day it might swallow her whole.

			Perhaps it was time for another wish.

			‘Come now, Temmy,’ her mother said, beckoning with one bony finger. Temora came. ‘Get that angry look off your face,’ her mother snapped, as Temora took her place, behind the cake. Temora suppressed a growl. She was only thinking. Her mother always thought she was angry. Good girls are never angry. She was, in fact, most of the time, only thinking. But it was true—sometimes she was thinking thoughts her mother wouldn’t like. Thoughts that were sharp. Thoughts that had claws. ‘Go on, Temmy,’ her mother said, through tightly clenched teeth.

			Temora closed her eyes. She tried to imagine that the shining girls and her mother were not there, that she was not in Horton House, that she was in an entirely different life. A life in which she might feel alive. A life in which she might … fly.

			Temora opened her eyes again, quickly. She saw all the shining girls staring at her … and, hovering in the corner of her vision, she saw another child – a boy, with black hair and skin so pale it was almost translucent. A boy who had not been invited to her birthday party and who—she was sure—had not been there before. He was watching her, so intently that she almost felt it on her skin. She thought he looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite place him.

			The boy smiled at her. Temora gave him a small, shy smile of her own, and closed her eyes again. She held her breath, and she let it go. ‘I wish …’ she began. No, that didn’t feel right. Not this time. ‘I … imagine …’ she started again. ‘I imagine myself away from here. I imagine that this is a dream. I imagine the place where the books come from, before the black-pearl box. I imagine the place where I really belong and the girl I really am. I imagine myself creating worlds. I imagine I can fly.’

			The sound of wind filled her ears—the sound of wings beating on air. Temora felt the room fading away. The shining girls faded too, and then, finally, she felt herself leaving the beige-walled room. Returning. Somewhere. Somewhere not beige. Somewhere magical. Somewhere that felt like home.

			Chapter Six

			A Creature

			Temora opened her eyes. She blinked and blinked, her head shaking and her brain full of nettles.

			No. This was not right. This was not different. She had travelled, yes, but not so very far. Not far enough. This is not what she imagined. She was still at Horton House. She could see it, far away across the grass. She was at the bottom of the garden. She turned a little and saw the black-pearl box. No. This was not what she’d wished for. She’d wished for something other. Something else. Something true. Something—

			A snapping twig caught her attention, and her heart began to gallop. She was not alone. She could feel him. Someone new. She could smell him. She knew that smell. It was ... books.

			Temora pressed herself flat against the trunk of the magnolia tree. ‘Who’s there?’ she whispered. A figure stepped into the dappling light. A creature. Not human – not quite. It was almost the same shape as a human, but …

			Temora gasped as her eyes swept over its form. The cat-like creature was covered in dense black fur. He wore a white vest and black pantaloons, a silver hoop in one of his pointed ears. He had enormous black eyes, a pointy-fanged mouth, and a white spot in the middle of his char-black chest. The tip of his tail
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