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The Sleeping Beauty Curse

It was a hot sunny day on Tricky Dragon Lane and someone had been cursing magical Londoners. Pinch Perkins was working the case.

‘Where were you on the morning of the third of June?’

Her suspect raised an eyebrow. ‘Am I to understand, young Pinch, that you are enquiring as to my whereabouts with a view to clearing me from your investigation?’

Pinch gave a curt nod. She was a detective now – she needed to play it cool.

‘Well,’ said Mrs Wreake, putting a silvery hand to her silvery chin and affecting a thoughtful look. ‘I’d say I was probably in the same place I’ve been for the past twelve years of our acquaintance, which is namely –’ she gestured at the Marvellous Magical Mirrors shop – ‘here. Can’t go leaving the premises, can I, dearie? I’m a ghost.’ She waggled her fingers at Pinch in a spooky fashion.

‘And can anyone … um …’ Pinch checked her list of questions, ‘confirm that?’

‘I’m sure the twins could,’ said Mrs Wreake, ‘but what with me being dead and all, I’m unlikely to cause anyone bodily harm, am I?’ She smiled and took on a pearly sheen as a beam of sunlight hit her. ‘I must say, you’re doing a lovely job of detectiving.’

‘I am?’ said Pinch, trying not to look pleased. This was her first interview and she wanted to do well.

‘Oh yes, dear, if I had anything to confess, I’d have coughed to it by now.’ The ghost zoomed forward, her wispy white eyebrows crinkled. ‘Even so, why don’t you leave all this nasty business to the grown-ups? Put it out of your mind and get yourself an ice lolly, or read one of your storybooks? Dwelling’s not going to help, is it?’ She smiled maternally and floated away through the wall into the back room.

Pinch blinked after her. Eat an ice lolly at a time like this? She wondered what went on in grown-ups’ heads sometimes. ‘Right,’ she called. ‘Thanks for that. Bye!’

She slumped against the door. All around the shop, in the looking glasses that gleamed and sparkled on every wall, her reflections followed suit. Pinch-in-the-mirror was a messy sight: curly brown hair, a tangle as usual; peeling pink skin on a sunburnt, freckled nose; old shorts and a faded blue T-shirt stained with tomato sauce. She raised her eyebrows. Could do better, she told her reflection. Her reflection said, Bog off.
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With a shrug, Pinch pulled open the creaky old shop door and stepped out on to Tricky Dragon Lane. The muggy air swept over her in a wave. It had been hot for weeks, and as she leaned against the alley wall to ponder her next move, she felt the warmth of the bricks on her back.

The first victim had been discovered a month ago. An elderly wizard found unconscious on the floor of his conservatory, cheeks wet with the concerned slobberings of his pet gargoyle, Tubs. Somnus incantatus was the med-mages’ diagnosis, or an enchanted coma; everyone else called it the Sleeping Beauty curse.

Since then, a new Sleeper had been found every few days. Six, so far, including a hard-working young witch in a beauty salon (Hair Presto!) slumped over her cutting chair, and a peckish sorcerer, sprawled across his kitchen floor in a pool of fridge light. All had magic and all lived in the Sancts – the safe, secret places that were neither here nor there, where London’s magical folk hid in plain sight. Boarded-up tower blocks, overgrown car parks, dingy dead ends: the Sancts whispered ‘Nothing to see here’ and ‘Ooh, I wouldn’t go in there’ to the city’s human inhabitants – the Humdrums – who spent their days oblivious to their unusual neighbours. But behind the boundary spells and defensive enchantments, lively communities thrived.

Pinch lived in one of the oldest Sancts, the Crooked Mile, on a narrow, twisting alley called Tricky Dragon Lane. All manner of magical creatures called the Crooked Mile home: hedge-witches and fortune-tellers; magicians and conjurors; demons and djinn. For it had been a place of refuge for centuries, ever since Pinch’s many-greats-grandmother, Butterwort Bailey, had laid down powerful spells to protect its inhabitants from the witch-hunts. Indeed, Pinch was so used to the safety of home – so brain-squeezingly, fist-clenchingly, teeth-grindingly bored with its safety – that she never thought to be afraid … until the curse had come to Tricky Dragon Lane.

Pinch shivered despite the heat. Work the case, she thought, looking down at her notes. Better to do something – anything – than nothing. But the words swam as her eyes pricked with tears.

A jangling sound further down the Lane made her dart back into the shadow of Marvellous Magical Mirrors. Ekundayo Ade had stepped out of his junk shop, The Rootle. He had dark brown skin, short black hair in twists, and was armed, as ever, with his camera. He looked along the alley and then strode off in the opposite direction.

Pinch’s fingers tightened around her notebook. Ekundayo was on her list of suspects. She followed him, ducking in and out of doorways to stay hidden. He snapped a shop window, a flower basket and once his own shadow, where it lay dark against the paving stones. Grown-ups were so weird, she thought again. But was this typical grown-up weird, she wondered, or was it serial-curser weird? She made a note and kept following, until he stopped, at last, at the little crossroads where Tricky Dragon Lane met Pickleherring Alley – and where the last victim had been found.

‘Perkins.’

She startled as a boy appeared behind her – then gave an irritated growl. Henry de Sallowe was her neighbour – and nemesis. He had a long white face with a sharp chin, straight black hair cut around unabashed ears, and the kind of smarmy smile naive parents fell for every time. Particularly her parents, who were always encouraging him to visit for tea, or a movie on weekends. Be nice, her dad would mouth as he handed round the popcorn. Henry annoyed Pinch at the best of times – which this was not.

‘What do you want?’ she hissed. ‘I’m busy.’

‘Yes, I can see,’ he said. ‘Doing a survey of Tricky Dragon doorways? This is the third in five minutes.’

Pinch turned her head fully now. Henry was immaculate as usual, wearing a white shirt, somehow crisp despite the heat, with a tie, smart trousers and shiny shoes. He looked less like a child than an adult who’d had a run-in with a shrink ray. ‘You’ve been following me?’

‘Been following you, following him,’ he said, nodding at Ekundayo. ‘So you can’t talk. Why are you, anyway? Following him.’

‘Mind your own beeswax,’ snapped Pinch, quirking her shoulder higher so he couldn’t see her yellow notebook.

‘Two forty-three … Ekundayo leaves shop,’ said Henry, standing on tiptoe to read it all the same. ‘You’ve done some troll-brained things in your time, but this is the best. Why are you investigating –’

He broke off and Pinch felt herself flush.

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’ There was a sympathetic hitch to the corner of his mouth. ‘This is about –’

‘Seriously,’ Pinch said. ‘I’m busy – leave me alone.’

‘Hmm,’ said Henry. They watched as Ekundayo rummaged in his pocket, unearthed a mint and inspected it for fluff. ‘He’s not the most obvious supervillain, is he?’

Pinch chewed the inside of her cheek. Ekundayo was funny, enthusiastic and kind, but he’d been spotted deep in conversation with the last victim just before she collapsed. Pinch needed to know what they’d been talking about.

‘He’s got a new camera,’ said Henry conversationally. ‘Saw him out with it yesterday. He took a photo of me.’ He nodded at Ekundayo, who was now lying flat on the cobbles, pointing his lens skyward. ‘I think he’s trying to get a good shot of the dragon.’

The Tricky Dragon sign gave the alley its name. Centuries old, it hung above number 11 and showed a golden dragon holding a hand of cards, winking a hooded eye. Sometimes it was his left eye, sometimes his right, but Pinch had never managed to catch him swapping between the two.

Pinch felt a sudden tug on her shoulder strap and whirled around to see Henry pull something from the side pocket of her bag. It was a glass phial filled with a pewter-grey gas that swirled in the sunlight like a miniature storm cloud.

‘Give that back!’

Henry stepped away from her, holding the tube out of reach. ‘What is it?’

Pinch gritted her teeth. ‘It’s a banshee’s wail. Now give it back.’ Of all the kids in the world, why did she have to live next door to this one? She was sick of him.

Henry looked puzzled. ‘Why do you need a banshee’s wail –’ he began, and then his mouth fell open in understanding. ‘To wake up your mum?’

Pinch nodded and plucked the phial back with trembling fingers. ‘Loudest thing I could think of.’

‘I’m – I’m not sure it works like that,’ said Henry, but she pushed past him and headed towards home. A moment later, he fell in step beside her.

Pinch was dimly aware he was still talking, but her head was too full to listen. The banshee’s wail had to wake up Mum. It had to. She’d been in an enchanted sleep for weeks now, ever since the morning she’d been found on the cobbles beneath the Tricky Dragon sign. Med-mages had run tests and diagnostics; traumancers had nodded sagely and said ‘give it time’; dreamwalkers had hunted for her on the ‘psychic plane’. Dad had even let a chiropo-witch poke at her toes. Mum hadn’t stirred.

And all this time, Pinch had done … nothing.

Her stomach boiled with frustration. She’d spent most of the last few weeks staring at the posters in her bedroom. The grown-ups shut her out of their worried conversations and talked in voices too low to overhear. Go and play, Pinch, her dad said, his kind eyes distant. But she wanted to help. She knew the Crooked Mile better than anyone. She’d had plenty of time to explore … cooped up inside its boundaries. She’d shimmied up every drainpipe, peeked in every window, danced on top of every wall. There wasn’t a neighbour she hadn’t chattered to, a squirrel she hadn’t befriended. And if she could travel? She whispered the idea to herself – it sounded so magical. What if she could go to the other Sancts and investigate all the curse victims? She could figure out what was going on, she was sure of it. She chewed the inside of her cheek. Sure-ish.

Pinch kicked a pebble, just missing old Jenny Greenteeth, who was sunbathing with a blue cotton handkerchief over her face and her knobbly feet in an inflatable paddling pool. They were in the heart of Tricky Dragon Lane now, a square courtyard with a pretty garden at its centre.

Henry was still talking. ‘So I reckon a harpy’s holler might actually be louder than a banshee, if you could bottle it before the harpy bit your head – oooof!’ He stumbled into Pinch, who’d stopped abruptly.

‘How do you do it?’ she demanded.

Henry looked thoughtful. ‘Well, I guess you might write them a nice note, or take them some flowers or –’

‘Not the harpy,’ said Pinch. She folded her arms and gave him her hardest stare, the one that could crack a grown-up at five paces. ‘How do you go outside?’

Henry blinked and took a step backwards.

‘Don’t tell me you don’t,’ said Pinch quickly. ‘Because I’ve seen you.’

His long white face fell into perfect stillness. Then, ‘You’re imagining it.’

‘I’m not. I saw you in the Crawl the other day. Dad sent me down to get a box of his old potion books. You were messing around with the gate and –’ she clicked her fingers – ‘poof! You disappeared.’

The Crawl was a narrow tunnel that ran beneath Tricky Dragon Lane. It was full of rusty bikes and chests of drawers and carpets, magic and otherwise, that the inhabitants no longer needed. Pinch had often wondered how far it stretched; if it could take her to the Humdrum human world and the other Sancts beyond. But a wooden door blocked the way and, like all the exits to the Crooked Mile, it was heavily spelled. You needed magic to get through – but young witches had none. Power usually emerged around the age of twelve, and so far, to Pinch’s frustration, she’d shown no sign. Her only comfort was the fact that Henry hadn’t either.

‘You’re losing it,’ he said now. ‘How could I get round the boundary charms?’

‘Dunno,’ she said. ‘But you do.’ She watched as he straightened his already straight tie. That was the Henry she knew: the boy who always had the right answer and had never – to her knowledge – climbed a tree. He wasn’t a sneaker or a rule-breaker or a wall-scaler, or any of the interesting things.

Henry flushed. A muscle twitched in his cheek, and he looked away.

‘I knew it!’ said Pinch. ‘Show me how.’

He snorted and shook his head. ‘No way. You’ll spoil it – you’ll tell someone.’

‘I won’t – I promise. Please, Henry – I’ve got to do something. I want to see where the other Sleepers were found. Figure out what’s going on.’

Henry was quiet for a moment, then shook his head again. ‘Forget it. You’d get eaten faster than you could say “What big teeth you have, Grandma”. Wait till you’re older – till you’ve got your magic.’

Pinch gaped. Henry was patronising her. That wasn’t how it worked. ‘We’re the same age!’

He looked uncomfortable. ‘But we’re not, are we? Not really. Your parents treat you like you’re a little child.’

Pinch clenched her fist until she felt the sharp stab of nails in her palm. Some angry, animal part of her snarled and suddenly she wanted Henry to feel as bad as she did.

‘Fine. Don’t help!’ she shouted. ‘But leave me and my family alone. You’re always at my place, sucking up to Mum and Dad. Just because you’re bored and you’ve got no one to talk to except mouldy old Smellidew.’

Henry rocked back on his heels as if she’d struck him. His mother – Lady de Sallowe – spent most of her time travelling. She left Henry in the bony clutches of his governess Beady Meledew, a thin-lipped disciplinarian whose sole enjoyments in life were setting Henry chores and alphabetising her extensive collection of antique rulers. The only colourful thing Smellidew had ever done, to Pinch’s knowledge, was appear on the Bedazzled TV channel, winning Mastermancer six times in a row with her specialist subject: disinfectant. Everyone apart from Lady de Sallowe knew that she and Henry had loathed each other from first sight.

‘You … you …’ Henry was flustered. ‘You’re such a –’

‘Go on – I’m such a what?’

‘A baby!’ he roared. ‘All this detective stuff – you’re just playing at being a grown-up.’

Pinch swallowed. Henry was irritating, but he wasn’t normally mean. She’d pushed him too far, but the roaring creature inside her wouldn’t back down. ‘If I’m such a baby,’ she said, bringing her face close to his, ‘race me. Right now. Up and down the Lane. And if I win – you show me how you get past the boundary charms.’

‘You won’t win. I’m faster.’

‘So, you don’t need to worry about losing, do you?’

Henry glared. ‘OK. What’s in it for me?’ Then his eyes narrowed. ‘If I win, I get your roller skates.’

Pinch reddened. He knew how much she loved her wheels. They were precious: midnight blue with a shimmering shooting star on each heel and spelled to grow with her feet. That was pricey magic – it was hard to enchant objects and her parents had saved for months. Her stomach twisted at the thought of giving them up.

‘You’ve got a bedroomful at home,’ she snapped. ‘Why d’you want mine?’ Henry’s family were rich: he changed his skates more often than Pinch changed her shorts.

‘I don’t,’ he said with an angry shrug. ‘I’ll dump them in a cupboard. Maybe I can use them for spare parts.’

Pinch growled. Then she looked away, thinking hard. Henry was fast, but he played it safe on the corners. She could beat him.

‘Fine,’ she said, her heart racing. ‘Let’s start at St Lidwina’s.’

He nodded and they retraced their steps to where the little church marked the western end of the Lane.

Pinch looked down at her shoes. They had no wheels and could almost have passed for ordinary trainers – except for the shimmer of something that made you look again. It didn’t matter that she didn’t have magic yet; they had plenty of their own. ‘Transform your sole,’ she muttered. ‘Add a little roll.’ There was a pop and the shoes sprouted wheels.

‘Go at the first bell,’ she said.

Henry gave a nod of agreement and turned his own shoes into skates. The two of them crouched side by side, muscles tense, waiting. Any moment, thought Pinch, straining forward. A scruffy grey pigeon landed, looked and fluttered noisily back into the sky. In the distance, a low hum of music carried from Spoonbenders cafe. And then, suddenly, came the peal of church bells.

Pinch threw an elbow into Henry’s stomach and took off along the passage. She was ahead. Past Ekundayo’s junk shop they tore, and Marvellous Magical Mirrors. Out of the dark alley, into the courtyard at the heart of the Lane.

‘Oi!’ yelled Jenny Greenteeth as they whipped past her paddling pool. But Henry had just edged into the lead and Pinch didn’t have a thought in her head that wasn’t faster. She spurred herself on, bouncing as her wheels stuttered over a bump.

They sped under the archway on the eastern side of the courtyard, twisting and turning through the alley’s narrow bends. Now Pinch was in front, but only just; she could feel Henry jostling behind her. Past the Lick & Spittle pub, where the bartender, Jasper Fludd, was watering baskets of limp pink petunias. Then a sprint to the old-fashioned lamppost that marked the end of the Lane. Pinch rounded it first, keeping the lead, but suddenly Jasper loomed ahead. They flowed to either side, ducking beneath his pasty arms. Pinch heard Henry’s wild hoot behind her and laughed herself.
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Under the arch, and back into light. BAM! The sun angled straight into Pinch’s eyes. Blinded, she felt her wheels lock and stutter. She braked, lost her balance and began to fall, head over heels, slewing across the pavement, smashing, at last, into the side of Jenny Greenteeth’s deckchair. It wobbled. Jenny cried out – and landed in the paddling pool.

For a moment there was silence. Then a shriek filled the air that was so loud all Pinch could do was cover her ears.

‘Look!’ yelled Henry, who’d skidded to a halt by the pool. He was pointing at the glass phial containing the banshee’s wail. It had flown out of her pocket and smashed. Shriller and shriller the cry grew, bouncing off the brick walls all along Tricky Dragon Lane.

Pinch rolled on to her back and stared up at the sky. In window after window around the courtyard, the neighbours peered down at her – and then a new voice rang out, louder even than the banshee.

‘PINCH PERKINS!

GET

UP

HERE!’
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An Investigation Shared

Pinch hobbled up the stairs of number 59, her grazed knees sharp with pain. Dad was waiting for her at the door. His wiry hair was standing on end – never a good sign. Culpeper Perkins was a man who experienced the world through his lively grey curls.

‘Kitchen,’ he said, jerking his head to the far side of the room. The atmosphere in the attic was as oppressive as it had been that morning when Pinch had escaped, except now it was hot and humid too. The plants – crammed on to every surface and hung from every rafter – loved it; they stretched out tendrils like little children poking out tongues to catch snow. But Pinch felt herself wilt.

She sat down at the old oak table while Dad filled a white china bowl with warm water. He crouched in front of her and for a time there was silence as he cleaned away blood and dirt from her knees.

‘Henry was being annoying,’ said Pinch.

Dad raised an eyebrow and gave her a long look. Then he rose, took the bowl of water to the sink and turned to lean against the counter. He had a smudge of compost on his chin and a sprig of lavender tucked absent-mindedly behind one ear. A little bee was trying to use it as a landing strip, altering course each time he moved. That was Dad’s magic: green things grew for him – ever since, as a young witch, he’d said goodnight to a tiny potted ivy and woken to find his bedroom transformed into the friendliest of jungles, a tendril tickling his ear. If he lay down on a lawn, it needed mowing an hour later.

‘Garden chores for a week,’ he said.

‘Dad!’ wailed Pinch.

‘You can clean out the leech jars, and when you’ve done that the dragon lily needs a confidence boost, and you can read the stinking irises a bedtime story.’

Pinch stared at his hairy pink toes under the table. She HATED reading to the stinking irises; the sleepier they got, the more they ponged.

Dad concertina’d himself down into the empty chair next to her. He was a lanky bend of a man, as skinny as wild garlic, forever knocking his head against the bunches of herbs that hung drying from the attic roof. He pointed to the battered yellow notebook in the pocket of her shorts.

‘How’s the detective work going?’ he asked.

Pinch looked up, surprised.

‘I might be distracted,’ he said nodding at the slew of papers that covered the other end of the table, ‘but that doesn’t mean I’m not interested, little one.’

She bristled. Why did he have to call her that? She was twelve.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘What have you been up to?’

Pinch huffed, then pulled the notebook out of her pocket and put it on the table.

‘Thursday third June,’ read Dad, squinting through his glasses at the first page. ‘8.10 a.m. Mum (aka Flora Griffin) has shower and washes hair. Tells Pinch Perkins to stop messing around on those skates indoors.’

He swallowed and stretched out a hand to her, but then pulled it back. At least that was a success, thought Pinch; she’d been training him to stop ruffling her hair.

‘8.35 a.m. Mum leaves fifty-nine Tricky Dragon Lane,’ Dad continued, his mouth twisted with sadness. ‘8.40 a.m. Mum tells Jenny Greenteeth her geraniums are looking lovely. Jenny says she seems distracted.

‘8.45 a.m. Mum is “deep in conversation” with Ekundayo Ade outside The Rootle.

‘8.55 a.m. Scintillation Jones is on his way to buy milk for Spoonbenders cafe. Finds Mum unconsous unscounous unconscious under the Tricky Dragon sign.’

He cleared his throat. ‘This is very … precise.’

Pinch nodded. ‘I can help, Dad – with the detective work. Look –’ she flipped through the pages – ‘I’ve been collecting information about the victims. Where they were found, who they were with. If you’d just let me go outside – to the other Sancts … I could find out more, I know I could. You could buy me a Hareline ticket!’ Pinch had always wanted to travel by Hareline; it connected magical communities all over the country with its Whoosh and SuperWhoosh services. She had a poster of its routes on her wall and its inventor, the famous scientist Professor Gwendoline Jinks, was her hero.

Dad’s voice was thin when he spoke, stretched to nothing with tiredness. ‘You know, little one, the grown-ups – we’re figuring it out. You can leave it to us.’

Pinch’s nostrils wanted to flare, but she kept them in line. The grown-ups had been ‘figuring it out’ for weeks. She gestured to the messy heap of books and papers he’d been reading. ‘Have you got any leads?’

Dad took off his glasses and polished them on his shorts. ‘Well, these old potion manuscripts take a while to decipher. It’s all mandrakes and mummy powder. Could be something here but –’ He sighed.

So no, thought Pinch, you’ve got no leads. She hid her gloom by pulling the neck of her T-shirt over her chin with her teeth.

‘Though there is something interesting,’ said Dad in what she’d come to know as his let’s-not-lose-hope voice. He reached for a journal that lay open on top of the heap and Pinch saw its pages were covered in Mum’s spiky handwriting. She felt tears prick at the sight and sniffed them away. ‘Did Mum say anything to you about researching the history of the Crooked Mile?’

Pinch emerged from her T-shirt and shook her head. Mum wrote gritty novels about a hard-boiled sleuth called Phoenix P.I., who cracked heads and cases and had a troubled relationship with ginger beer. As a writer, she was always wondering strange things like Could you kill a warlock with a ping-pong ball? and What are the socio-economic conditions that would make an ogre turn to crime? But she’d never researched anything closer to home.

‘She’s been looking into the founding of Tricky Dragon Lane,’ said Dad. ‘Reading up on your many-greats-grandma Butterwort Bailey. I’m not sure why – she was supposed to be finishing her novel.’ He stared down at the journal and then idly across at Pinch’s detective notebook. He frowned and pointed to her latest list.
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‘Pinch, these are our neighbours! And Ekundayo – supervillain?’ Dad looked as if he couldn’t decide whether to laugh or tell her off. ‘Please don’t tell me you suspect that kind, gentle man? He’s known you since you were tiny.’

Pinch squared her shoulders. ‘He was the last person to see Mum. What were they talking about? Don’t you want to know?’

Dad stared at her. It was an uncomfortable sensation and made her heart feel shy. ‘Pinch,’ he said after a time. ‘D’you want to come and see Mum? You haven’t visited her this week.’

She wriggled on the wooden chair to try and unstick her thighs. They stuck again immediately. ‘I’ve – I’ve got homework to do,’ she said, ‘and … the stinking iris and everything.’

Dad’s eyes were kind and knowing. ‘All right,’ he said at last, ‘but no more investigating. You’re imagining things. And promise me, Pinch – you won’t try to get past the boundary charms to visit the other Sancts. The Crooked Mile is a community; we look after each other. Not all magical folk are like that. There are some wicked creatures around – and the Humdrums …’ He shook his head. ‘They’re trouble. No – you stay here till you’ve got your magic and learned how to defend yourself.’

‘But Da-ad, I’ll be careful –’

Dad closed her notebook with a snap and hid it beneath his long white fingers. ‘I mean it, Pinch. We don’t even know what type of witch you are yet and no one has much control at first. What if you’re like Great-Aunt Florrie and it rains when you sneeze? Or Grandpa – accidentally turning things into cake? Or if it’s something more frightening? There are all kinds of dangerous powers in the family.’ Dad’s eyes grew dark with worry.

‘But Henry –’

‘Henry goes where he likes, I know, Pinch – but you’re NOT Henry. And your mum … your mum and I know what’s best for you. Even though it does feel like caging a baby tiger at times.’

Pinch stamped her feet beneath the table. ‘I’m not a baby.’

‘But you are a tiger,’ said Dad, ruffling her hair. ‘All spit and fur.’ He peered more closely at her ragged fingernails. ‘Though you’ll be scarier when you stop biting your claws.’

Pinch sat up straighter. It was hard to remember how tall she was when the grown-ups kept telling her she was small. ‘I just think –’

Dad brushed a hand across his eyes. ‘Could you not argue? For once?’

They sat in silence. ‘OK,’ she said, staring at a particularly worn spot on the wooden floor. ‘It’s just … I … I miss her.’

‘Hmm,’ said Dad. He stretched out a finger to the little bee, which was conducting an inspection of the table surface for splotches of jam, and ferried it carefully to a tin can full of buttercups nearby. He cleared his throat. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Me too.’

They looked at each other. The bee buzzed, the clock ticked, Dad pulled her into a hug. She felt the softness of his old green T-shirt and buried her face in his neck. He smelled of lavender and thyme.

After a moment, they broke apart. Dad cranked himself to his feet and gathered the heap of books from the table. ‘Haven’t you got leech jars to clean?’ he said over his shoulder, as he wandered away in the direction of Mum’s desk.

Pinch didn’t answer. She’d spotted a piece of paper under the stove; it must have slipped out of one of the journals when Dad brought them into the kitchen. She bent down to pick it up. Crumpled and tea-stained, it was covered with scribbled notes and doodles of crescent moons in Mum’s favourite green ink. Pinch stared at it. At the bottom, circled – twice – Mum had written a question. How much does Ekundayo know?
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New Arrivals

Harum and Skarum opened their eyes. It was the first time either of them had tried that trick and they did it together.

They stared at what they knew was a ceiling, although neither of them knew how they knew that. The metal medical trolleys they lay upon felt cold to their respective buttocks – though again, they couldn’t tell you how they knew what a trolley – or a buttock – was.

Then they tried sitting up and, after a little awkwardness, managed it very well.

‘Here we are,’ said Harum.

‘Here are we,’ agreed Skarum.

Harum – the more curious of the pair – ventured a smile. At least, he lifted the corners of his lips very slowly and made his eyes wide. He stayed that way for a few minutes until Skarum noticed and said, ‘Smile.’

Harum nodded. He put a heavy hand to his neck to make sure his head was firmly attached and then nodded again. Maybe he’d make nodding his thing.

Skarum was enjoying looking. So far, he’d looked at the door, a rubbish bin, a bar of chocolate, a mirror and a piece of yellow paper Harum was holding. He pointed to it now, while practising his smile.

‘Oh,’ said Harum. He opened his fist, finger by finger, and then held out his open palm. Skarum took the note and brought it up to one eye. Then he brought it up to both eyes.

‘Tricky … Tricky …’

Harum took the note back. ‘Drag–’ he said, getting a run-up, and then, ‘Dragon.’

They looked at one another.

Then they looked at a figure who had appeared before them. ‘Good. You’re awake. You can call me boss.’

‘Boss?’ said Harum, feeling the heaviness of the word on his tongue.

‘People have started sniffing around, asking questions. It’s dealt with, but I want extra muscle, in case things get messy. You can keep a low profile for now.’

Harum looked around. The room was dark and empty, save for some dusty furniture.

‘The Bedazzled channel’s not bad.’ Boss pointed at an old TV set. ‘There’s a new series everyone’s going on about, Flip My Rug. Oh – and get some clothes.’

Harum noticed he wasn’t wearing any. He poked at his dusty clay thigh.

‘I’ll let you know when I need you. There’ll be some smashing, bashing – usual henchman stuff.’

‘Squidging?’ said Skarum, eyes brightening. ‘Insides on the outsides?’

‘Why not?’

Skarum smiled. Or at least, he lifted the edges of his mouth very slowly and made his eyes wide.
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The Rootle

Sunlight woke Pinch early next morning; it was already hot. She lay still as dreams faded and sadness returned. Get up, she thought and pushed her heavy limbs out of bed. You’ll feel better if you move. That’s what Mum always said. Pinch shook herself and – avoiding the mess of clothes on the floor – tipped into a wobbly handstand. She stuck her tongue out upside down at her teddy bear, Sir Furalot. Mum was right. She did feel better.

Back on her feet, she pulled on a T-shirt and shorts, and retrieved the crumpled journal page from its hiding place behind a poster of her favourite roller-derby team, the Bash & Crash Genies. She’d spent hours last night, after reading to the stinking irises, trying to decipher Mum’s messy green scrawl. The notes seemed to have something to do with the history of Tricky Dragon Lane. There was a reference to her many-greats grandma Butterwort, and then another name – Pinch had squinted and turned the page upside down to make sense of it – that looked like ‘Lizzy Creak’. But the only thing she could read for sure was the question at the bottom: How much does Ekundayo know? Time to find out, thought Pinch. She planned to interview him that morning.

Dad had other ideas. ‘They’re expecting you at Marvellous Magical Mirrors,’ he said, pushing a bowl of cereal across the kitchen table. ‘Ada needed a hand with something, so I volunteered you. You know how kind they’ve been,’ he said as she opened her mouth to protest.

With a huff, Pinch sat and bolted her breakfast. She could still talk to Ekundayo if she hurried – his junk shop, The Rootle, was on the way. Down the stairs of number 59 she zipped, blinking out into the brightness of the courtyard. Grey brick walls, held up with hundreds of years of London grime, soared to the sky on each side. Their forbidding faces were punctuated with cheerful windows: some had bright gauzy curtains, others a row of flowers in painted pots, or a string of fairy lights strung across.

‘Morning, junior! Heard the news?’ Sitting on a bench, brown face lifted to the sun, was Scintillation Jones. A legendary boxer, he’d lost half his teeth as a young man in Brooklyn but gained a nickname – ‘Scintillation’ – for his flashy, sparkling style in the ring. He gave her a broad, gummy smile. ‘Impfestation in the Crawl. Gave Izzi Glint a real scare.’ He waved a hand in the direction of the tunnel entrance at the eastern end of the Lane. ‘Just nailed up a “Keep Out” sign – so mind you do. Had an impfestation at a gym I once frequented; it still makes me shiver.’

Pinch gave Scintillation an absent-minded nod. There was something fishy going on. The Crawl had never been closed before … and now – the day after she’d confronted Henry about what he was up to down there – the tunnel was suddenly overrun with imps. Had he started the rumour to stop her discovering his secret? She raised her eyebrows in admiration. Dastardly. But there was no time to ponder further – she had to hurry if she wanted to talk to Ekundayo.

Pinch arrived at The Rootle to find the junk shop’s contents had – as usual – overflowed and washed up on the pavement. She skirted old TV sets and a bathtub full of buttons and broken toys, before pausing at the entrance. Decide to win before you get in the ring. Scintillation had taught her that, along with the difference between a boxing hook and a jab. She clenched her fist and threw a small, experimental punch at a dusty bust of Queen Victoria. It gave a snooty wobble and Pinch knew she was ready.

She put a shoulder to the door and squeezed into the gloom beyond. There were bookshelves everywhere, crammed with old belongings: grimy vinegar bottles, a row of cowbells, a stuffed pink pig with a natty bowtie. Pinch stumbled and looked down to see a basket of garden hoses, coiled together like sleeping snakes.
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‘NOT SEEN YOU FOR A WHILE,’ said an eager – and very loud – voice, and there was Ekundayo, hanging off a wooden stepladder that leaned against the wall. He was sporting his usual miscellaneous selection of clothes from the junk-shop wardrobe – today, an old-fashioned gentleman’s pyjama top with baggy shorts and yellow flip-flops.

‘Hi!’ said Pinch. ‘I –’

‘GIVE ME A MINUTE!’ Ekundayo gestured to
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