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            This book is dedicated to any of my readers who are dyslexic. – L.C.

            
                

            

            For little girls out there, let’s stay in your childhoods a bit longer. – H. G.4
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         Ava sprinted through the overgrown garden, the long grass grabbing at her ankles. Around her neck she had a gold chain with a triangular-shaped pendant and in the centre of the pendant a crystal sparkled and shone. Magic pulsed through her, making her able to run faster than any normal eleven-year-old girl. A monstrous stone creature squatted on the wall at the end of the garden. It had bat-like wings, horns and long fingers with knife-like nails. As Ava skidded to a halt, it screeched, unfurling its wings and 7leaping towards her baring its fangs…

         “How’s your writing coming on, Ava?”

         Ms Haynes’ voice jerked Ava out of the story she was imagining in her head. She blinked and realized that all around her the other girls and boys in her class were writing quickly, their heads bent over their work. She was the only one who had been staring into space.

         “Um.” Ava tucked her thick chestnut hair behind her ears. “Not very well,” she admitted, looking at the lined sheet of paper in front of her. So far, she had only written three sentences: Ava ran across the grass. There was a monster on the wall. It was big.

         Ms Haynes sighed as she read Ava’s sentences but spoke gently. “You’re going to have to write more descriptively if you want to get good marks, Ava. If you’re struggling to think of what to write then try imagining you’re watching your story, pretend it’s like a TV programme, see it in your head and write down what you’re 8watching. I’m sure you can do it.” She gave her an encouraging look and walked off.

         Ava bit her lip. Ms Haynes was kind but she just didn’t understand. I can see a story in my head, she thought in frustration. I just can’t write it down. She glanced round the classroom, wondering for the millionth time how everyone else found it so easy.
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         9Ava re-read her first sentence. She’d wanted to write Ava sprinted or Ava raced but because she didn’t know how to spell sprinted or raced she’d put Ava ran. At least she could spell ran. If only she could draw her story instead of writing it. She was really good at art, maths too, it was just English she struggled with.

         Next to her, Lily was already on her second sheet of paper, her shiny black hair falling over her face as her pen sped across the page. Lily was one of Ava’s best friends and she usually helped her with her spelling and reading but because this was a test they weren’t allowed to talk.

         Ava picked up her pen again and pictured the monster in her story. It was based on a stone gargoyle with a magic spirit inside it who lived in her house, although in real life the creature wasn’t horrible, it liked to protect people. Ava allowed herself a secret smile as she wondered what Ms Haynes would say if she knew that Ava had a room full of magic objects like the 10gargoyle. Ava, Lily and their other best friend Sarah had been trying to keep the magic secret for the last two months.

         Ava could hardly believe how much her life had changed since she’d moved to Eastwold with her mum and Pepper, her dog. Her mum’s great-aunt had left her crumbling Victorian villa to Ava’s mum in her will. Great-Aunt Enid had been an archaeologist and in one of the rooms of her house there was a large collection of curios that she’d gathered over the years. Soon after moving in, Ava had discovered something amazing – the curios were magic! A few of them could come to life, others had magic spirits inside them that could escape and some could make magic things happen.

         It had been the most exciting discovery of Ava’s life and had led to three brilliant – and scary – adventures. First, a baby crocodile mummy had woken up and escaped. Ava had caught it with the help of Sarah and Lily. After 11that, an ancient nature spirit had caused chaos by making plants grow everywhere in town and then, a month ago, the stone gargoyle had come to life, unintentionally causing all sorts of problems.

         Ava and the others had vowed to keep the curios’ powers a secret but it was hard. When you had a room full of magic objects to look after and you didn’t know what would wake each of them up, it made life very challenging indeed!

         “Ten minutes left,” Ms Haynes said. Ava looked down at her three sentences. Pants! She’d better get writing! Pushing all thoughts of magic away she bent her head over her work, crossed out big and began to have a guess at how to spell enormous instead.
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         Ava, Sarah and Lily walked home together after school. Ava and Lily both lived on Fentiman 12Road. Sarah lived further away but she and Lily were cousins and today they were going to see their grandma.

         “I really enjoyed the English test we had this afternoon,” said Lily, who loved writing stories. “I wish we’d had longer, though. I could have written another page. What about you, Ava?”

         “I only wrote six lines,” Ava admitted.

         “I’m sure they were good lines.” Lily gave her a sympathetic look.

         Ava shook her head. “They really weren’t.”

         “You’ll have done fine,” said Sarah brightly. She was in the year below Ava and Lily at school and she was so clever she always got top marks in every test she took. 13
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         Ava changed the subject. She didn’t want to talk about tests, she wanted to talk about magic. “Are you both free to come round to mine tomorrow after school? We could get the crystals out.”

         “Ooh yes,” Lily said eagerly. As well as the curios, Ava’s great-aunt had left a box of magic crystals that could be used to help protect the curios and keep their secrets safe. Each crystal had a different magical power and over the last 14two months the girls had been learning how to make them work.

         “I think we should try out the Manifestation Crystal again,” said Ava. The Manifestation Crystal could make things people needed appear. So far, they’d accidentally used it to conjure up a load of dog biscuits and to find something that had helped put the nature spirit back to sleep. “I want to use it to magic up something really good this time.”

         Lily gave an excited skip. “You mean, like books – or chocolate!”

         “We don’t need more books,” said Ava, thinking about all the ones in the Curio Room. “But we definitely need some chocolate!”

         Lily’s eyes twinkled. “I couldn’t agree S’MORE!”

         Ava nudged her. “It’s a very SMARTIE idea, isn’t it?”

         “It definitely TWIX all the right boxes!” said Lily.

         They both giggled. 15

         “Maybe we could make it into an experiment,” said Sarah thoughtfully, ignoring their bad jokes as her mind whirred. “See if the more we need something the quicker it appears. I wonder how we could do that?” She tapped her mouth with her finger as she considered the problem.

         Ava and Lily exchanged grins. Sarah loved science and would turn everything into an experiment if she could!

         When they reached Lily’s house at the bottom of Fentiman Road, they said goodbye. Lily and Sarah went up the drive, stopping briefly to stroke Marmalade, the cat that lived next door.

         Ava carried on up the tree-lined street, saying hi to her neighbours Bob and Albert, who were cleaning the windows of their house. Curio House was at the very top of the road. It was a huge, brick house with an overgrown garden all the way around it and eight bedrooms spread over the two top floors. Ava’s mum Fran was slowly redecorating. She had started with the kitchen and their bedrooms but there was still a lot to do.

         The metal gates were open and Ava saw 16an unfamiliar red car in the driveway. As she crunched up the gravel, the front door opened and Ava’s mum came out with a woman with light brown shoulder-length hair who was carrying a camera. Pepper, Ava’s black-and-white Tibetan terrier spotted Ava. She gave a delighted woof and leaped down the three stone steps in one bound. Reaching Ava, she jumped into her arms, nearly bowling her over.
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         17“Peps! Get off!” giggled Ava as Pepper stuck a tongue in her ear. “Ew! Yuck!”

         The woman laughed. “Someone’s pleased to see you!”

         “Too pleased,” said Ava with a grin, putting Pepper down. “Hi.”

         “Ava, this is my friend Jo, from the book group I’ve joined,” said her mum. “She lives just round the corner on Thomas Street. Jo, this is Ava.”

         “It’s nice to meet you, Ava. Your mum’s told me all about you,” said Jo, giving Ava a friendly smile. “Thanks for the coffee, Fran.” She held up the camera. “And for the pics. They’ll be perfect for the poster.”

         “I’ll see you tomorrow at book group,” Fran called as Jo got into her car.

         “Looking forward to it!” Jo called back. Then she shut the door and drove away.

         “She seems nice,” said Ava as she and her mum went inside with Pepper. 18

         Fran nodded. “She is and she’s got a really interesting job. She works at the theatre. She was telling me all about the play that’s opening next month. She’s designing the poster for it – a murder mystery called The Poisoned Chalice. She’s going to get me a ticket.”

         “Cool,” said Ava. Her mum loved going to the theatre and Ava was glad she was making friends in Eastwold. The two of them lived on their own with Pepper. Ava’s dad was up in Scotland with his new wife and baby son and Ava didn’t see him very often. She didn’t mind too much, though. Her mum was very easy-going and it had been just the two of them for as long as Ava could remember.

         “So how was school?” Fran asked. “How did the English test go?”

         “OK.” Ava quickly changed the subject. “I’m starving.”

         Her mum headed into the kitchen. “I’ve made some shortbread biscuits. They’re in here when 19you’ve put your things away.”

         Hearing the word biscuits, Pepper trotted after Ava’s mum, her shaggy tail wagging.

         Ava took off her coat and hung it in the cupboard under the stairs with her schoolbag. As she shut the cupboard, she noticed that the Curio Room door was ajar. She frowned. She was sure she’d shut it when she’d been in there that morning before school. She always kept it closed in case any of the curios tried to escape!

         Ava checked inside. The high-ceilinged room had huge windows and dark floorboards that were covered with threadbare rugs, as well as a sofa and a couple of chairs. The walls were lined with bookcases and a set of shelves filled with curios. It all looked just the same as usual but Ava felt a spider-tingle run over her skin. Suddenly, she had a very strong feeling that something was wrong.

         It’s the air, she realized, going into the room. It feels odd – different. Almost as though… She 20struggled to describe it. It’s vibrating slightly.

         Ava’s scalp prickled. Could the change she was sensing in the air be something to do with one of the curios?

         Everything looked like it was in its usual place. There was the stone gargoyle with its wings folded over its back; the figurine with the cat head and creepy eyes; the dented curse cup; the tarnished hand mirror; the stone plaque with the face of the nature spirit carved into it; the pottery jug with a broken handle; the bronze wrist cuff; the mask; the brooch in the shape of a beetle…

         Ava’s memory for how things looked was brilliant and she was sure all the curios looked exactly as they had done that morning.

         Phew, she thought, letting her breath out. I must just be imagining things.

         The door creaked and Pepper trotted over to Ava, licking a crumb off her nose.

         Ava grinned. “So you got a biscuit from 21Mum then?” Pepper started to wag her tail but then she looked at the curios and a low growl rumbled out of her throat.

         Ava’s heart skipped a beat. “What is it, Peps?”

         Pepper let out a volley of woofs and darted at the shelves. Standing up on her back legs, she scrabbled at the curios with her front paws.

         Ava hastily pulled her away. “Pepper! Stop it! You’ll break something!”

         The dog continued to bark loudly.

         “Whoa! What’s going on in here?” Fran said, appearing in the doorway. “What is the matter with Pepper?” she said in astonishment as Pepper continued to bark at the shelves and pull against Ava’s hands.

         “I don’t know,” gasped Ava, hanging on to the excited dog. “Maybe she … um … saw something through the window. A pigeon perhaps,” she invented. 22
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         “Well, why don’t you take her out into the garden?” her mum said
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This book is dedicated to any of my readers who
are dyslexic. I hope that you, like Ava in this book,
one day discover that although some things at school
may be harder for you than for some of your friends,

there will be other things your brain can do very
easily that those friends will be amazed at. Some of
the greatest inventors, scientists and problem solvers

have been dyslexic so always remember to focus on
what you can do, rather than what you can’t!

— Linda Chapman \
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