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    The boot whizzed past his left ear and slammed into the wall behind him. It hit so hard that an explosion of plaster and dust flew into the air. It only missed Montague by a few millimetres, but that wasn’t the biggest problem.


    The biggest problem was that Montague Towers forgot to duck. He really needed to keep a better track of these things.


    You are not invisible today, Montague reminded himself as he took shelter behind a rubbish bin. That was yesterday.


    The man was standing right at the entrance to the alley. He was wearing a dark suit, with a bright Hawaiian shirt underneath. He was huge—so huge that he filled the whole alleyway and blocked out the sun. His jacket was flapping back and forth in the wind that was swirling around them both, and whenever it flapped a shaft of sunlight was revealed.


    Montague was crouching behind a bin at the other end of the alley. There was a brick wall behind him. It was a dead end.


    It wasn’t the smartest idea he’d ever had, coming down here. What was he thinking?


    Yesterday, Montague would have just stood up and strolled past the huge man, without a care in the world. He probably would have had to crouch down and scoot between his legs to get past, but the man wouldn’t have had a clue. Montague would have felt as if he were a superhero.


    Yesterday, he was invisible.


    Which is why he didn’t have to worry about ducking and hiding. Today, though, Montague was something else.


    Still, no sense in thinking about the past.


    ‘Either you come out, or I throw the other boot!’ yelled the man. He was blocking the only exit to the alley. ‘And then I’m coming in to get you.’


    This was getting serious.


    Montague peeked around the corner of the rubbish bin. The man in the suit was bending down and starting to unlace his other boot. The boot was huge—it looked about the size of a small car.


    Okay, maybe a really small car. Maybe just one of the wheels from a medium-sized car. But big enough, anyway. Big enough to be a good target.


    He only had one chance to make this work without anyone getting hurt.


    ‘Wait!’ Montague yelled. ‘Don’t throw that boot! I need to tell you something.’


    ‘You bet you do,’ the man yelled back. ‘Where’s the Cape?’


    His voice was loud. He was walking closer, lifting the boot high in the air like he was ready to throw it. Montague couldn’t help noticing the man had holes in his socks. Huge holes in his huge socks, with his huge toes peeking out. Stop getting distracted, Montague thought. Time to move.


    ‘I’m coming out,’ yelled Montague. ‘Don’t hit me. This is important.’


    He took a deep breath, raised both hands in the air, and stepped out from behind the bin.


    The building-sized man was only a few metres away, staring straight at him.


    ‘So whaddya gotta tell me, pal?’ he sneered. ‘You’d better make it fast.’


    ‘Okay, okay,’ Montague said quickly. ‘It’s just that boot of yours. I think there’s something wrong with it.’


    The man looked up at the boot in confusion.


    ‘Whaddya mean?’ he said. ‘It’s a perfectly good boot, and it’s heading your way right now!’


    Montague stared at the boot. He pressed two of his fingers against the side of his face, just near his right ear. For some reason, it seemed to help focus the beam of his laser vision.


    Two bright red beams of light shot from his eyes and met right in the middle of the boot. There was a low buzzing sound, a bright flash and an explosion of smoke as the boot burst into flames.


    The huge man opened his huge mouth in amazement and surprise, and dropped the flaming boot on the ground. Within a few seconds, all that was left were a few black ashes slowly drifting away in the breeze, a dense cloud of white smoke, and the faint impression of a huge footprint where the boot had landed.


    Those few seconds were all Montague needed. While the man bent down to look at the remains of his boot, Montague sprinted down the alley, leapt right over the distracted man like he was jumping over a hurdle, and headed for the corner.


    The huge man still couldn’t believe his boot had turned into ashes. He waved at the ground in front of him, as if the boot might reappear if he got rid of the last wisps of smoke. Then he realised his target was getting away.


    ‘Oi, wait on, you …’ he called, turning as if to give chase.


    Montague stopped, waited a beat, and then turned to stare at him once more. ‘I’ve got my eye on you,’ he said. He lifted two fingers to the side of his head.


    The man got the message. ‘Don’t look at me!’ he said, retreating behind the same bin Montague had been using as a hiding place just moments ago.


    ‘Boy, you know, I will never get used to that,’ Montague Towers said to himself as he headed as far away from the alley as quickly as he could. He had a job to do, and there wasn’t a moment to lose.


    It was day three of the big adventure, and he already felt like he was running out of time.
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    His name was Towers.


    Montague Towers.


    Yes, it probably was a stupid name. It made him sound like a building or something. Montague would have liked to be able to blame his parents, but he had never met them.


    For as long as he could remember, he had lived at the Our Lady of Sorrows Home for Lost Children, with Sister Mary Gertrude, Sister Mary Josephine and about two dozen children of all different ages.


    The Home for Lost Children was a big two-storey building made of red bricks, set far back from the road, at the end of a long, tree-lined driveway. It had a heavy black wooden door with an iron doorknocker and two large, thick windows at the front made from the kind of frosted glass you couldn’t see through properly.


    Inside there were two big rooms which were the classrooms, and an even bigger room at the back which was the kitchen and dining room. From there, you could walk up the creaky wooden staircase to the second floor, which was where all the children slept in row after row of bunk beds.


    The children that lived there changed all the time. Except for Montague.


    Every few weeks, someone would go off to a new life with a family somewhere. He could remember when Sally, who was really good at ballet, went off to live with a family of tall, slender, graceful people somewhere in the city.


    He remembered when Michael, who was really good at soccer, went off to live with a family of short, muscular people who ran a lot. And Maggie, who loved computers. And Kevin, who played tennis. And Simon, who was very good at adding up big numbers.


    They were all really good at something, and they all went away. But Montague wasn’t really good at anything, and he stayed.


    He stayed, and learnt how to read and write and count and make papier-mâché cows and cut out pictures from old magazines. He stayed, and learnt science and history and geography. He stayed, and helped out in the kitchen and swept the hall and made the beds. He rode an old bike around the garden, and read books about knights and dragons and princes. He watched the television that sat in the corner of one of the classrooms and swam in the river at the bottom of the garden and learnt how to cook eggs and bacon and toasted sandwiches and spaghetti. But most of all, he just stayed.


    Then, when Montague Towers got to be fifteen, he stopped being a student and started being more of a helper to Sister Gertrude and Sister Josephine. He even took some of the classes sometimes, teaching reading and writing to the little kids.


    ‘You are a great help, Monty,’ Sister Gertrude used to say.


    ‘I don’t know how we would get by without you,’ Sister Josephine used to say.


    And then one day—this day—everything changed.


    It was school holidays, and Sister Josephine and Sister Gertrude had decided to hire a bus and take all the children to the seaside for a holiday. There were twenty-three kids, so they all fitted in the bus, with Sister Josephine to sit up front and mind the sandwiches and drinks, and Sister Gertrude—who used to drive the tractors and trucks on the farm when she was a young girl—to drive the bus.


    It was a big adventure. They were going a long way, to an old farmhouse on the coast where there would be swimming and walking and horses to ride and everything. It was to be a real holiday—for ten whole days.


    And Montague would be staying behind.


    ‘Are you sure that’s alright, Monty?’ said Sister Gertrude. ‘It’s just that someone has to stay behind and look after the school.’


    ‘After all,’ said Sister Josephine, ‘there are those chairs that need fixing, and the hall needs painting, and you’re such a help to us, Monty.’


    It was decided that it really was fine, and so Monty stayed behind as the bus chugged down the long driveway and off down the road.


    Now, that may sound a little mean. Heading off on a lovely holiday and leaving Monty behind, all alone.


    But to tell the truth, Montague wasn’t too disappointed. I suppose a holiday at the beach would have been nice, but when you spend your whole life living with a lot of other kids at the Our Lady of Sorrows Home for Lost Children, the one thing you never have is a bit of time to yourself.


    So he was looking forward to, well … nothing. Sitting quietly and reading a book with no interruptions. Walking down to the shops without having to bring back a whole lot of supplies for everyone else. Deciding what channel to watch on the TV, with no-one else to complain. For ten whole days. And the school didn’t even have a telephone—Sister Josephine disapproved of them and their loud annoying ringing—so there would be nothing to disturb the peace and quiet.


    It was a pretty good plan as far as plans go, but it never happened.
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    After the bus had chugged down the driveway, Montague spent a blissful hour or two lying on his bed reading. Then he made himself a huge sandwich for lunch, filled with jam, peanut butter, cheese, lettuce and cucumber, and ate it sitting in the garden. He dozed off in the peaceful sunshine, safe and happy in the knowledge that there was no-one around to disturb him.


    It was late in the afternoon, not long after Monty had wandered back inside, when someone knocked on the door of the Our Lady of Sorrows Home for Lost Children. The sound of the heavy iron doorknocker rang through the building like an enormous bell.


    Montague was in the dining room at one of the long tables, reading a book about a detective who was also a rat and who loved doughnuts and solved crimes, when he heard it. He thought it might have been the postman with a parcel too big to just leave in the letter box, or a delivery of groceries for the kitchen. Or anything normal like that. But it wasn’t.


    He walked down the hallway, dragged open the heavy front door and found himself face to face with a wizard.


    Actually, it wasn’t a wizard. Of course it wasn’t a wizard. This isn’t some silly story; this is real life we are talking about. This is what actually happened.


    So when I say it was a wizard, I mean it was someone who looked a lot like a wizard. Or maybe looked a bit like a wizard.


    He was a man—an old man—wearing some kind of heavy green cape and a large shapeless hat. He carried a thick, knobbly walking stick. His grey hair was sticking out around the edges of his hat, and it matched his grey straggly beard. He began to speak the moment Montague opened the door.


    ‘Ah yes, now, excellent, hmmm …’ he said. ‘This is, yes, okay, so …’


    ‘I beg your pardon?’ Monty said. ‘Can I help you?’


    The old man looked puzzled for a moment.


    ‘Can you help me? Well, why, why of course. Yes. Of course you can … indeed … Montague Towers, Montague Towers, hmmm … all good, shipshape, yes.’


    He knew Montague’s name. This strange, not-really-a-wizard person knew his name.


    ‘You know my name?’ said Montague.


    The old man looked puzzled again. ‘Sorry? Hmmm? Your name? Um, well, yes. Yes, I do. It’s Montague Towers, of course. Monty for short. Why? Don’t you know your own name?’


    ‘Of course I do,’ Monty replied patiently. ‘I am just wondering why you know it.’


    ‘Well of course I know it,’ said the old man. ‘Of course I know it. Be a bit silly if I didn’t, in the circumstances, now wouldn’t it? Not knowing your name, and here I am knocking on your door, right now in this, this, window of opportunity. Let’s have tea, shall we?’


    And without even waiting for a reply, the strange visitor marched straight past Monty and down the long hallway into the dining room where Montague had been sitting just a few moments before.


    The old man rested his knobbly walking stick on the closest table, swept off his cape and set it over the back of a chair, pulled off his shapeless hat to reveal a head covered in thick, woolly grey hair, and sat down at the table.


    ‘White with no sugar, please,’ he said. ‘And a biscuit, perhaps, if you have one.’


    Montague stood in the doorway and stared at his strange visitor. He was wearing what looked like a knitted woollen suit—bright green—and underneath it a pale green shirt and a thick purple tie. The purple tie matched the purple leather shoes and purple woollen socks he had on.


    The old man peered up at Montague.


    ‘Ah, of course,’ he said. ‘Of course, how rude of me. Barging in here like this, and not even introducing myself properly. Too old, I’m getting too old.’


    He waved his hand lazily in the air above his head, as if he were gesturing at everything—himself, his discarded cape and hat, his knobbly stick. Then he narrowed his eyes and looked quickly from one side of the room to the other, as if he were about to tell Montague a great secret.


    ‘Yes, well, hmmm, I’m, ah … Smith. James … Jim … no, John. John Smith. Yes, that’s it, that’s perfectly fine. John Smith, that’s me. Now, how about that tea?’


    That was probably the least convincing introduction Monty had ever heard. He had clearly just made that name up. Did he take Monty for a fool? What on earth did he want? Why was he here? What was with the ridiculous outfit? And how did he know Montague’s name? Monty did the only thing he could in the circumstances.


    He went off and made the tea. He even found some biscuits and put them on a plate.


    Then he came back, sat down, and waited.


    ‘John Smith’ sipped his tea, took a bite out of one of the chocolate teddy-bear biscuits, and swallowed carefully and deliberately.


    ‘Right,’ he said, ‘I’d better … yes … well, let’s get right down to … hmmm … that is a good biscuit.’


    He took another bite, and then another sip of tea.


    ‘You see,’ he went on, the biscuit still in his hand, ‘the thing is … well, the thing is, to be clear, I kind of, well, I sort of … need you?’


    He said ‘need you’ in a slow, puzzled kind of voice, as if it was a question he had no answer to, as if he wasn’t entirely sure himself. He sounded confused, and that made two of them.


    Then there was silence. He looked intently at the biscuit in his hand and then took another bite.


    ‘You need me?’ Monty prompted.


    The old man was licking a smudge of chocolate from his finger, and he looked up at Montague as if he were startled.


    ‘Who needs you?’ he said.


    ‘You need me,’ Monty replied. ‘At least, you said you needed me.’


    ‘Yes, yes,’ the old man said quickly. ‘I do. I do indeed. Montague Towers.’ He leaned forward in his seat for emphasis. ‘I … need … you, Monty. Couldn’t have put it better myself.’


    This was getting frustrating. Perhaps the old man had wandered in from some old people’s home. Perhaps he had seen Montague’s name written down somewhere, but then how would he know that the other kids always called him Monty for short? Perhaps he was an old friend of Sister Gertrude or Sister Josephine. Do nuns even have friends?


    ‘I’m afraid you’re not making any sense at all,’ Monty said slowly, as if he were talking to an idiot. ‘Are you lost or something?’


    ‘Ah, yes, I see … not making any sense. That happens, that happens. I get a bit … and then … sort of … hmmm. Okay, let’s try this.’


    He sat up straight in his chair, closed his eyes, put both hands up to his face and rubbed his temples in a small circular motion, scrunching up his face as if he were concentrating hard. Then he dropped his hands, opened his eyes and spoke all in a rush.


    ‘There is a man coming he will knock on the door in just a few moments and I very much need you to tell him the old man has gone to Argentina and won’t be back and don’t worry he will believe you when you tell him this because you will hypnotise him with the special powers I will give you and he will go away and not come back.’


    He looked patiently at Monty as the young lad tried to make sense of what he had just heard.


    ‘Is there any more tea?’ ‘John Smith’ added.


    ‘Wait a moment,’ Monty said. ‘Let me get this straight. Someone is going to knock on the door?’


    ‘Indeed,’ said the old man.


    ‘And they are going to ask for you?’


    ‘Indeed.’


    ‘And I am supposed to tell him that you’ve gone to … South America?’


    ‘Argentina, actually—and I won’t be back. That last bit’s important.’


    ‘And he’ll just believe me?’


    ‘Indeed.’


    ‘And what was that last bit—about why he’s going to believe me?’


    ‘Because you will have special powers, special hypnotic powers.’


    Okay, it all made perfect sense now. This man hadn’t wandered off from an old people’s home: he’d wandered off from a mental institution. He was just crazy, that’s all. Montague decided to humour him.


    ‘So, Mr Smith …’ he began.


    ‘Who’s there?’ the old man said, glancing quickly behind him. ‘Oh, right, Mr Smith, that’s me … of course … yes.’


    ‘So, Mr Smith,’ Monty pressed on, ‘why don’t you just tell this man yourself when he knocks on the door?’


    The old man looked at Montague as if he were the crazy one.


    ‘Come now, Montague,’ he said. ‘How is this man going to believe I have gone to Argentina and I won’t be coming back if I am standing right there in front of him? These hypnotic powers are good, but they are not that good.’


    Montague sighed. He was starting to wonder how he was going to get rid of this doddery old fool. Should he ring the police and get them to come and retrieve him, or would that just make the old guy angry? If he tried to usher him back outside, would he hit Monty with that big knobbly stick of his?


    And then there was a knock at the door.


    For a moment Monty was shaken, it’s true. He thought it was all starting to happen just like the old man had said. If he opened the door, someone would be there asking for John Smith, or whatever his name really was, and Montague would have to hypnotise him and then tell him the old man had gone to Argentina. But then Monty snapped out of it.


    Obviously, this was just a coincidence. A crazy coincidence. But maybe a useful one. Whoever was at the door, they could help get rid of this old loony. Or at least go off and get help. A doctor, maybe, or a policeman. So Monty got up to answer the door.


    Before he could take more than a step, the old man reached out his bony arm and grabbed Montague by the wrist. He moved surprisingly quickly and his grip was surprisingly firm.


    Monty stopped in his tracks. The old man released his grip and then mumbled something just loud enough for Montague to hear.


    ‘In the name of the Cape, I empower you.’


    As soon as the old man spoke, Montague shivered from the tips of his fingers to the ends of his toes. He felt a strange sensation, like pins and needles, in both of his ears and he sneezed once, very loudly.


    ‘Excuse me,’ said Montague. ‘There must be a draft somewhere.’


    There was a second knock at the door.


    ‘I’d really better get that,’ said Monty.


    Please, let it be someone with half a brain, he thought as he strode quickly down the corridor.


    He opened the door, and a man was standing there. He wore a normal, dark business suit, but with a brightly patterned Hawaiian shirt beneath it. That wasn’t hugely surprising, even though business suits and Hawaiian shirts aren’t usually worn together. What was hugely surprising was that he was the biggest man Montague had ever seen. And he did not look happy at all.


    ‘I know he is in here,’ the strange almost-a-giant said menacingly.


    ‘Who?’ was all Monty could think of to say.


    ‘Don’t you get cute with me, kid,’ said the huge man, looming over him as if he were about to do something decidedly mean. ‘I want the old man and I want him now.’


    Now, I am going to pause for a moment here and tell you that, even with the biggest, nastiest-looking man he had ever seen staring at him, even with all the other very weird things that had just happened, something in Montague’s brain told him to stop and think very carefully, just for a moment.


    Something told him this was a very important moment in his life.


    He had a decision to make.


    He could assume that he was, in fact, having a very normal day and something very normal was happening. Or he could assume that he was having an extraordinary day, and something extraordinary was happening.


    If it was a normal day, then this crazy old man drinking tea and eating a biscuit in the dining room was some kind of escaped lunatic, and the man standing at the door was a security guard or a warden or a policeman who was here to take him away. That was a perfectly normal and logical explanation for what had been going on.


    If it was an extraordinary day, then a strange, old not-quite-wizard who was probably not named John Smith had given Montague hypnotic powers so he could trick another man into believing the old guy had gone to Argentina and wouldn’t be back.


    Of course, Monty quickly decided this was a normal day. It had to be a normal day. Any sane person would come to that conclusion.


    But … and here is the tricky bit … what if he was wrong? He knew he couldn’t possibly be wrong, but just suppose he was? That giant in the doorway certainly looked dangerous.


    So he told himself that the worst that could possibly happen was that he would look a fool, and he had looked a fool before.


    So he did it.


    Montague Towers stood there in the doorway, looked up at the huge man and slowly said: ‘He’s in Argentina.’


    ‘He’s in Argentina?’ said the man, sounding a little surprised.


    ‘Yes. Oh, and I almost forgot, he won’t be back.’


    ‘He won’t be back?’


    ‘That’s right,’ Monty said more confidently. ‘He’s gone to Argentina and he won’t be back.’


    ‘Well, that’s …’ said the man slowly, and Monty thought: That’s ridiculous? That’s absurd? That’s just wasting my time, now move out of my way and let me arrest him?


    He was trying to finish the sentence in his mind, but then the man finished it himself. ‘Well, that’s … disappointing,’ he said slowly, staring hard into Monty’s eyes. ‘That’s very disappointing.’


    Montague held the man’s stare and tried to work out what was happening. It was as if the man couldn’t look away from Monty’s gaze—as if Monty was somehow pushing his own words into the man’s head.


    ‘He’s … gone … to … Argentina … and … he … won’t … be … back …’ the man said once more, even more slowly.


    Then he turned and walked away.


    Montague stood there in the doorway, watching the man as he disappeared, and then went back inside and closed the heavy wooden door behind him.


    He stood for a moment with his back to the door.


    What just happened? he thought. Did I really just hypnotise someone using magic powers? Am I going crazy?


    And then Montague remembered the old man mumbling something about empowering him, and he remembered the strange feeling that passed through him, like a shiver. Maybe that was no draft of air after all. Maybe that was something else …


    He went into the dining room and sat down opposite ‘John Smith’.


    ‘That went well, didn’t it?’ said the old man.


    ‘You’d better start at the beginning, and tell me exactly what is going on,’ Montague said, ‘while I make us some more tea.’


    And so he did, and the old man started to explain.


    And so it began.
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    ‘You see, my name is not really John Smith,’ the old man said.


    That bit, at least, was no surprise to Montague. ‘I thought as much,’ he replied. ‘But why did you lie to me? What is your real name? And how did you know my name? And what’s going on with that whole hypnotising thing?’


    ‘Oh dear, don’t rush me,’ said the old man. ‘One thing at a time, my friend. Let me, um, well, explain things my way. You see, in a way, well, um …’


    This was getting tiresome. I won’t bore you with how many ums and ahs and long pauses there were, and how many times they had to stop for more tea. I will spare you that. This is what he told Montague.


    His name was not John Smith, but he wouldn’t say what it really was.


    ‘It’s for your own protection,’ he said. ‘A superhero never gives up his real identity.’


    A superhero?


    Montague knew about lots of superheroes, from comic books and cartoons. The tired old man sitting in front of him didn’t look anything like the heroes he had read about, though.


    According to the old man’s story, they used to call him the Cape of Justice in the old days. That was the name issued to him by FOSHCAP, the Federation of SuperHeroes, Crimefighters and Pastrycooks. Sounds like a strange combination, but it seems they voted to let pastrycooks join the organisation so that they always had good cakes at their monthly meetings. I have it on good authority that pastrycooks are the only people in the world who know that superheroes really do exist, but they are sworn to secrecy because of their membership of FOSHCAP. Next time you think about arguing with the person who runs the cake shop, think twice.


    Anyway, the Cape of Justice had quite a reputation in the early days as a great superhero. He wasn’t as strong as Superman, he didn’t have all the cool gadgets like Batman, or the web skills of Spider-Man, and his outfit didn’t compare with Captain America or Wonder Woman, but for all-round versatility and success, he was up there with the best of them.


    ‘I could do a bit of everything,’ he said, ‘at least for a while. Super strength was pretty good at about seventy per cent. My X-ray vision worked most of the time. I could bend steel but I needed gloves to do it.’


    The old man spent a while telling Monty about some of his famous cases.


    He once stopped five different bank robberies on the same day, using a different superpower each time. He rescued a whole busload of children after their school bus fell off the side of a cliff, he changed the course of an avalanche and saved a village in Peru, and one time he single-handedly captured the entire murderous Macgruder gang of Milwaukee.


    ‘Ah, the Macgruders,’ he said. ‘Quite, you know, quite the thing I was in those days. Very, you know, everybody was quite, what’s the word? Of course, that was in the days when people had manners. A few years ago now, I don’t mind telling you …’


    And that seemed to be the nub of the problem. The Cape of Justice had gotten old, and serious questions began to be asked about whether he was losing his grip.


    There was the time he tried to stop a ship from sinking, only it turned out it was a submarine trying to submerge. There were quite a few questions asked about that one. Then there was the completely innocent clown at that children’s party: sure, his water pistol might have looked like the real thing, but that was no reason to tie him up with his own balloon animals, right there in front of twenty screaming six-year-olds.


    But the final straw came when the Cape of Justice convinced three other superheroes—the Sword of Truth, the Masked Plumber and the Human Anteater—to join him on a mission to free the president of France from a vicious gang of kidnappers who had ambushed him. When those kidnappers turned out to be the president’s own family and closest friends, who had been trying to organise a surprise birthday party for him, it was a disaster. The executive of FOSHCAP was called in, there was a special meeting held, and …


    ‘They stood me down!’ said the old man. ‘They suspended me. Me! The Cape of Justice. Told me it was time for me to retire. Told me I was going soft in the head.’


    Being officially suspended by the Federation of SuperHeroes, Crimefighters and Pastrycooks is a really big deal. Not only are you stripped of the right to use your superpowers, but you don’t get to eat any of the beautiful cakes prepared by the pastrycooks at the monthly meetings.


    ‘You have no idea how much I, you know, ah, enjoyed that chocolate biscuit you offered me,’ said the old man. ‘It brought back such happy memories.’


    And so that’s where things stood up until two weeks ago. An old, doddery superhero, pensioned off and told to hang up his superpowers.


    And then Lord Bentwordle began planning the crime of the century.


    ‘Lord … Bentwaddle?’ asked Montague politely.


    ‘No, Bentwordle,’ said the Cape of Justice. ‘Surely you’ve heard of him?’


    Monty shook his head.


    ‘Lord Bentwordle,’ said the Cape, leaning forward in his chair with new energy, ‘is only the nastiest, the most dangerous and the cleverest criminal mastermind in the world. He’s always coming up with one evil plan after another and the police never catch him, mainly because he uses other people to do his dirty work. Last time I checked, he had robbed eight or nine banks, burgled dozens of houses, stolen jewellery and cash and gold bars, and kidnapped old grandmothers for huge ransoms. Once he even stopped a bunch of school children to steal their pocket money, just for fun. But he always gets away with it somehow. This latest plan though, was his biggest ever: the crime of the century.’


    Or at least, that’s what the old man told Montague, as he sat there in the dining room with biscuit crumbs on his green suit and a vague, slightly confused expression on his face. When Monty began asking him to tell more about the so-called ‘crime of the century’, he suddenly became even more vague and disorganised.


    ‘Well now, ah, hmmm, I think perhaps that’s, you know, because, when you think, the danger, and you, a young lad, well, there then, a story for another day.’


    The important thing was that no-one at the Federation of SuperHeroes, Crimefighters and Pastrycooks would believe his story about this Lord Bentwordle and the crime of the century.


    So the Cape of Justice decided to take himself out of retirement, don his old, tattered cape once more, and save the world. He would take on Lord Bentwordle and defeat him single-handed.


    There was just one small problem.


    ‘My superpowers,’ said the Cape of Justice sadly. ‘They’re, well, you see, um, not to put too fine a point on it, at my age, it’s not surprising really, I am over eighty, you know, and, well, no-one’s to blame, ah, time can be so cruel, don’t you know … actually you probably don’t, young man, but still, there you go, and, well, um …’


    That sort of thing went on for another five minutes, but to cut to the chase: the Cape of Justice had gotten too old.


    ‘They just don’t work like they used to,’ he said sadly, a slight tremor in his old gnarled hand as he lifted the teacup to his lips. ‘My super strength won’t open a jar of jam, my invisibility is all grey and lumpy, and as for, well, you know, X-ray vision, well that’s not much use when your proper eyesight is failing. I can see through one blurry image to another blurry image underneath.’


    So when Lord Bentwordle apparently discovered the great Cape of Justice was onto him and sent his evil henchmen to stop him, all the old man could do was run, and he couldn’t even do that very quickly anymore. And he ran straight to the Our Lady of Sorrows Home for Lost Children.


    Because, you see, there’s a catch. There’s always a catch in these things. And that, apparently, is where Montague came in. That’s why the Cape of Justice had come knocking on the young lad’s door. The Cape of Justice needed a helper.


    A helper with special powers.


    ‘Come closer,’ the old man said to Monty, even though they were completely alone in the dining room. ‘I need to, you know, talk not so, well, loud, and—what’s the word?—yes, whisper this.’


    Monty bent forward so their two heads were almost touching across the table.


    ‘I have one power that still works quite well,’ he whispered hoarsely.


    He glanced from side to side, and lowered his voice even further.


    ‘The power of the gift.


    ‘The gift?’ Montague began excitedly.


    Sshhh!’ said the old man. ‘Keep your voice down.’


    Then he went on in the same low whisper.


    ‘I can, you know, pass on, um, certain things. A little, kind, of well … my powers. I can’t use them, but you can.’


    Of course! thought Monty. That would explain the strange words the old man had mumbled, the strange shivery feeling those words had given him—and the way he had been able to convince the man at the door that the Cape wasn’t there, almost as if he had hypnotised him.


    ‘In the name of the Cape, I empower you …’


    ‘So that means I can be a superhero just like you?’ Monty asked.


    ‘How did you know that?’ the old man asked nervously. ‘What … eh … who … eh … where did you get that idea from?’


    ‘You just told me,’ Monty replied indignantly.


    ‘Did I?’ The Cape of Justice looked old and confused once more.


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Well, now, I mean to say, because, you see, um … there are limits.’


    ‘What kind of limits?’ asked Montague, trying to keep the disappointment out of his voice.


    The Cape of Justice held up one bony finger in the air, as if he were pointing to the sky.


    ‘Only one different power to use each day,’ he said.


    Then he held up his other hand as well, with all four fingers and thumb extended. He brought the two hands together so they were side by side in front of his face.


    ‘… and only six days.’


    Montague looked at this strange old man who was holding up six fingers in front of him.


    ‘Six days, um, six different powers,’ continued the Cape of Justice. ‘It’s, ah, very clear on that. Not sure why, really. Funny that, but there you are. The rules are very strict on these sorts of things.’


    ‘But wait a minute,’ said Montague. ‘If you just gave me hypnotic powers a moment ago, to use today, that means there are now only five left. Is that right?’


    The Cape of Justice looked at his own hands, at the six fingers outstretched in front of him. He slowly lowered one of them.


    ‘Yes, indeed,’ he said. ‘You’re absolutely right. Five powers left. And so here we are—did I say how nice this tea was? And the biscuit? Oh, and you’ll need those powers to stop the crime of the century. Can you do it?’


    And that was it.


    This strange old man had given Montague the power of hypnotism to get rid of one of Lord Bentwordle’s goons. So that was the first power. Five days left, and five more superpowers. Not a moment to lose. This was crazy. Absolutely crazy.


    Monty realised with a growing sense of excitement that he was actually starting to believe this was all true. And as he got more excited, he got more scared as well.


    All of a sudden, instead of a quiet holiday all alone, with nothing to worry about except which book to read next, or what to make for lunch in between a few easy chores, he was now facing all kinds of dangers and adventure.


    Monty paused for a moment and thought about his life. He thought about what the next ten days had in store for him—repairing chairs and painting walls. It seemed very safe and predictable. But not anymore.


    On the one hand, this was complete madness. On the other hand though, he had succeeded in sending away the man the size of an elephant just by telling him a simple and obvious lie.


    Monty was finding it very difficult to make up his mind, but he kept thinking that he didn’t really have an awful lot to lose.


    Then a memory suddenly came back to him. Last summer, Sister Gertrude had taken all the children on an outing to the swimming pool in town. There was a tall diving board towering above the pool, and all the other children had taken turns climbing to the top and jumping into the water, swimming and splashing about. All except Monty, who had stood on the edge, gazing down, too nervous to jump. The water looked so far down and deep.


    Today, in this moment, Monty felt like he was back on the edge of that diving board, staring down. And this time, he decided to jump.


    ‘So what do we do?’ he asked.


    ‘We come up with a plan,’ replied the Cape, ‘and then we get a good night’s sleep. Every superhero needs a good night’s sleep. Do you, eh, by any chance … perhaps … have a spare bed I can use?’


    ‘I have twenty-three spare beds,’ said Montague.


    And so they made a plan, and got a good night’s sleep before the adventure really began.
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    ‘In the name of the Cape, I empower you,’ said the Cape of Justice.


    Montague shivered from the tips of his fingers to the ends of his toes, and felt the pins and needles at the back of his neck.


    ‘Ah-choo!’ he sneezed.


    ‘Bless you,’ said the Cape. ‘Now, it’s time to go! There’s not a moment to lose. The appointment at the Commercial Bank is for eleven o’clock. I’ll clean up the breakfast dishes.’


    ‘Wait, aren’t you coming with me?’ asked Monty.


    ‘No, no, my dear boy,’ said the Cape a little ruefully. ‘I’m afraid I’d just slow you down. It seems that whenever I try to use my own powers these days, I only make things worse.’


    The old man gripped his walking stick tightly and then tapped it decisively on the floor, as if he were trying to convince himself of what he was saying.


    ‘I think my friends in FOSHCAP are right. I’m retired as a superhero, and I need to stay retired. But you, my boy … are you still here?’


    ‘Yes, I’m here,’ said Monty, ‘I’m standing right in front of you.’


    ‘Excellent,’ said the Cape. ‘Well, I have faith in you. So off you go!’


    As Monty left home, part of him was still thinking that he would probably only travel for a minute or two, and then turn right around, go back home, and forget the whole idea. He still wasn’t completely convinced that the Cape had given him a power, or that it would really work for him either. He glanced down at himself—his arms, his legs—and everything felt and looked normal as far as he could tell.


    Montague walked down the street as he usually would, past the baker and the newsagent and all the way to the bus stop.


    No-one said hello, no-one looked at him, and no-one paid him any attention at all.


    He waited at the bus stop with four other people: an old lady with a shopping buggy, two young girls who looked like they were off on an adventure for the day, and a man reading a newspaper. They all ignored him. Montague smiled and nodded at the old lady. She looked right through him, as if he weren’t there.


    When the bus arrived, Monty thought about helping the old lady with her buggy, but decided that was probably a bad idea. Instead, he just slipped on board and headed straight for the back of the bus, where he stood minding his own business. The bus driver certainly didn’t notice that Monty hadn’t paid his fare. No-one noticed him at all.


    So it’s true, he thought. I am invisible. Even though I can see myself, no-one else can.


    Montague was coming to the inescapable conclusion that the old man had been telling the truth the night before, even though ‘the truth’ was almost impossible to believe.


    The bus was about half full, and Montague debated whether or not to sit down. But he was worried that someone might board the bus and try to sit where he was sitting. If he didn’t move in time, they would sit right on top of him and he would be discovered. Montague was realising being invisible isn’t as easy as it might seem.


    So he settled for just standing in the aisle of the bus, and whenever anyone got on or off he just moved to one side and gave them as much room as possible. He only made one mistake. A young boy—a few years younger than Montague, maybe eleven or twelve—jumped up suddenly to get off at a bus stop, and Monty couldn’t move out of the way quickly enough. The young boy’s arm brushed against him and the boy looked around in confusion, trying to work out what he had touched. Monty held his breath and froze, and after a moment or two, the boy shrugged and then hurried out the door.


    Soon it was Monty’s turn to get off, in the main square in town. This part was just as hard. If he tried to jump off first, one of the other passengers was sure to walk straight into him, but if he waited until last, there was a chance that someone getting on the bus would collide with him instead.


    In the end, he was lucky. He did wait until the very end, but he got off through the back door while all of the new passengers were getting on through the front so they could pay for their tickets.


    Standing safely in the street, Montague checked his watch—10.45 a.m. Right on time.


    He made his way to the bank where the Cape had told him to go. He knew exactly what he needed to do, but could he pull it off?


    Getting inside the bank was easy—there were big, automatic sliding doors so Monty just had to wait for a customer to walk in, and then slip in behind them. He then walked slowly and carefully over to the counter and positioned himself under the sign that said Safety Deposit Boxes.


    Sure enough, two men walked up right on eleven o’clock. Big men. The outfit they both wore was familiar—dark suit and a brightly patterned Hawaiian shirt. Lord Bentwordle’s henchmen.


    The bank manager joined the men at the counter. Montague was right beside them, taking care not to breathe too loudly or bump into anything.


    ‘Gentlemen, how may I help you?’ said the bank manager. He was a small, neat man with a trimmed moustache, round glasses and a shiny, bald head.


    ‘This,’ grunted one of the men, and he slapped a key down on the counter.


    ‘Ah, you wish to gain access to one of our safety deposit boxes?’ said the manager.


    ‘No, I’m trying to sell you a key,’ said the goon sarcastically. ‘Of course I need to get into a safety deposit box. What are you, some kind of idiot?’


    The bank manager blinked nervously from behind his glasses. He was used to dealing with all sorts of customers, even ones who were downright rude.


    ‘Very amusing,’ he said dryly. ‘Sell me a key indeed. How droll.’


    He looked at the two blank-faced men in front of him and then picked up the key from the counter.


    ‘Now, let’s see. Number 739C. I wonder if you would care to accompany me?’


    And with that, the bank manager handed the key back, swung open a small door in the counter, and held it open as he beckoned the two men inside with a sweep of his other hand.


    The two thugs squeezed their way past the bank manager, who then let the door swing closed behind them and led the way down a corridor into the back room of the bank.


    No-one noticed that the door took a strangely long time to swing shut as Montague reached out with his invisible arm, stopped it for a moment, and then slipped through behind them. He followed carefully down the corridor, a few paces behind.


    The bank manager took the two men down a set of stairs into the basement. Only once did he stop and look behind him with a slightly puzzled expression on his face. Perhaps he had heard Monty’s footsteps, although he was careful to try to walk in time with the other two, to disguise his presence. This superhero caper was a lot of fun, really.


    At the bottom of the stairs was a door. The bank manager reached into his pocket for a set of keys. He selected one from the jangling bunch, unlocked the door, and led them all inside. Montague had to move quickly to avoid being caught on the other side of the door, and he slightly bumped one of Lord Bentwordle’s men, who started suddenly as if some-one had trodden on his foot, and looked around sharply. There was nothing to see, so he brushed the back of his jacket with one hand, as if he were trying to remove a cobweb or something.


    The room they were in was long and narrow, and the walls on both sides were covered with tiny little metal doors, all with numbers on them. The safety deposit boxes.


    In the middle of the room was a large table with three chairs.


    ‘Take a seat, gentlemen,’ said the bank manager.


    Montague sat down gratefully. It was nice to get off his feet for a rest after all that time standing on the bus, then walking all the way to the …


    What am I doing??!? he suddenly thought. He wasn’t talking to ME.


    Monty jumped up just in time, before one of the goons landed right in his lap. Whew—that was close.


    Focus, Montague, focus!


    This was no time to make a silly mistake.


    The bank manager was running his finger along one wall. ‘Section A … Section B … Section C … ah, here it is. 500, 600, 700, 737, eight, nine!’


    He jangled his keys again, then unlocked the tiny door marked 739. He slid out a thin metal box, just big enough to hold a few papers.


    ‘Shall I wait, or leave you to it?’ asked the bank manager, placing the box carefully on the table in front of the men.


    ‘Hang about, this will only take a minute,’ said one of the men gruffly. He took his own key—the one he’d shown at the counter—and slid it into the lock on the metal box.


    One quick turn and it was open. Monty peered carefully over the shoulders of the men at the table and saw a small bundle of documents held together with a rubber band.


    He couldn’t quite make out what was written on the document on top of the bunch, but if he just leaned forward a little more …


    ‘Get off me, Mick!’ yelled one of the men suddenly, pushing the other one hard.


    ‘What do you mean, “get off me”?’ yelled Mick, pushing back just as hard.


    ‘Gentlemen, please!’ said the bank manager nervously. ‘We have a strict no-fighting rule inside the bank vault!’


    The two henchmen ignored him completely.


    ‘I mean, get your hand off my shoulder and stop breathing down my neck!’ said the first man. ‘I don’t need your germs all over me.’


    ‘Whaddya talkin’ about, Nick?’ said Mick angrily. ‘I was nowhere near ya!’


    Suddenly, Montague realised what had happened. It was his hand and his breath that had caused the problem. In leaning over the two men to get a better look at the documents, he must have put his hand on the man’s shoulders without even thinking.


    ‘Now listen,’ Nick went on, getting angrier and standing up from his seat. ‘Somebody put a hand on my shoulder and breathed all over me, so if it wasn’t you, who was it? Eh? Some kind of ghost?’


    This is all getting most worrying, thought Montague.


    What if they started fighting and that ruined everything? This certainly wasn’t part of the plan. He tried to think of something—anything—he could do.


    ‘I’m telling you I didn’t do nothing!’ said Mick, getting up as well. ‘You wanna take this outside? ‘Cos we can just close up this box right now and I’ll teach you a thing or two …’


    The two men stood toe to toe in the centre of the room, staring angrily at each other. Neither of them would back away. Montague had to do something.


    Suddenly, Nick let out a high-pitched yelp, the kind of noise a puppy makes when someone accidentally treads on its tail.


    ‘Yikes!’ He stared around wildly.


    Of course, the yelp wasn’t because someone had trodden on his tail. The yelp was because Montague had leaned over carefully and blown right in his ear.


    ‘Now what?’ said Mick.


    The look on Nick’s face changed slowly. He went from angry to confused, and from confused to just a tiny bit scared. Then he scowled.


    ‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘Let’s just get on with it and get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.’


    Montague let out a sigh of relief. A very, very quiet sigh of relief.


    The two henchmen sat down again. While Mick held the box open, Nick shuffled quickly through the papers.


    ‘Rubbish, junk, rubbish, junk, no, no, no …’ he said as he quickly scanned the papers one at a time and dropped them on the table.


    Then he came to an old, yellowing document, folded in half. Written on the outside in large blue letters were the words: Here It Is.


    ‘Ah, here it is,’ he said.


    Here it is, Monty repeated in his mind.


    Nick unfolded the paper and stared at it for a moment or two. Montague just had time to see that it was some kind of map, before Nick folded it back up again and shoved it into his pocket.


    ‘Right, let’s go,’ he said to his partner, and they got up from the table, pushing their chairs back noisily. They headed for the door.


    ‘But wait,’ said the bank manager to their backs as they disappeared. ‘The box! Don’t you need to replace the rest of the contents, and lock it securely?’


    ‘Nah,’ said Mick over his shoulder. ‘Chuck it out for all I care. This account is closed.’ He laughed, and Nick joined in.


    They headed back up the stairs, and Montague followed behind at a safe distance. He needed that map, but how was he going to get it? He’d had no time to read it properly, and now it was safely stashed in one of the goon’s pockets and on its way to Lord Bentwordle.


    Montague Towers couldn’t fail on his very first real assignment.


    He just couldn’t.


    He followed them along the corridor and back into the main part of the bank. He needed a plan, and he needed one quick. What could he do?


    He could try reaching into the man’s pocket, but Monty really didn’t think that would work. Nick, the man with the paper, was the same one who had felt Monty’s hand on his shoulder and his breath in his ear. As soon as he felt someone’s hand reaching in, he would grab for it, invisible or not, and Monty would be done for.


    Monty figured he could try to trip the man up and take advantage of the confusion somehow, but he didn’t like his chances.


    Then, just as the men were heading through the main door of the bank and out onto the street, he had an idea. A brilliant idea.


    He walked quickly over to the counter where people stopped to fill out their forms. There was a pile of plain white forms sitting there waiting to be used. Monty grabbed one of the forms and folded it in half. Then he used the pen that was attached to a chain on the counter to quickly scrawl a few words on the folded form.


    There was a gasp from beside him, and Monty looked up to see a young woman staring wide-eyed right at him.


    Of course she wasn’t looking at Montague, she was looking at the paper he now had in his hand, floating through the air as if by magic. Monty quickly shoved it up inside the jumper he was wearing, so it disappeared from view. That made her gasp again.


    She pointed and shrieked, but Monty had no time to worry about that. The two henchmen were now outside the bank, and he had not a moment to lose.


    He ran outside, and headed straight for the goon with the map in his pocket. Monty bumped hard into his back and at the same time let the paper he had written on fall to the footpath.


    Nick staggered forward and almost fell over, but his companion reached out and steadied him.


    ‘What the?’ He looked around wildly, trying to work out what had run into him, but there was nothing there. ‘Did you see something?’ he said to Mick.


    ‘What are you talking about?’ Mick replied.


    ‘Something just hit me. Hard. In the back. This is getting ridiculous!’


    ‘You’re crazy, you must have just tripped over something.’


    ‘I didn’t, I tell you, it was …’ Nick looked down at his feet, as if to prove there was nothing there for him to trip on. And that’s when he saw the folded paper Montague had dropped at his feet. The folded paper with Here It Is hurriedly scrawled on it.


    Nick bent down and picked it up. He could see in an instant that it was not the map from the safety deposit box. Any fool could see that. Not the right shape, not the right colour, and when he unfolded it he could see it wasn’t a map at all, just a blank bank form.


    And yet someone had written Here It Is on the front. How very curious.


    And then he did it. He did what Montague hoped he would do. He did what anyone would do in those circumstances, no matter how bizarre it seemed.


    He reached into his pocket to take out the real map, just to check it was alright, to check he wasn’t going crazy.


    He took it out, turned it over once or twice, opened it up to stare at it again, and then re-folded it.


    And that’s when Montague grabbed it.


    ‘Hey!’ said Nick as the map was snatched out of his hand and began floating through the air.


    ‘Hey!’ he yelled as it started flying down the road, as if propelled by magic.


    ‘Hey!’ he bellowed as the piece of paper suddenly disappeared completely.


    Monty was running as fast as he could as he stuffed the map up under his jumper. He was dodging people on the street, jumping over kerbs and trying to avoid small dogs and rubbish bins. He looked back to see if the henchmen were following him. That was a mistake.


    Lord Bentwordle’s men were staring in the direction where the precious map had last been seen moving through the air, when they heard a muffled sound like a gong, or a bell. Someone they couldn’t see said ‘Ouch’.


    Then there was silence. Silence, and the faint image in the distance of a piece of yellowed paper fluttering silently to the ground.


    In the olden days, there was no lighting in the streets, everyone just had to go home and go to bed when it got dark, as it was too dangerous to walk the streets, and there was nothing to do anyway.


    That was pretty bad, but maybe not as bad as things are these days. Because now there is lighting in the streets, and that means there are poles to hold up those lights.


    Light poles, they are called, and Montague had just run into one. Apparently you should never turn around and look behind you when you are running down a street. It’s dangerous.


    He ran into that pole going a hundred miles an hour, called out ‘Ouch’ in a loud voice and then slumped to the ground, sliding down the pole until he landed hard on his bottom. As he slid down the pole, his jumper rode up a little, and the carefully concealed map came loose and floated to the ground a few feet away.


    Montague hadn’t knocked himself out cold, but he was dazed enough that it took a few moments for him to collect his thoughts and work out what had just happened. As he rubbed his head and looked around, he saw Lord Bentwordle’s two goons jog up to where he was sprawled on the ground.


    Mick reached down, snatched up the map and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. ‘I’ll take care of this from here,’ he said.


    Nick had stopped a few feet away, and he was shaking like a leaf.


    ‘But I … but it … but we …’ he stuttered.


    ‘What is wrong with you?’ said Mick.


    The shivering man kept shivering, and looked pleadingly at his partner in crime. ‘Mick, do you believe in … ghosts?’ he whispered.


    ‘What I believe,’ said Mick, ‘is that it’s time to go.’


    He patted the pocket of his suit jacket to make sure the map was well secured, did up the buttons and strode purposefully down the path.


    Nick looked around a few more times, narrowing his eyes and chewing the end of his thumb. At one point, he stared straight at Montague, but of course he didn’t realise it. Then he followed Mick.


    Montague Towers watched them until they turned a corner and disappeared from sight.
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    ‘Tell me again,’ said Lord Bentwordle. He leaned back in his huge red armchair, and placed his huge red arms on the huge red armrests. ‘And this time,’ he added, ‘try to make sense.’


    Lord Bentwordle was a man of limited patience, but, to be fair, that was probably the only limited thing about him: everything else was generous to a fault.


    He was a man of expansive tastes and expanded girth, by which I mean he was as fat as a walrus and enjoyed everything in life—fine food, fast food, good cigars, bad cigars, the finest wines and the worst beers. But most of all, he enjoyed money because of all the things it could buy.


    After a life spent consuming chips, whole barbecued-chickens, baked potatoes, bacon sandwiches, hot dogs, rosemary-scented legs of lamb, and washing it all down with tankards of red wine and lemonade followed by cake, apple pies and thick, eggy vanilla ice-cream, he was as big as a small crowd. He looked like three men stuffed into one suit, and his skin was a decidedly unhealthy shade of grey that turned bright red whenever he was annoyed, tired or out of breath.


    Annoyed would be the best description of his current condition, and his skin glowed like the embers of a fire, hot and red.


    Lord Bentwordle looked at his two henchmen with eyes that were as black as coal and snapped, ‘Well, what are you waiting for? Tell me AGAIN!’


    He took a slug of port from a mug almost completely hidden in his sweaty red hand, and waited.


    The two of them were nervous and sweating in their heavy black business suits and itchy Hawaiian shirts. Mick looked at Nick. Nick looked at Mick. Finally, it was Mick who spoke, but it probably didn’t matter. Lord Bentwordle could never really tell them apart anyway.


    ‘Like I said, Lord Bentwordle. The map just flew right out of Nick’s hand, right outside the bank. Flew through the air, it did. Then it disappeared.’


    ‘Right into thin air,’ added Nick, although he didn’t really know what thin air was. (Just something you said, really. What was thick air, anyway?)


    ‘We were out on the street,’ continued Mick, ‘lookin’ around, like, and then there was this kind of commotion down the road, and we looked, and there it was, just floatin’ in the air.’


    ‘The map,’ said Nick. ‘Like I said before, just flew past.’ Nick was remembering the ‘ghost’—the strange presence that touched his shoulder, blew in his ear and made the map dance across the street. But he knew better than to try and explain all of that to his boss. ‘So we ran up and grabbed it, and got out of there quick smart,’ he added, trying to sound like it was a job well done.


    ‘You may have been quick but I doubt you were smart,’ said Lord Bentwordle. ‘Smart is, I suspect, beyond you. So you expect me to believe this map just disappeared and then reappeared outside the bank?’


    ‘It’s true, your Lordship,’ said Nick. ‘I swear.’


    ‘It was all Nick’s fault anyway,’ said Mick. ‘He was acting all weird and stuff.’


    ‘What do you mean “weird”?’ asked Lord Bentwordle slowly. Nick glared at Mick.


    ‘It was nothin’,’ said Nick. ‘Nothing at all. I just, er, I just had a stomach-ache, that’s all. The main thing is, we got it back.’


    ‘I got it back, actually,’ added Mick. ‘Safe and sound.’


    Lord Bentwordle drained the mug of port with a single gulp and slammed the empty mug down on the table beside his chair. Then, from the same table, he picked up the yellowed map and turned it over thoughtfully in his hand.


    ‘Do you have any idea how long it took me to find this map?’ he asked. He went on without waiting for an answer.


    ‘Twenty-three years. From the day I first learnt of its existence until this very day when I hold it here in my hands. Twenty-three years. And to think you two numbskulls nearly blew it … How can I even be sure it is the right map? Maybe this whole ridiculous disappearing map story is a trick. Maybe someone switched it on you.’


    A thought suddenly popped into Bentwordle’s head. He narrowed his eyes and looked at his men. ‘Did you see that pesky old man around? Was there any sign of a green cape? I wouldn’t put it past the old coot to still be on the case.’


    ‘No, nothing,’ said Mick quickly, ‘and I’m sure it’s the right map. I looked at it in the bank, and checked it again outside. It’s the right one, for sure.’


    ‘For sure, mimicked Lord Bentwordle. ‘For sure. How very reassuring.’


    He sighed, and ran a sweaty red hand over his sweaty red forehead. It was so hard to get good staff these days.


    ‘Get out, the two of you,’ he said wearily. ‘Get out and let me think.’


    Mick and Nick hurried out of the room, pleased to be away from Lord Bentwordle’s nasty temper. Of all the evil criminal masterminds they had worked for in a long and nasty career, he was definitely the worst. And the fattest. And the reddest. Fortunately, the pay was good. He insisted they always wear dark suits and uncomfortable Hawaiian shirts whatever the weather or the occasion, which was particularly strange. But the pay was good.


    When he was alone in his huge red armchair, Lord Bentwordle poured himself another generous mug of port from the flagon on the table at his side, and stared at the map once more.


    It had to be the real thing. It looked right. It felt right. It smelled right. He held it to his broad fleshy nose and sucked in the aroma of old age and musty bank vaults.


    I’m closer than I have ever been, he thought. I have the map after decades of searching, and that old fool, the Cape of Justice, must really be out of the picture for good. That senile old party-pooper, that so called superhero. SuperZERO, more like. If he really HAS gone to Argentina, it’s probably to hide in shame, now that he has lost whatever pathetic powers he once had. Nothing is going to stop me now.


    He gazed at the map: a complex series of lines, arrows, circles and carefully written instructions in small print. Hard to decipher, unless you knew exactly what it was, and exactly what you were looking for.


    Lord Bentwordle knew what it was, he knew what he was looking for, and he knew what it would lead him to. More money than he had ever dreamed of.


    Of course, that is just something people say too. It wasn’t more money than Lord Bentwordle had ever dreamed of. He dreamed all the time, and when he dreamed, he dreamed of money. Lots and lots and lots of it. So let’s say the map would lead him to precisely the amount of money he had always dreamed of.
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    ‘So let me, ah, let me tell you about the map,’ said the Cape.


    ‘I feel such a fool,’ Montague said, rubbing the bump on his head. ‘I got so close.’


    They were sitting over breakfast in the dining room, and Montague was wondering what their next plan would be. Already, he was beginning to think that he wasn’t turning out to be much of a superhero. The job was not nearly as easy as it looked.


    ‘Well now, don’t blame yourself,’ said the Cape, adjusting his purple tie and reaching for another slice of toast. ‘After all, you know, um, you’re not a real superhero, eh? Not like me. I can only give you, sort of, one superpower at a time, instead of the full set. And they do put those, those … what do they call them … light poles, in the silliest places sometimes. It could have happened to any superhero.’


    ‘Really?’ Monty said, beginning to cheer up a little.


    ‘No, not really,’ the Cape added quickly. ‘I was just trying to cheer you up, you see.’


    Montague wasn’t that cheerful anymore.


    ‘Anyway,’ said the Cape of Justice, ‘let’s not worry more about that. Let me tell you about the, eh, the map. I’ll start at the beginning. Have you ever heard of Arthur Macarthur?’


    ‘Nope,’ Monty replied certainly. Given his quiet life up to this point, it was fair to say he hadn’t heard of most things.


    ‘Well, Arthur Macarthur was Governor of the Reserve Bank. I suppose hardly anyone had heard of him, really.’


    Montague felt better about himself.


    ‘Anyway,’ continued the Cape, ‘Arthur had one of the most important and responsible jobs in town. It was the Reserve Bank’s job to print more money from time to time, when the government thought it was, ah, necessary. And about, oh, twenty-three years ago, the government decided to go on a big spending spree. The economy was going well, there had recently been some big discoveries of gold over in the west, and the population had increased a lot. So it was time to print more money.’


    Montague decided that the Cape of Justice was much easier to listen to when he was talking about the good old days. All his hesitations and vagueness disappeared, and a twinkle appeared in his eye.


    ‘How much more money?’ Montague asked, to keep the story moving along.


    ‘A lot. About 235 million dollars, to be exact. So the Reserve Bank’s president at the time—Sir Warbley-Wilmington, I seem to recall … yes, that’s right—designed a whole new series of banknotes. They had his picture on them, of course; he was a very vain man. His picture on one side, and his wife’s on the other. It was Arthur Macarthur’s responsibility to organise for the notes to be printed under the utmost security, and then …’


    ‘I’ve got it!’ Monty interrupted, keen to prove his skills as a crime fighter. ‘The money got stolen, and then hidden somewhere, and the map is the key to finding the stash. Two hundred and thirty-five million dollars! Wow!’


    The Cape of Justice looked at him and sighed.


    ‘No, you silly goose,’ he said wearily. ‘That’s not it at all. If someone stole that much money, why would they hide it? And how would they steal it from the Reserve Bank, which has the best security systems in the country? And they were a brand-new design of banknote, never seen before. People called them Warbleys because they were the only banknotes with a picture of Warbley-Wilmington on them, so if you stole them you’d be arrested as soon as you tried to spend them. And …’


    ‘Okay, okay,’ Monty interrupted. ‘I get it.’


    ‘No-one stole the money,’ said the old man. ‘The money went exactly where it was meant to go—out into the community. All 235 million dollars.’


    ‘So …?’


    ‘So it was what happened afterwards that explains where the map comes into it. You see, the most important part of Arthur Macarthur’s job came at the very end, after all the money had been printed and the armoured vans had turned up and taken it all away to be distributed to all the banks and the shops and the businesses. It was Arthur’s job to supervise the destruction of the printing plates.’


    ‘The printing plates?’


    ‘Yes, the specially designed plates that were used to print the banknotes. They were meant to be used only once, for this special run of 235 million dollars, and then destroyed.’


    ‘I think I understand,’ Monty said. ‘The plates had to be destroyed to prevent counterfeit notes being made by someone else.’


    ‘Yes indeed,’ said the Cape, ‘Well, sort of. I mean, remember these were the genuine printing plates. So if anyone got their hands on them, they wouldn’t be producing counterfeit notes, they would be producing the real thing. The genuine article, indistinguishable from the other 235 million dollars.’


    Montague thought about it for a moment. He’d never really looked closely enough at any money to notice whose picture was on them. But if someone had those plates, they would have access to an endless supply of money. They could print as much as they wanted, whenever they wanted, and no-one would be any the wiser.


    ‘So you’re telling me …’ he began.


    ‘Arthur Macarthur went bad,’ said the Cape. ‘On the day the plates were scheduled to be destroyed, they went missing and Arthur went missing with them. It was a terrific scandal—the police were called in and they searched high and low, but not a trace was found of Arthur or the plates.’


    ‘But why did he do it?’ asked Montague.


    ‘Well, you see, Arthur Macarthur was a fine, upstanding member of the community. He’d always been a fine, upstanding member of the community. Responsible, diligent, good at his job. An all-round fine chap. Or so everybody thought …’


    The old man looked off into the distance, and began to rub the top of his head, running his fingers through his crinkly grey hair.


    Montague sat patiently, waiting for him to continue his story and pausing to wonder why fine members of the community were always called upstanding. It sounded so tiring.


    ‘Crime is, you know, well, a strange thing,’ the Cape continued thoughtfully after a moment. ‘The most unlikely people can become caught up in it, in the most unlikely ways. And what nobody knew was that though Arthur Macarthur was a thoroughly nice chap, he was also a very unhappy chap.’


    ‘Unhappy?’ said Monty. ‘Why?’


    ‘Well, now, it seems Arthur was lonely. He had no family. No wife, no children, no-one at all.’


    The Cape paused in his story again and looked kindly at Montague.


    ‘It can be a very hard thing, having no family,’ he said to Monty. ‘Very hard indeed. Perhaps I should tell you that …’ The Cape stopped mid-sentence, as if he had changed his mind on something. ‘Another time,’ he said a little mysteriously. ‘Now where was I?’


    ‘Arthur was lonely,’ prompted Monty.


    ‘Ah, yes,’ said the Cape, ‘Arthur. He was indeed lonely. And it turns out there were only two things he really loved in the entire world. One was solving puzzles. Crosswords, jigsaw puzzles, word games, little mysteries. He would sit at his desk for hours working away on all sorts of puzzles. The other thing he really loved, though, was flowers. It was the thing that made him happiest of all—beautiful flowers.’


    ‘I like flowers too,’ said Montague, ‘but I don’t think it would make me turn to crime.’


    ‘Ah, yes, but Arthur didn’t just like flowers, he loved them,’ said the Cape. ‘You might even say he was obsessed with them. Every day, after he finished work at the bank, he would stay behind to work in a beautiful garden he had made right in front of the Reserve Bank building. It was filled with roses and geraniums and daffodils and pansies and his favourite, African violets—lots and lots of them.’


    Montague could picture the garden in his imagination—row after row of colourful flowers, waving gently in the breeze.


    ‘On the day the new Warbley notes were printed, Arthur took a long holiday after all the hard work,’ continued the Cape. ‘He went on a walking tour in the country to gather new seeds to plant even more flowers. And while he was away, the bank made a terrible mistake.’


    ‘What mistake?’


    ‘They decided to build a car park. A lovely big car park, where all the bankers could park their cars. And they put it right where Arthur’s garden had been. Just came in one day and ripped out all the flowers … paved over everything. I don’t think they had the slightest idea how much that garden meant to poor Arthur.’


    ‘And so …?’ prompted Monty.


    ‘Well,’ said the Cape, ‘Arthur came back from his holiday with a big box full of new seeds and seedlings for his garden, and all he saw was a big paved car park. He walked calmly into the bank, emptied out the box, put the Warbley plates inside the box, and walked out again with it under his arm.


    ‘What happened then?’


    ‘Arthur disappeared. No-one could find him or the plates. Then, one week later, a mysterious notice appeared in the morning paper one day. It wasn’t signed, but the police knew it must have been from Arthur. It said: Your plates are safely hidden where you cannot find them. As soon as you tear up that horrible car park and build a new garden, I will tell you where to find them. There are plenty of seeds and seedlings on my desk in the bank, so you can make a start right away.’


    ‘So did they remake the garden, like Arthur wanted?’ asked Monty.


    The Cape of Justice smiled ruefully.


    ‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘They were much too proud and stubborn to do that. They just relied on the police to catch their missing bank governor, and when that failed they called in the greatest superhero of the day.’


    ‘You,’ said Montague.


    ‘Me,’ said the old man, setting his cup down on the table. ‘It wasn’t my toughest assignment, really. After all, there aren’t too many places for a sixty-year-old, slightly overweight bank governor to hide when a superhero is on your trail.’


    ‘Didn’t you feel bad about trying to catch a lonely old man who just wanted people to enjoy his flowers?’ asked Montague.


    The Cape sighed.


    ‘I did feel sorry for him,’ he admitted. ‘But crime is crime, and you can’t just steal things, no matter how sad you feel.’


    ‘What did you do?’


    ‘Arthur lived alone, in a tiny old house in a nice part of town. I went there, and it was empty, of course. He knew better than to get caught that easily.’


    ‘And so?’


    The story was a long one, and it took a lot of questions and a few more cups of tea to get through it all.


    It turned out the Cape of Justice had to work his way through just about all of his superpowers before he caught up with Arthur Macarthur.


    He used his super speed to race all over the country to every reported sighting of the missing governor—they all turned out to be false alarms.


    He used his super strength to move Arthur Macarthur’s house twenty metres to the left so he could search under it for any clues. (He was careful to put it back in place afterwards.) There was nothing there.


    He used his X-ray vision to look inside every locked cupboard in Arthur’s house (and there were a lot of them—Arthur was very security-conscious) searching for clues, rather than break them open and leave behind evidence that he had been there. Again, nothing.


    He hypnotised all of the workers at the Reserve Bank to try to discover his whereabouts—no-one knew anything.


    Finally, it was his brilliant powers of observation and deduction that provided the Cape of Justice with the breakthrough he needed in the case.


    He was in Arthur’s house one day, sitting in a chair in the lounge room, trying to work out his next move. Something was on his mind; there was something he was missing, he was sure of it. What was it?


    His eyes wandered across the room. A dark blue couch that matched the dark blue chair the Cape was sitting in. A television. A cabinet (the Cape focused his X-ray vision on it, not for the first time) containing cups and plates and bowls. A small table with a lamp and some magazines on it. Nothing special about the magazines—a copy of Bank Managers’ Monthly, a television guide and one called Country Rambles, featuring the ten top walks through the local countryside, with advice on local flowers.


    On the far side of the room, a dining table with a single chair and a setting for one—placemat, knife, fork and spoon all set up ready for the next meal.


    That was it. That, and a window box outside the window, under an awning, holding a little African violet with three little purple blooms on it.


    Three little purple blooms on it.


    Three.


    And that was when the Cape of Justice knew.


    Because, you see, he’d been in Arthur’s house a week earlier, and the little African violet had only two purple flowers on it. Just two.


    That meant it was growing, and thriving, and blossoming. And a plant like that will only grow and blossom if someone is looking after it. Watering it. African violets need water if they are going to flower, and sitting in that window box under an awning, it certainly wasn’t getting rained on.


    So could someone be watering it? And if so, who?


    Could that mean …? Would Arthur Macarthur be that foolish …? There was only one way to find out. And so the Cape of Justice settled down in that house to wait. He made himself comfortable, and he made himself invisible.


    Only a superhero with powers of invisibility and great patience could succeed, and the Cape of Justice had both. It took three days and two nights. On the third night, the Cape heard the tiniest of noises coming from the corner of the room near the window. Just the faintest of creaks, and the sound of water being poured from a jug.


    The Cape of Justice moved silently and invisibly across the room, and peeked unnoticed through the window. There, in the darkness, he could just make out a figure. A short, balding figure in dark clothes, holding a watering can.


    After that, it was the simplest thing imaginable for the Cape to slip out of the front door and sneak up behind poor unsuspecting Arthur.


    When the Cape of Justice politely tapped on Arthur Macarthur’s shoulder, the bank governor jumped a foot in the air, and the watering can went flying. He turned to see the Cape, who had just made himself visible again, and he knew the game was up.


    ‘Are you telling me,’ Montague said as the Cape of Justice finished his story, ‘that Arthur risked everything just to go back and water some plant? You’ve got to be kidding.’


    ‘Well now, my young friend,’ said the Cape, ‘you’d be amazed at what people can be like. If that African violet had been in a pot, I guess Arthur Macarthur would have taken it with him, but it was in a window box. African violets are very sensitive plants, especially when they are flowering, and Arthur knew that digging it up and moving it would probably kill it. He loved that flower, you see, and he just couldn’t bear to think of it dying for the lack of a bit of water. And so he used to sneak back every now and then, in the dead of night, and take care of it. And that, young Montague, was his downfall.’


    Arthur Macarthur went to prison for a very long time, and in fact he never got out of prison.


    ‘The poor old chap died there, just this year,’ said the Cape, a little sadly. ‘Eighty-four years old, he was. It wasn’t such a bad life for someone who loved nature and plants as much as he did. He looked after the prison garden, and made sure it was filled with the most beautiful flowers—peonies and azaleas and roses and, of course, lots and lots of African violets. But he never revealed where he had hidden the plates. Every year the prison governor would ask him, and every year Arthur would ask if they had torn up the car park in front of the bank. But the bank always refused. I guess they thought that Arthur had hidden the plates where they would never be found, so there was nothing much to worry about. As for Arthur, I think he was actually happier in the prison, surrounded by flowers, than in his old job.’


    ‘So whatever happened to the plates?’ asked Monty.


    ‘Ah, well now, that’s the thing. That is, indeed, you might say, the very thing that has led us to this interesting state of affairs. I still haven’t explained the map to you.’


    You never got a quick answer when you asked the Cape of Justice a question. You always got the long story instead.
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    After many years of carefully tending the prison garden, Arthur Macarthur died one day. He was an old man by then, and most of the world had forgotten about the robbery.


    Some time later, his last few meagre possessions were sold off by the auction house of Smedley, Fortescue & Baggons. The items had been in a locked storeroom at police headquarters ever since the arrest. The Cape of Justice went along, just out of interest, and because he thought he might buy a small memento of one of his most famous cases. He sat at the very back of the room in a plain dark suit so no-one would recognise him.


    The auction didn’t take long: there wasn’t much to sell. A few old pieces of furniture, the television, a rather nice Afghan rug and quite a few books.


    The last item in the auction was familiar—the magazines that had been on the small table in Arthur’s lounge room: Bank Managers’ Monthly, an old, out-of-date television guide and Country Rambles.


    The Cape was sure no-one would be interested in three very old magazines, and he was almost about to bid one dollar for them himself, when suddenly a very large man in a dark suit about ten rows in front of him jumped to his feet and shot his hand in the air.


    ‘One hundred dollars!’ he yelled loudly.


    How extraordinary, the Cape of Justice thought. Not surprisingly, no-one else matched that bid, and the man in the dark suit collected the magazines and handed over the money—a crisp, new one-hundred-dollar bill.


    Then he turned to leave. He was wearing a Hawaiian shirt underneath his suit.


    One of Bentwordle’s men.


    Just to be sure, the Cape followed him out of the auction room. The man paused in the street to throw the copy of Bank Managers’ Monthly and the TV guide into the nearest bin, and then he jumped into a waiting car and sped away.


    The Cape of Justice knew something was afoot, and he needed to follow. In the old days, it would have been a simple thing to use his super speed to keep up with the car, but sadly he didn’t have much of a turn of speed anymore. His super speed these days was about as fast as a granny in an electric wheelchair, and using it left him badly out of breath, so the Cape flagged down a passing taxi.


    ‘Follow that car,’ he said as he climbed into the back seat.


    ‘Seriously?’ said the driver.


    ‘Go, go! Not a moment to lose,’ the Cape replied.


    The car wove through the busy traffic, the taxi not far behind. Eventually, it turned off the main road and began to wind its way up a steep hill, where the houses got grander and the gardens got bigger and large, shady trees dotted the lawns.


    At the very top of the winding street was the biggest house of all—a huge, red-brick pile in a densely wooded garden surrounded by a high brick wall.


    The car went through an electric gate and down a long driveway. The taxi drove past the entrance and stopped a little further up the hill, where the Cape of Justice, still in his plain dark suit, got out.


    He waited a minute or two until he thought it was safe. Then he decided to use his superpowers to get over the high fence. After all, he used to be able to leap over tall buildings in a single bound. How hard could a little fence be?


    Taking two careful steps backwards, the Cape sprang into the air with a mighty leap. At least, it started out feeling like a mighty leap, but then he got a twinge of pain in his back and a touch of cramp in one of his legs, and as he reached down to clutch at his leg, he caught his ankle on the top of the fence and started tumbling head over heels down the other side.


    For a moment or two he lay on the ground looking for all the world like a bundle of old clothes that someone had thrown over the fence. He lay there feeling very foolish and more than a little battered and bruised, waiting to catch his breath. Then he limped carefully up the drive, keeping to one side under the shadows of the trees.


    When he reached the house, he tried his super hearing, but it didn’t seem to be working all that well. All he could hear was a slight buzzing in his ears, and he couldn’t tell if it was the sound of a bee flying past or just a bit of interference, like a badly tuned radio. So he limped slowly around the house until he heard voices coming from the other side of one of the windows.


    He crept up to the window and summoned the last of his superpowers to make himself invisible. Carefully, he stood up and looked through the window.


    Lord Bentwordle was sitting in his huge red armchair, flicking through the old copy of Country Rambles that rested in his lap.


    The man who had been at the auction, in the dark suit and the Hawaiian shirt, was standing next to him.


    Just to be sure his invisibility was working, the Cape waved his arms around as if he were trying to catch their attention. There was no reaction. Bentwordle paid no attention, and the other man kept staring at the magazine in his boss’ hands, looking confused.


    ‘I just don’t get it, boss,’ he said. ‘Why all the fuss about this old magazine?’


    Lord Bentwordle let out a deep, rumbling sigh.


    ‘Mick, you’re an idiot. What are you?’ he snapped.


    ‘My name’s Nick, sir,’ said Nick.


    ‘Who cares?’ shouted Lord Bentwordle. ‘WHAT ARE YOU?’


    ‘An idiot, sir,’ said Nick obediently.


    ‘I’ve explained this to you before, but, to be perfectly honest, I don’t know why I bother.’ Bentwordle gazed up at the ceiling, then resumed talking. ‘I’ve spent twenty years trying to work out where Arthur Macarthur stowed those printing plates. Twenty years!’


    ‘I went to visit him. I wrote him letters. I offered him everything I could think of. I pleaded with him. I threatened him. I even offered to break him out of jail. But nothing! He would tell me nothing, unless I promised to tear down the Reserve Bank car park and build a garden. The one thing I couldn’t give him.’


    Lord Bentwordle looked up at the ceiling again, and a sneaky smile appeared on his face.


    ‘But of course, he did tell me something. He didn’t even realise he’d done it, but he told me something. And now we find out just how much he told me.’


    ‘How much?’ said Nick, who was still obviously confused. To be honest, so too was the Cape of Justice, standing close to the window outside, listening in. In fact, he was standing very close indeed now, to be sure he heard everything. He would have been in plain view, in fact, if it weren’t for his invisibility superpower.


    ‘Well, my foolish friend, if I am not very much mistaken, he may have told me everything. Everything I need. You see, there was one letter he sent me. One letter, before he stopped talking to me altogether. I still have it, right here.’


    Lord Bentwordle reached into the side pocket of his jacket and pulled out an old, slightly tatty piece of folded paper. He opened it and began to read out loud.


    
      My Dear Lord Bentwordle,


      I must ask you to stop bothering me. I know what you want, but I am afraid I cannot give it to you. You can ask all you like, but you will not get your hands on those printing plates.


      I took them because I consider that I deserved them. I had put up with too much, and they were my reward. Of course I considered that things might go wrong, and so I left a little puzzle behind for someone special enough to follow the clues. I love puzzles almost as much as I love flowers.


      But I will decide whether to pass those clues on to someone, and if I ever do, I very much doubt it will be you. And without my help, I don’t think you would be smart enough to find them. The plates are hidden so well you would need a map to find them. A very special map. And even to find that map you would need to find a key to the vault where it is stored. And even to find that key … well, you get the idea. You could ramble all over the countryside and never find that key.


      So I have to please ask you to stop contacting me. Here in prison I am left alone to read my books, tend my flowers and wait. One day that abominable car park will be torn down, and my flowers will once again dance in the wind.

    


    Bentwordle put the letter back in his pocket.


    ‘What an old fool,’ he said. ‘Betrayed by his own words. He thought I wouldn’t know, or that I wouldn’t remember. Ramble all over the countryside? As soon as I read that, it rang a bell in my enormously impressive brain. I went back and read again the story of his capture by that fool in fancy dress, that Cape of Justice. And sure enough, there it was. A description of the capture, the scene of the crime—all the details were there in the paper. Including this!’


    Bentwordle slapped at the magazine on his lap.


    ‘There’s no such thing as coincidences. Country Rambles. It has to mean something. It has to. I’ve waited many years to play my hunch, and now it all comes together.’


    And with that, Lord Bentwordle turned his attention back to the magazine again, flicking slowly through the pages.


    A few minutes passed.


    A few more pages were turned.


    Nick left the room. The Cape stood at the window, watching and waiting.


    ‘Yes!’


    The shouted word came from Lord Bentwordle, who rose suddenly to his feet like a great bear lumbering from a cave, and then just as quickly sank back down into his chair, puffing from the sudden effort. He was, after all, a fat man but not a fit man.


    ‘This is it!’ he said, loudly to himself. ‘It must be.’


    He began to read aloud from the magazine page. ‘Walk number eight. A pleasant ramble through the fen, punctuated by a visit to the forest of Glen Haven, and a chance to enjoy the babbling beauty of the Easthaven River, which can be crossed by way of the charming Hyde Bridge.’


    ‘Hah!’ Bentwordle slapped the page again. ‘The old fool even underlined Hyde Bridge. What a loser! This is it. This has to be it. I can see you.’


    It took a moment for the Cape of Justice to absorb those last four words, and to realise with a chill down his spine that they were directed towards the window. The window where he was standing.


    ‘I can SEE you!!!’ roared Lord Bentwordle a second time, struggling to his feet and pointing now, pointing directly at the Cape of Justice.


    The Cape glanced down and realised that he had clearly overestimated his powers of invisibility. They had begun to wear off as he stood at the window! He might have looked slightly fuzzy around the edges, but invisible he most certainly was not.


    ‘You!’ screamed Bentwordle.


    The Cape turned and ran as fast as his limping legs would carry him. That was hardly fast, but it was still a sight quicker than Bentwordle, that fat, puffing, red-faced blob of nastiness.


    By the time Bentwordle had summoned his goon and dispatched him, the Cape was safely away, over the fence and into the shadowy corner of someone else’s garden, where he waited until he could make good his escape.


    ‘Wow, what an escape,’ Montague said breathlessly as the Cape told his story. ‘What did you do then? Did you go to the police?’


    ‘What, and be laughed at again, like all the other times?’ said the Cape. ‘No, I wasn’t about to do that. No, sir. I did what anyone would do in those circumstances. I went to Hyde Bridge.’


    ‘Was Bentwordle right?’ Monty said excitedly. ‘Was the key there?’


    The Cape rubbed his forehead and looked away.


    ‘Oh yes,’ he said tiredly. ‘Oh yes, indeed, it was there. By the time I got to the bridge, Bentwordle’s men were already there. They were digging holes every few feet. They were pulling planks off the bridge. They were wading through the water lifting up rocks and using nets to sift through the sand. Waste of time, really. I could see where they should have been looking. Plain as the nose on your face. There it was, right at the foot of the bridge, in a nice sunny spot.’


    ‘What?’ Monty asked, but the Cape ignored him. He was off in his own memories now.


    ‘Bentwordle saw it too when he turned up an hour or two later. No fool, that man. He waddled straight up to that old, overgrown African violet, wrenched it out of the ground and pulled out the little box buried beneath it. There was a key in that box, of course.’


    ‘I know this key,’ Bentwordle rumbled, as I listened from behind the tree where I was hiding. ‘It’s for a safety deposit box. A Commercial Bank safety deposit box. You two! Tomorrow, eleven o’clock. I want you down at that bank …’


    The Cape stopped telling his story. He suddenly looked very old, and sad, and tired.


    ‘Then what?’ Montague asked. ‘You didn’t capture them? You didn’t stop them? What did you do? You just came here instead?’


    The Cape looked at the young lad sadly, and said nothing for a long while. Then he finally spoke.


    ‘I ran,’ he whispered. ‘I’m old and I’m tired and my powers aren’t what they used to be. I ran. And they chased me. And then I found you.’


    The Cape straightened in his chair a little, and looked at Montague with the slightest hint of hope in his eyes. ‘And now, everything depends on you.’
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    As soon as the Cape finished his long story, he reached out and took Montague by the hand. ‘In the name of the Cape,’ he mumbled, ‘I empower you.’


    ‘Ah-choo!’


    Montague felt the tingling in his fingers and toes. It was starting to become a familiar feeling. On the other hand, it was also starting to become a worry.


    After all, he’d already used two of the Cape’s superpowers, and so far the results had been less than spectacular. Then again, maybe that had been more his fault than the old man’s.


    ‘What new power have you given me today?’ asked Montague. ‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’


    ‘But of course,’ said the Cape. ‘I have the utmost faith in you, my boy.’


    ‘So the power? What is it?’


    ‘All in good time,’ said the Cape, ‘all in good time. First, let’s talk about the plan.’


    ‘Bentwood has the map …’ Monty began.


    ‘Bentwordle,’ the Cape corrected. ‘Yes, he has the map, that’s true, but we may still have some time. I am thinking of what was in old Arthur Macarthur’s letter. What did he call it? A very special map. That’s what he said in the letter to Bentwordle.’


    ‘What do you think it means?’ Monty asked.


    The Cape looked at him with a very wise and all-knowing expression.


    ‘I have no idea,’ he said.


    Then again, maybe it wasn’t such an all-knowing and wise expression. Maybe the little satisfied half-smile playing on his lips was just proof that he was enjoying the tea.


    ‘I have no idea,’ repeated the Cape, ‘but I am hoping it means the map won’t be so easy to read.’


    ‘And …?’


    ‘And if it’s not so easy to read, then it might take Bentwordle a little while to work it out. And if he is wasting time trying to decipher the map, then we can use that time to put our plan into action.’


    ‘We have a plan?’ Monty asked doubtfully.


    ‘Of course, my lad, of course,’ said the Cape.


    ‘What is it?’


    The Cape counted off the main elements of the plan. He only needed two fingers to do it. ‘You go to Bentwordle’s house, and you take the map,’ he said.


    There was a pause. Montague waited.


    The Cape took another mouthful of tea.


    ‘That’s it?’ Monty said. ‘That’s the plan?’


    ‘Patience, patience, my boy,’ said the Cape. ‘There are two things about this cunningly simple plan that will help enormously. The first is that I happen to know where Bentwordle will be hiding the map.’


    ‘And the second?’


    ‘Well, I rather think the super-powerful laser vision I just gave you will help a little too.’


    Laser vision, thought Monty. Now we’re talking.


    According to the Cape, Bentwordle had a wall safe in his lounge room, hidden behind a self-portrait. Apparently that’s where Bentwordle kept all of his most valuable possessions.


    ‘So the safe is bound to be where he is keeping the map,’ said the Cape.


    ‘And what do I do?’ Montague asked.


    ‘To begin with,’ said the Cape, ‘look at your toast.’


    Montague looked at the piece of toast in his hand. It looked like … toast.


    ‘Now really look at it,’ said the Cape.


    Monty looked again.


    ‘Concentrate,’ said the Cape. ‘Concentrate.’


    Montague screwed up his eyes and squinted hard at the toast. It looked a little darker than before, almost a little burnt. Or was that his imagination? He stared some more—this was hard. He put his free hand up to the side of his face and rubbed his temple. Suddenly, just at that moment, two red beams shot out of his eyes, one from each eye, and met right in the middle of the piece of toast. It burst into flames.


    ‘Ouch,’ he said, his fingers tingling. He dropped the now smouldering toast and stared in surprise at the Cape. The old man ducked.


    ‘Careful where you point those things,’ he said. ‘They’re powerful enough to cut through steel.’


    ‘Steel …’ Montague said thoughtfully, relaxing his gaze.


    ‘Yes, steel. Like the stuff they make safes out of.’


    ‘I think I’m beginning to understand,’ said Monty, ‘but do I have time for one more slice of toast before I go? And don’t worry,’ he added, rubbing his temple, ‘I can make it myself right here at the table.’
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    Over on the other side of town, in his large house at the end of a winding road, Lord Bentwordle was puzzled.


    The map was not hidden in his private safe, it was spread out across his dining-room table, the corners held down by a pepper pot, a bottle of tomato sauce, a sugar bowl and a large mug of coffee, to stop the map lifting in the breeze from the open window. Every time Bentwordle picked up the mug to take a drink, one corner of the map would flap up, and he’d have to straighten it out again. He could have fixed the problem by getting up and closing the window. But that would mean actually getting up from his chair, and that was something Bentwordle avoided whenever possible. Too much like hard work, and it made him break out in a sweat.


    He couldn’t get his henchmen to help either. He had sent Mick and Nick out to restock his pantry. He was running dangerously short of caviar, duck-liver pâté, blue cheese and apricots.


    He took a sip of coffee (bitter—just the way he liked it), smoothed the end of the map down, put the mug back in place, and stared once more.


    At the top of the page were just a few sentences, obviously written by old Arthur Macarthur himself:


    
      If you have this map in your possession, it will be because I revealed the location of the key to you after you promised to tear down the car park. But the clues on this map are so tricky that I am sure you will need my help to solve it. So remember that! If I am not happy with how the new garden looks with all its beautiful flowers, I will stop explaining this little puzzle to you.

    


    The rest of the page looked like this:
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    Great, Bentwordle thought as he stared at Arthur Macarthur’s map. He could hardly force Arthur Macarthur to help him now! He was going to have to work it out by himself.


    Start Here.


    Start where? And then go where? To somewhere called ‘Cheese & Pickle’?


    Bentwordle traced his fat finger along the direction of the arrows, from the very beginning, through Cheese & Pickle to The Best Seat In The House, then via Alley-Oops! to The South Pole (the SOUTH POLE??? Really??!!?), then via somewhere called Who Made It? You Made It! to You Are Powerless and then, at last, to Can You Dig It?


    At least the last one made some kind of sense. It suggested that the plates were buried somewhere and you needed to dig to get to them. But where?


    He sighed and took another sip of coffee. The corner of the map flipped up again. This was hopeless.
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    So far that morning Montague Towers had set fire to three pieces of toast, torched the morning paper, scorched the edge of the table and, most usefully, burnt a neat hole through the bottom of the cast-iron frying pan.


    Not very useful, of course, if you wanted to fry an egg, but very useful if you wanted to practise burning a hole in a steel safe door.


    ‘I think it’s time,’ said the Cape. ‘You know what to do.’


    Monty helped tidy up the kitchen, put the dishes in the rack to drain and left the Cape sitting in a chair in the lounge room reading a book about rats.


    Then he headed out for the long trip to Lord Bentwordle’s house.
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    Think, Bentwordle, think.


    Lord Bentwordle was on to his third cup of coffee, and he wasn’t making any progress at all.


    ‘Start here’ didn’t make any sense. And the rest of the stupid map made even less sense.


    A healthier man would have got up and started pacing back and forth in the room to help him think, but Bentwordle wasn’t the pacing kind. He was more the relaxing kind. So he leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.


    ‘Start here’ was something Arthur Macarthur had written down, so ‘here’ must have been where he was when he wrote it. Could it be as simple as his own house? Why not?


    But if I go to the house where he used to live, thought Bentwordle, what do I do next? What on earth is ‘Cheese & Pickle’? Mmmm … cheese and pickle …


    ‘Aargghh!’ Lord Bentwordle was hungry, and when he was hungry he didn’t think very well. He couldn’t wait for Mick and Nick to get back with the supplies. Meanwhile, this was getting him nowhere.


    ‘This is getting me nowhere,’ he said aloud, to no-one but himself. ‘It’s time to stop thinking and start acting.’


    He folded up the map, lurched to his feet and crossed the room to put the map away. It was indeed time to act, and he couldn’t think of anything better to do than go to Arthur Macarthur’s old house and start from there.


    But perhaps a morning nap might be a good idea first.
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    Like the Cape, Montague was going to need to take a taxi to Lord Bentwordle’s house, high up on the hill at the end of a winding road. It was too far to walk.


    He had enough money with him, and a little extra too. Enough, perhaps, for one of those nice doughnuts they sell at the grocery store in town. After that, he could catch a taxi at the taxi rank around the corner.


    He picked up his walking pace and headed for town. After all, if he were going to be burning holes through a safe with his laser vision, he needed to keep up his strength.
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    ‘I’ve got the pâté, the cheese and the caviar,’ said Mick. ‘What else was there?’


    ‘Apricots,’ said Nick.


    ‘Dried apricots or fresh apricots?’ asked Mick.


    ‘No idea,’ said Nick.


    They looked at each other for a moment, then spoke at the same time. ‘We’ll get both,’ they said in unison.


    When shopping for Lord Bentwordle, it was always best to buy more rather than less.


    ‘I’ll grab the apricots and pay for everything,’ said Mick. ‘You go and fetch the car and meet me out the front.’


    Nick was just leaving through the main entrance of the grocery store when a familiar-looking young man walked in. Nick stepped back to let him through, and their eyes met.


    ‘I know you …’ said Nick slowly. ‘Wait a minute, you were that guy … at the old school house. We were looking for that old fool, the Cape of Justice … STOP! Get back here!’


    Nick had yelled out ‘STOP’ because the curious young man, who was of course Montague, had turned tail and run off down the road. Nick hesitated for just a second and then he followed, running as fast as he could. If the boy was running off like that, he was sure to know something about the Cape. Something he was scared of telling them.
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    Montague ran down the main street as fast as his legs would carry him, all thoughts of doughnuts banished from his mind. How unlucky can you get? As he dashed round the corner he looked back, and the man in the heavy dark suit and the Hawaiian shirt was running after him, red-faced and sweaty, waving his arms and shouting.


    Montague veered left and ducked into a small side street. That turned out to be a really bad idea. It was a dead end. A small alley, with nothing in it but a rubbish bin. Monty turned around to see if he had been followed and, well, you know the rest, don’t you?


    The man in the suit was there. He decided to use one of his boots as a weapon. Monty took shelter behind the rubbish bin, and then he remembered the laser vision the Cape had given him that very morning.


    The rest was easy, and pretty impressive too. It was a great shot for someone not at all used to having laser vision, and Montague finally began to feel like a superhero as he ran out of the alley and headed back to the main road looking for a taxi.


    As he got to the corner, there was another man, almost identical to the first one and almost as big, wearing the same dark suit and Hawaiian shirt. This one was carrying a basket full of groceries and looking around anxiously. He caught Montague’s eye, and seemed slightly puzzled, and then looked away again.


    Monty hailed a passing taxi, and jumped in.


    After a little while, the taxi turned off the main road and began to wind its way up a steep hill, where the houses got grander and the gardens got bigger and large, shady trees dotted the lawns.


    At the very top of the winding street was the biggest house of all—a huge, red-brick pile in a densely wooded garden surrounded by a high brick wall.


    ‘This is the one,’ Montague said to the driver. ‘You can let me out here.’


    There was a gate set into the high wall, but it was an electric one, and for all Montague knew it was under surveillance too. It looked like some kind of highsecurity operation. So he walked along the side of the property, to a spot where the high wall was hidden a little by a tall, dense plane tree. That delivered some privacy while he scrambled up the wall and dropped over the other side, into Lord Bentwordle’s garden.


    Slowly and carefully, Montague made his way to the front door and tried the handle. Locked, of course. Time for the superpowers.


    He pressed his hand to the side of his head and stared at the lock just below the doorhandle.


    The lock began to glow, and turn a bright, angry red, and white smoke began to curl up from its edges.


    And then, as he stared and the bright red beams from his eyes focused on the brass lock, it began to melt, the molten brass dripping down the door like wax until there was nothing but a ragged, blackened hole where the lock had once been, and a golden stain running down the door to the floor.


    Monty turned the handle, pushed open the door, and found himself in a wide entrance hall with potted palms and a long bench seat.


    There were four doors leading off the hall, and he wondered which one he should try first. Suddenly, the choice was made a lot easier as a loud bellowing voice came from behind one of the doors.


    ‘What’s that burning smell?’ said the voice. ‘Is that you Mick? Nick? Are you back with the groceries? If you’ve burnt something in the kitchen, that’s coming out of your wages!’


    This was the moment.


    The moment to be brave.


    Three days ago, Montague had just been a rather helpful boy at the Home for Lost Children, with nothing more dangerous to worry about than tripping over a broom or chasing a mouse out of the pantry. Now he was about to confront a supervillain in his own home.


    Montague had laser vision, that’s true. But he also needed to be brave. The invisibility thing hadn’t worked that well, but this time, he told himself, it would be different.


    Monty pushed open the door and strode boldly into the room.


    There was a ridiculously large, red-faced man sitting in a huge chair in the centre of the room.


    ‘Lord Bentwood, I presume,’ said Monty.


    ‘Bentwordle,’ he replied, ‘and who the blazes are you?’


    ‘My name’s Towers. Montague Towers.’


    ‘And who’s Montague Towers when he’s at home? More importantly, what are you doing here in MY house? Explain yourself, you dolt.’


    Montague could feel the beads of sweat running down the back of his shirt. He thrust his hands into his pockets so Lord Bentwordle wouldn’t see how much they were shaking. But when he spoke, he spoke loudly and clearly.


    ‘Oh, it’s quite simple, Lord Bentwordle,’ Monty said. ‘I am a friend of the mighty Cape of Justice, and I’m here for the map.’


    There was silence for a moment. Monty heard a clock ticking in another room. It ticked five times.


    Bentwordle seemed lost for words. He stared wide-eyed at the intruder as soon as he heard the word ‘map’, and glanced nervously towards the picture on the wall. Then he narrowed his eyes and squinted. He cocked his head, as if he were thinking carefully about what he would say next.


    ‘A friend …’ he began slowly, almost as if he were talking to himself, ‘… of that old fool, the Cape of Nonsense. Come for the map, eh? Well, well, well.’ He rubbed one of his several red chins with his chubby red hand. ‘And what map might that be?’ he asked innocently.


    ‘You know exactly what map I mean,’ Montague said, trying to sound as confident and menacing as he could. ‘Arthur Macarthur’s map. The map your men took from the bank vault just yesterday. The map that leads to the hidden plates.’


    ‘Well now, aren’t you very well-informed indeed, young man, young Montague. Now tell me one more thing, since you are so well-informed. Where exactly is this map?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ replied Montague. ‘I thought you might tell me.’


    ‘Ha!’ bellowed Bentwordle. ‘Why on earth would I do that?’


    ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Montague said, ‘let me see. Let me see …’


    He rubbed two fingers along the side of his head and stared at the empty coffee mug on the table in front of Bentwordle. It took only moments to start smoking and then shatter into a hundred pieces, leaving only a small black scorch mark on the table.


    To say Bentwordle was surprised would be an understatement. He let out a yelp and stared at the spot where the mug had been. Then he turned his stare on Montague, a look so cold and full of hatred that it made the young man shiver.


    ‘More than a friend, I think, don’t you, Montague Towers?’ he said in a slow, threatening voice. ‘More than just a friend of that addled old codger. What’s he done then? Hired an apprentice? Some kind of super apprentice?’


    ‘Something like that,’ Monty said, ‘but enough about me. Tell me where the map is.’


    Monty could feel his face turning red. He was trying his best to look and sound confident even though he didn’t feel that way.


    There was silence in the room for several more seconds. Bentwordle and Montague stared at each other. The clock ticked. Lord Bentwordle didn’t even flinch, despite knowing just what those laser eyes could do. Then he replied with just one word, spitting it out between clenched teeth.


    ‘No.’


    ‘Well, then I guess we’ll do this the hard way,’ Montague said. He was sounding more and more like some kind of superhero in the movies. If only he felt that way.


    ‘Could it be here?’ he said, walking over to a cupboard and opening one of the drawers.


    ‘Or here?’ He lifted a heavy vase, and looked underneath.


    ‘Or here?’ He shuffled quickly through a pile of magazines, hardly bothering to look. It was time for the killer blow. He walked over to the wall, where a large picture of Lord Bentwordle himself was hanging. It was the same picture Bentwordle had glanced at nervously when Montague had first mentioned the map.


    Bentwordle leaned forward in his seat.


    ‘Or HERE?’ Montague said triumphantly as he pushed the picture sideways to reveal the wall safe hidden behind it.


    Bentwordle clapped slowly, four times.


    ‘Oh well done, Montague Towers,’ he said sarcastically. ‘Most impressive. You’ve found my safe. Oh, woe is me. All is lost.’


    ‘It soon will be,’ Monty replied confidently. ‘Don’t you worry about that.’


    But why doesn’t Bentnoodle seem too worried, Monty thought. Something’s not right.


    But having gone so far, Monty knew he had to keep going. Holding the picture out of the way with one hand, Montague held the other to his head, focused his laser vision, and neatly burnt a hole right through the combination lock of the safe. When the metal had stopped smouldering he swung the safe door open, reached in and pulled out a large bundle of papers.


    ‘Ha ha!’ he said triumphantly, as he rifled through the papers. ‘I have it now. House deeds, contracts, legal documents, stocks and bonds, plenty of banknotes—hundred-dollar notes, in fact—and, and, and … no map.’


    Montague had got to the last paper in the pile, and there was no map.


    No map.


    He looked back inside the safe. It was empty.


    ‘What now, Montague Towers?’ said Lord Bentwordle. ‘Take the money and run, I’d say. There must be five or six thousand dollars there, so you’d better take it and go.’


    ‘I don’t want your money,’ Monty said, dropping the bundle of papers and banknotes on the floor. ‘I’m no thief. I only want what I came for: the map. Now tell me where it is, or else …’


    ‘Or else … what?’ said Bentwordle, with a sneaky smile on his face. ‘What will you do, Montague Towers? Torture me? Kill me?’


    Monty stood there thinking. He thought long and hard, and came up with … nothing.


    ‘You’re one of the good guys, aren’t you?’ teased Bentwordle. ‘A friend of the Cape of Justice. You won’t even steal my money, and you expect me to believe you’ll zap me with those crazy eyes of yours if I don’t tell you where the map is? You’re too nice to do it!’


    Bentwordle said the word ‘nice’ as if it were the worst thing anyone could be.


    Monty had to admit, the criminal mastermind had a point. Bentwordle had realised Montague’s threats were empty. The young lad wasn’t going to hurt him, it just didn’t seem right somehow.


    But that didn’t mean Monty couldn’t keep looking. And so he did.


    Bentwordle sat there calmly as Montague searched everywhere he could think of. He burnt holes in every cupboard, he peered under floorboards and inside the fridge and the washing machine and the microwave. He pulled up carpet, he checked the bedroom wardrobes, he even crawled into the roof.


    An hour later, he was exhausted and he had found nothing. Superpower or no superpower, Bentwordle had called Montague’s bluff, and the young man was all out of ideas.


    ‘Well, don’t let me detain you, Montague Towers,’ said Bentwordle. ‘You’ll see yourself out, I imagine. Try not to burn anything else on your way out.’


    The only thing burning was Montague’s cheeks. He felt embarrassed and foolish as he slunk out and began the long journey home.
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    Back inside his ruined house, Lord Bentwordle struggled to his feet and walked across the room to the safe.


    ‘I’ll get you for this, Montague Towers,’ he muttered. ‘I don’t know what that old fool has done to set this up, but you’re on my list now, you meddling idiot. You’re on my list.’


    He closed the ruined door of the safe and reached up to straighten the painting. As he did, he ran his finger along the edge of the picture frame, feeling for a thin, very fine zip that ran the length of the frame. Opening it, he reached into the backing of the picture and pulled out the map.


    ‘Cheese and pickle,’ he mumbled as he headed back to his comfortable chair. ‘Cheese and pickle. Where are those fools with my groceries, anyway?’
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    As soon as he felt the familiar tingle in his fingers and toes, Montague’s heart sank. Instead of filling him with curiosity and excitement, the idea of a new superpower just made all the confidence drain out of him.


    He felt a sneeze coming on but he managed to supress it.


    ‘I’m a failure,’ Montague sniffed miserably. ‘I’m no superhero. I’m a super loser.’


    ‘Nonsense, my boy,’ the Cape said cheerily.


    The two of them were sitting in one of the classrooms of the Our Lady of Sorrows Home for Lost Children, getting ready for the day ahead. Three days down, three to go. The halfway mark of the big adventure.


    ‘Stop trying to cheer me up,’ Monty said grimly. ‘This has been a disaster.’


    It had all been such fun at the start, but now it seemed to Montague that he was just the wrong guy for the job. He was born a loser, he thought, and he’d stay a loser. And no matter what power the Cape had given him now, it wouldn’t turn him into a hero.


    Lord Bentwood or Bentworld or whatever his name was would get those plates and start printing millions of dollars in banknotes. He’d flood the country with them, and by the time he was done there would be so much money out there that it would be almost worthless. A loaf of bread would cost 150 million billion dollars and all the children at the Our Lady of Sorrows Home for Lost Children would starve, and they would have to beg on the streets, and Lord Bentnostril would drive past in a huge red car laughing.


    ‘Chin up, Montague,’ continued the Cape. ‘We all have bad days.’


    ‘But I’ve had three bad days,’ mumbled Monty, his chin buried in his hands as he slumped forward on the desk where he was sitting.


    The Cape got up from where he was sitting and shuffled to the front of the classroom, until he was standing right where Sister Josephine would stand when she taught the children reading and writing.


    ‘My dear boy,’ he said, ‘three days is nothing. Why, when I took on the murderous Macgruder gang of Milwaukee, I spent four days just trying to work out how to spell their name properly. Couldn’t even find them in the phone book. And then when I did, it was still wrong, and I finished up capturing a very pleasant chap called Rudy Magruder, who made teddy bears for a living and donated them to sick children in hospital. Awful fuss, that one …’


    ‘But what’s the point?’ Monty interrupted. ‘Sure you make mistakes sometimes, but at least you’re a real superhero. I’m not you! You keep giving me superpowers and I keep messing things up. It’s hopeless.’


    ‘Ah, but that’s just what it isn’t,’ said the Cape. ‘That is to say, hopeless is not what it is, or to put it another way, it isn’t not without what it is, um, I mean, what it is is not what you think it isn’t, if what it is is …’


    The Cape paused and scratched his head. ‘Oh dear, I think I’ve just confused myself again.’


    ‘I think you’re trying to tell me the situation is not hopeless,’ Montague put in helpfully.


    ‘Exactly, dear boy! It is not hopeless, so it is, therefore, well, hopeful.’


    ‘How is it hopeful?’ Monty grumbled. ‘I’ve failed at absolutely everything so far, and now Bentfinger has the map and he is probably on his way to find the plates right now.’


    ‘Yes, I see your point,’ said the Cape. ‘Maybe the situation is not that hopeful. But you still have to have hope. I can give you powers, but you need to bring the hope. Believe in yourself, dear boy! Believe in yourself, because … well, because, because, what else can we do?’


    Monty sighed. ‘I guess you’re right,’ he said, still doubtful.


    ‘Of course I am,’ said the Cape. ‘Now don’t you want to know about the new superpower I’ve just given you?’
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    Just at that moment, on the other side of town, Lord Bentwordle was reaching for a large red telephone on the table beside him.


    ‘Nick! Mick!’ he barked into the receiver. ‘Bring the car around … now!’


    He pushed his chair back from the table and staggered clumsily to his feet. It was time to continue the search.
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    ‘Arms by your side. Chin down. Push your shoulders back. Now run!’


    With the Cape of Justice watching intently, Montague started running awkwardly across the school playground, his arms tightly by his side and his chin tucked in. He felt like a complete idiot, and he probably looked like one too.


    There was a brick wall at the end of the playground—the children often played handball against it—and it was getting closer. And closer.


    ‘Okay, wait … wait … wait …’ called out the Cape, as Montague sprinted towards the brick wall. ‘Right, now … jump!’


    Montague hopped a couple of times, skipped, and then jumped, lifting both knees at once as if he were about to leap into a swimming pool. The wall was almost upon him now, and he braced himself for the impact.


    But Montague didn’t hit that wall.


    Instead, he shot vertically up the face of the wall like a torpedo until he was rising far above it, above the trees, swooping and gliding in little loops and dives.


    He could fly!


    He realised that he could use his arms once he was airborne, and by moving them a little to one side or the other he could steer himself pretty well.


    Wow! Now this was some kind of superpower! Monty remembered being a small boy, and Sister Gertrude pushing him on a swing in the school playground. Every time the swing got to the top, just before it began to come back down again, he felt the whoosh of the wind in his ears and a tingle in his stomach. That was exactly how it felt now, only it didn’t end like it did when the swing came back down. It just kept going, the whooshing and the tingling, and it felt like the whole world was laid out before him. He had never felt so free.


    Montague did a few low circles of the playground, looking down to see the Cape standing below him, waving each time he drew near.


    Eventually, by tucking his chin down, angling his shoulders towards the ground and bending his knees slightly, he got lower and lower until he was almost touching the ground. Then he spread his arms out wide, eased back gently … and fell head over heels onto the hard bitumen of the playground, rolling several times until he came to a stop in a jumbled heap. He had grazes on both his hands where he had tried to stop himself from tumbling, and a little tear in the knee of one trouser leg. He would have to work on the landings.


    The Cape ran over—well, let’s be honest, he sort of shuffled over, his old knees and hips creaking a little and his feet hardly leaving the ground with each step—to see if Montague was okay.


    ‘You’ll have to work on those landings,’ he said, ‘but otherwise, I think you’ve got the basic idea, young Montague. Well done.’


    ‘It’s fantastic!’ cried Montague. ‘This is the power I should have had all along!’ He was so excited after swooping through the sky that all thought of failure had disappeared. He couldn’t wait to get back up in the sky again.


    It was time for the Cape to tell him the plan.


    Without the map, the only thing Monty could do was follow Lord Bentwordle until he found the plates. But to do that, he had to move fast and stay out of sight. If Bentwordle saw him, he’d never lead Montague to the hiding place. So what better way to move quickly and stay where no-one could see you than to be up in the sky, hovering overhead, following Bentwordle’s every move as he used the map?


    Montague couldn’t see any way that even he could mess this one up. But there was one thing he was missing.


    ‘What about a cape?’ Monty asked. ‘If I’m a flying superhero, surely I need a cape?’


    ‘Whatever for?’ asked the Cape. ‘You can fly perfectly well without one. A cape is just for show. Real superheroes don’t need stuff like that.’


    ‘But you’ve got a cape,’ protested Monty. ‘You’re even called the Cape.’


    ‘Yes, indeed, but I still don’t need it to fly with,’ continued the Cape. ‘It’s just because mine is such a lovely cape, that’s all.’


    The Cape must have seen the look of disappointment on Montague’s face, because after a moment he relented. He pulled off his heavy cape—the same bright green knitted woollen one he had been wearing when he first knocked on Montague’s door, and had worn ever since—and draped it around the young lad’s shoulders.


    ‘Here,’ he said, ‘a cape from the Cape. It’s not, um, essential to the task, you know, but then again I’m sure it probably helps. You just knot these two thick cords around your neck, and when you fly you’ll have a bright green cape streaming out behind you. You’ll look fantastic.’


    Montague tied the cords in a double knot so they were nice and secure, and then tested it by doing a quick lap of the yard. The bright green cape billowed out behind him nicely. Now he felt like a hero.
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    Mick was driving, and Nick was beside him in the big red car. In the back, clutching a copy of the puzzling map, was Lord Bentwordle.


    They pulled up outside Arthur Macarthur’s old house, which of course belonged to someone else now. It had been sold long ago.


    So while Mick and Nick waited in the car, Lord Bentwordle waddled up the garden path and knocked on the door. After a few moments, it was opened by a tiny little woman with frizzy grey hair, a walking stick and a slightly worried expression on her face.


    ‘Yes?’ she said, a tremble in her voice.


    Lord Bentwordle wasn’t quite sure how to begin. Might as well jump right in, he thought.


    ‘Good afternoon, madam,’ he said brightly. ‘I wonder if you could direct me to cheese and pickle?’


    ‘I beg your pardon?’ she said. ‘You’ll have to speak up; I’m a little deaf.’


    ‘Cheese and pickle,’ Lord Bentwordle said a little louder and a little more slowly. ‘CHEESE AND PICKLE.’


    The woman’s eyes opened wider, and she gripped her walking stick tightly.


    ‘How dare you!’ she said angrily. ‘How dare you!’


    For a moment, Bentwordle thought he might have stumbled onto the next clue, judging from her very strange reaction. Cheese and pickle obviously meant something to her. She knew what he was talking about!


    ‘I need to know about cheese and pickle,’ he said.


    The little old woman lifted her walking stick shakily into the air, and then whacked Lord Bentwordle across the shoulder with it. She may well have been aiming for his head, but her aim wasn’t what it used to be.


    ‘How dare you!’ she said again, leaning back for a second go with the stick. ‘Go away!’


    ‘But, madam,’ he began again, and then he needed to step back quickly as the walking stick swooped through the air once more, this time missing by a good few inches.


    ‘Go!’ she snapped. ‘You dare to come to my door and ask a poor old woman like me if I need a tickle? The impudence! You should be ashamed of yourself! I most certainly do NOT need a tickle, and if you don’t go right now, I’m calling the police.’


    Lord Bentwordle retreated down the path, the old woman waving her stick after him, until he made it to the safety of the car.


    ‘Drive! Drive!’ he spluttered, as he settled into the back seat.


    ‘Silly old bag,’ he said to himself. If the starting point of the map was indeed Macarthur’s house, he had no idea what cheese and pickle might mean.


    But it had to start at his house, didn’t it? I mean, where else could ‘here’ mean? The old bank governor spent all of his time either there or at work, so …


    Hmmm …


    ‘Where are we going, boss?’ said Mick from the front seat.


    All of his time either there or at work, mused Bentwordle. And, in fact, the robbery that started all of this happened at the bank, not Macarthur’s home, didn’t it?


    Worth a try.


    ‘Take me to the Reserve Bank in town,’ he said, ‘and step on it.’
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    This is hopeless, Montague thought as he circled aimlessly around Bentwordle’s huge estate.


    He’d been flying in circles for over an hour and getting nowhere. Circling and waiting, hoping someone might return to the house. But the house was clearly deserted and the car was gone. What now?


    Monty was worried that he was already too late.


    He decided to fly back home and talk to the Cape. If he didn’t have a better idea, they were both doomed.


    Montague swooped through the trees surrounding Bentwordle’s house and then began following the road back through town to Our Lady of Sorrows Home for Lost Children.


    It was amazing to be seeing the whole town from the air—it looked so different from above. He gazed down over the main street as he passed it: the shops, the church, the local playground, the road filled with buses and bicycles and cars. Lots of cars, including an enormous red one that seemed to be travelling faster than all the others.


    Wait! An enormous red one? Could it be …?


    Montague swooped down closer.
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    Bentwordle’s car pulled up outside the Reserve Bank, and Bentwordle heaved his way onto the footpath, slamming the car door behind him.


    He marched up to the front door of the bank and pushed his way inside, ignoring the small, quick shadow that flitted over him as something swooped overhead. If he noticed it at all, perhaps he thought it was some sort of bird.


    He went over to the information desk, where a young woman was tapping away at a computer.


    ‘Excuse me, miss,’ Lord Bentwordle said in his politest tones.


    The young woman looked up from her computer and raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes?’


    ‘Cheese and pickle,’ said Bentwordle.


    The young woman raised both eyebrows.


    ‘I beg your pardon?’ she asked slowly, wondering if she should be calling security.


    ‘Cheese and pickle,’ said Bentwordle again, very slowly and carefully.


    She sighed, stopped typing, and let one of her fingers rest on the little button under her desk that summoned the security guards. She hadn’t pressed it yet, but she wanted to be ready, just in case.


    ‘Sir, this is a bank, you know. The Reserve Bank, in fact.’ She leaned forward and put on her best expression of concern. ‘Are you lost?’


    ‘I am aware of the nature of this establishment,’ snapped Bentwordle. ‘I was simply wondering whether cheese and pickle held any particular meaning for you.’


    ‘I know what it means,’ she said slowly, as if she were talking to a child. ‘I just don’t know why you keep saying it.’


    She stared at Bentwordle. He stared at her. There was silence for a few moments.


    ‘Why do you keep saying it?’ she asked. ‘If you’re looking for something to eat, there is a sandwich shop just down the road.’


    ‘I am not looking for something to eat, you silly girl,’ snapped Bentwordle, ‘I am trying to—’


    He stopped mid-sentence. A sandwich shop, just down the road. Could it be the next clue?


    ‘You’re trying to …?’ said the girl, waiting for him to finish his sentence.


    ‘Never mind,’ said Bentwordle. He turned away from the counter and headed for the door.
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    Montague looked down from his vantage point on the roof of the bank, and saw Bentwordle striding out into the street. So it was him! What a stroke of luck. Now what on earth was he up to?


    He was heading down the main street, his big red car crawling along slowly behind him. Montague flew from building roof to building roof and kept his eye on Bentwordle as he went. Now that he had found him, Monty wasn’t about to let him out of his sight.
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    A five-minute walk is really not that long, but Lord Bentwordle was red-faced and out of breath when he reached the door of the Lemon Tree Cafe.


    He pushed open the door, which set a little bell ringing from somewhere inside the shop. Then he leaned on the counter, wheezing slightly, with drops of sweat forming on his face.


    ‘Can I help you sir?’


    A white-haired old man in an apron appeared from a back room and looked with alarm at his customer.


    ‘Why, you look exhausted,’ he said. ‘You look like you’ve been walking for miles. Would you like a glass of water?’


    ‘No, that’s … no, I … I … I …’ gasped Bentwordle between deep lungfuls of air as he tried to regain his breath. ‘I want …’


    The old man went straight into the back room again, and emerged with a glass of water.


    ‘Here,’ he said, ‘drink this.’


    Lord Bentwordle steadied himself with one hand on the counter, and took several slow sips of the water. After a minute or two he had regained his breath enough to get out a few words.


    Oh well, he thought, all I can do is try again.


    He handed the glass back to the old man, who was still looking at him with concern.


    ‘Thank you,’ he said, ‘that was very kind.’


    ‘My pleasure. Now is there anything else I can do for you?’


    Bentwordle watched him closely as he said the next few words. ‘Cheese and pickle.’


    ‘Of course,’ the shopkeeper quickly replied. ‘White bread or brown.’


    Curses! thought Bentwordle. If this is some kind of secret code, this old fool knows nothing about it. I’m wasting my time here.


    ‘White or brown?’ repeated the old man.


    ‘Hmmm?’ said Bentwordle. His mind was far away, trying to work out what he could do next to decipher Arthur Macarthur’s crazy map.


    ‘You don’t get much call for this anymore,’ the old man was saying as he set out the bread and cheese on the bench, and reached for a rather old and crusted jar of mustard pickles.


    ‘Hmmm?’ said Bentwordle again, hardly paying any attention.


    ‘I said there’s not much call for this anymore,’ said the old man. ‘Cheese and pickle, I mean. Folks these days like their fancy sandwiches. You know, eggplant and chargrilled chicken with hummus; smoked salmon with dill and cucumber; three kinds of lettuce with tandoori lamb, that sort of thing. Everything’s so complicated …’


    The shopkeeper was chatting away freely now, without noticing that his customer wasn’t paying attention. ‘I guess you’ll be wanting white bread?’ he asked again.


    ‘Hmmm?’ said Lord Bentwordle, finally realising he was being spoken to. ‘Yes, yes, white bread …’


    ‘White it is,’ said the old shopkeeper, reaching for a couple of slices. ‘Cheese and pickle, coming right up.’


    The shopkeeper suddenly stopped, the cheese knife poised in the air over the block of cheddar. He squinted as if he were trying to see something, when really he was just trying to remember something. It’s funny how people squint when they are trying to remember, as if focusing their eyes better will help them peer into their own minds.


    ‘You know,’ he said after a moment, ‘Yes, I do believe you’re the first person to order a cheese and pickle sandwich for more than twenty years. One of my old regulars used to come in every day, regular as clockwork, and order a cheese and pickle sandwich. Always the same, every day. Good old Arthur. Who would have thought that …’


    ‘Arthur …?’ said Lord Bentwordle quickly, his eyes focused intently on the shopkeeper. The old man certainly had Bentwordle’s full attention now. ‘Arthur who?’


    ‘Ah, well may you ask,’ said the old man. ‘You haven’t by any chance heard of Arthur Macarthur, have you?’


    ‘Yes, of course I have, you fool. Why do you think …’ and then Lord Bentwordle stopped talking. He realised he was about to blurt out to the shopkeeper that Arthur Macarthur was the whole reason he was there, and that wouldn’t do at all. ‘I’m sorry,’ he went on, ‘I was thinking of something else. Arthur Macarthur, did you say? Wasn’t he that banker …?’


    ‘Yes indeed,’ said the old man, who seemed pleased that someone was finally interested in one of his stories. ‘Came to my shop every day, he did. Seemed like such a lovely chap. Never would have guessed he’d turn bad like that. I mean, one day he was just a normal person like anyone else, and then out of the blue—’


    Lord Bentwordle interrupted him again, trying to hurry the story along. ‘So tell me,’ he put in quickly, ‘what else did he do when he ordered his cheese and pickle sandwich? Where did he go? Did he say anything special?’


    ‘Well now, let me see,’ said the shopkeeper. ‘He used to order his cheese and pickle sandwich, like I said, and a cup of tea to go with it, and then he’d go and sit at that seat on the footpath out the front. He’d eat his sandwich, drink his tea, and then head back to the bank.’


    Lord Bentwordle looked out the front to where a small table and two chairs had been set up, under a tree on the footpath.


    ‘That’s it?’ said Bentwordle. ‘That’s all he did?’


    ‘That’s all,’ said the shopkeeper, a little surprised at the sudden interest, but happy to be sharing a story. ‘The best seat in the house, he used to call it. Liked to watch the world go by, I think, and … hey, where are you going? Your sandwich is almost ready. Wait!’


    Lord Bentwordle charged out the door as fast as he could waddle. He lifted up the chair and examined it closely. Nothing. He knocked the table over on to its side to check underneath: no messages, nothing written down, no clues. He set it back on its legs, and then sat down in the chair to think.


    The shopkeeper came out and set a plate down on the table with Lord Bentwordle’s cheese and pickle sandwich on it. Bentwordle paid no attention—he was peering intently at the curious map he had pulled out of the inside pocket of his jacket and spread out before him.


    ‘Cheese and pickle, best seat in the house,’ he said aloud, his pudgy finger tracing the lines on the map. ‘I am on the trail, I just know it. This must be the best seat in the house, right here. But what next? Alley-Oops? What could that mean?’


    Alley-Oops.


    Wasn’t that something you did in basketball? Throwing the ball high in the air so someone else could slam dunk it in the net?


    Bentwordle peered up and down the street. No basketball courts anywhere to be seen. It couldn’t be that. What else?


    Bentwordle decided to take it one word at a time. Alley. Well, that was easy. An alley is a small street, or a bowling alley. Oops. That was something you said if you made a mistake. He gazed around the street again.


    Directly opposite where he was sitting was a small laneway running between two shops.


    Could that be it?


    Lord Bentwordle finished his sandwich, slapped a couple of dollars down on the table, and hauled himself to his feet. He folded the map carefully, thrust it back into his jacket pocket, and decided to investigate.
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    Montague was a little bored now. Having the superpower of flight was such fun, but all he was doing was perching on a roof top watching a fat man eat a sandwich.


    Ah! Bentwordle was getting to his feet now, crossing the main road, and walking down a narrow alley between two buildings. Montague decided to flit across to the rooftops on the other side of the road to get a better view.


    As he took off and got a little higher, he could see that it was a very short alley. It went down the length of the shops, took a right-hand turn, and then finished in a dead end.


    What on earth could Bentweasel want down there?
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    Okay, thought Bentwordle, I’m in the alley. I’m in the alley and I’m walking. Now what? There’s no basketball ring here. Maybe it leads somewhere interesting. I’ll turn the corner and we’ll just see …


    ‘Oops!’


    Bentwordle let out the cry without even thinking, as he turned the corner and saw the sign on the wall of the building saying Dead End—No Through Road. His first thought was that he had wasted his time coming down here, it was clearly a dead end for clues. And then he suddenly realised what he’d said.


    ‘Oops!’ he repeated. ‘I just said “Oops”. As soon as I realised I had walked down a dead-end alley, I thought I’d made a mistake so I said “Oops”. I must still be on the trail.’


    He pulled out the map again to see what the next clue was. He started at ‘Start Here’ and traced the progress with his finger.


    Start Here, Cheese & Pickle, The Best Seat In The House, Alley-Oops! … The South Pole.


    Bentwordle was starting to get the hang of this now. Clearly, he wasn’t meant to go to the South Pole; that would just be ridiculous. So it would have to be something right here in the alley.


    This one wasn’t too hard. He looked around and realised that, right at the end of the alley, there were two light poles. One on the left, one on the right. Was one of them the south pole?


    Bentwordle looked up at the sky. It was after lunch now, so the sun was beginning to head down from the middle of the sky. So it was slowly setting, which meant he could work out which way was west, because everyone knows the sun sets in the west. The west was behind him, so the alley was facing east, and that meant the pole on the left was north and the pole on the right was south. Easy.


    He walked over to the pole on the right-hand side of the alley, and examined it closely.


    It was a pole.


    Now what?


    He pulled out the map and checked the next clue.


    Who Made It? You Made It!


    Hmmm. Could that mean he had made it to where the plates were? Were they inside the pole or something? No, it couldn’t be that, because there were still more clues to come.


    Who Made It? You Made It!


    Lord Bentwordle squatted down next to the pole, an exercise which took a great deal of effort. But he groaned and he puffed and he got down there eventually, his knees creaking under the weight.


    At the bottom of the pole was a small brass plate. There were a few words embossed on it. Lord Bentwordle leaned forward, as close as he could without toppling over, and he could just make them out.


    ‘Manufactured by Biggins, Small & Associates, Lot 15, 920 Kurong Avenue, Meadow Vale.’


    Okay, thought Lord Bentwordle, now I know who made it. But it wasn’t me, was it? What’s the point of a clue like Who made it? You made it!’ if I didn’t make it? Think, Bentwordle, think.


    All the clues had been fairly simple, so maybe this one was simple too.


    Who made it? Biggins, Small & Associates.


    You made it.


    Bentwordle repeated the last phrase out loud a few times. ‘You made it. You made it. You made it.’


    ‘Of course!’


    He slapped his hand against his forehead. It was so simple. It could only mean one thing.


    He wheezed and coughed and turned very red in the face as he struggled to his feet again, and began to shuffle back down the alley to where Nick and Mick were waiting in the car.


    When he got there, they were both snoozing, side by side, in the front seat. He rapped on the window and they both jumped as if someone had given them an electric shock. Then Mick scrambled out to open the back door for Lord Bentwordle.


    Bentwordle collapsed into the back seat and rested his weary head against the rich red leather.


    ‘We’re going to Meadow Vale,’ he said between puffs as he struggled to catch his breath. ‘Kurong Avenue … Number 920 …’
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    Montague was finally having some fun. He had watched Bentwordle make his way slowly back to his car, and now Monty was cruising through the sky, following the big red car as it sped along the highway out of town.


    He found he could keep up easily so he began to enjoy himself, swooping left and swooping right, climbing up several hundred feet until he was almost lost in some low clouds, and then diving back down towards the road to pick up the car again.


    This went on for ages, and Montague wasn’t even tired. They were many miles from the city now, and still the red car kept on.


    Soon there were only factories and farms, the road got narrower and straighter, and the red car kept on going.


    It turned left onto a slightly smaller road, and went on for a few miles before it turned right again. Monty kept following, confident that no-one would notice the little speck in the sky, and even if they did, they would never think that it could possibly be Montague Towers.


    It was getting dark now. Night couldn’t be too far away, and Monty started to wonder how well he would fly in the darkness.


    But just as he was beginning to worry about that, the red car turned off the road it was travelling down and onto a long gravel driveway. He swooped down lower to take a better look.


    The sign at the entrance to the driveway said:


    Biggins, Small & Associates


    Industrial Hardware & Lighting since 1923.


    Monty flew down the driveway in the direction the car had gone. He was flying a little too low now because as he swooped round a corner and past a row of trees, he suddenly found himself right above the car, and only thirty or forty feet off the ground.


    Bentwordle was just getting out of the car, and for some reason he looked up at the sky at just that moment. Montague caught his eye as he flitted past.


    Did he see me? thought Monty in a panic.


    [image: ]


    Lord Bentwordle slowly eased himself out of the back seat of his enormous car. It had been a long trip, and it was nearly dark. He had to work out those last few clues before it got too dark for him to see. He looked up at the sky to see how low the sun was getting, and just then something strange flew past.


    Was it a bird? Was it a plane?


    Bentwordle turned his head to get a better look, but it was gone. Probably some kind of bird.


    He looked in the opposite direction and, sure enough, a huge flock of ducks was passing overhead at just that moment, flying in a V-formation as ducks always seem to do when they are on a long journey.


    Bentwordle assumed what he’d seen a moment earlier was just a stray duck heading off to catch up with the rest of the flock.


    Is there such a thing as a green duck? he wondered.


    Turning his attention to the job at hand, he headed for the front door of Biggins, Small & Associates.
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    Montague had to get out of sight quickly, and he couldn’t risk heading straight for the roof of the building, as he might be too easy to spot. So he went for height. Pinning his arms to his sides so he looked like a rocket, he shot up vertically into the air, aiming for the safety of the low clouds above. No-one would see him if he just …


    Fflllthwwaack!


    There was a thump, then another thump, then a flash of white and something that sounded suspiciously like quacking, and Montague found himself shooting sideways across the sky, heading away from the factory and from Bentwordle. Then another thump as something collided with his head, and suddenly he could see nothing but a cloud of white feathers.


    It took him a moment to clear his head and work out what had happened. He had flown straight into a flock of ducks, and somehow he was all tangled up in them. There were dozens and dozens of them, all flying closely together in formation. And now Montague was being carried along by them.


    It’s the cape!


    The stupid ducks had gotten all tangled up in the knitted woollen cape he was wearing. There were at least four of them up there, their webby feet caught in the thick wool. Another one was attached to the shoelace of one of Monty’s shoes, and another had somehow got a leg caught in the sleeve of his shirt, but most of the problem was the cape. And they were carrying him along like a parcel.


    He struggled and squirmed but it only seemed to make matters worse. He was stuck fast, and he could only curse his bad luck yet again as the flock of ducks carried him further and further away from Lord Bentwordle and his search for the plates.
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    Lord Bentwordle knocked again. Still no answer. He was obviously too late—Biggins, Small & Associates was closed for the night. There were a couple of lights on somewhere inside the building, and the sign on the front was lit up too, but they must only have been on for security. There was definitely no-one inside.


    Now what? He pulled the map out of his pocket once more and looked at the next clue.


    You Are Powerless.


    Well, thought Bentwordle, I certainly feel powerless, standing here outside an empty building. The lights are on, but no-one’s home.


    He was getting closer, he just knew he was getting closer. He just had to figure it out.


    Bentwordle looked at the building, at the faint light coming from the windows.


    I am powerless, he thought, but the building isn’t.


    Could that be it? Did he have to make the building powerless for the clue to work? It was worth a try.


    ‘Mick! Nick!’ he bellowed, and his two henchmen came running over from the car. ‘Find the fuse box for this building, and turn the power off.’


    ‘Yes, boss,’ they both echoed, and quickly headed off around the building, looking for anything that resembled some kind of fuse box. Nick went one way, and Mick the other. It was Mick who found it, a sturdy, locked compartment high up on the side of the building, with a thick power line heading straight into it. And just to remove all doubt, it also had the word POWER in large black letters stencilled on it, and a large brass padlock.


    Mick hurried back to get Lord Bentwordle, and soon all three of them were standing in a huddle by the side of the building, pointing a torch from the car at the fuse box, which was several feet above their heads. Mick had a lock pick in his hand—a thin metal pin which could open any padlock—but he would never be able to reach that high up.


    ‘It’s too high,’ he said, gazing up at the box.


    Bentwordle turned on him. ‘Oh really? You don’t say? I would never have guessed if you hadn’t pointed that out, you idiot!’ he shouted. ‘Give me that pick, and the torch.’


    Mick handed them over silently. He couldn’t imagine how Lord Bentwordle was going to reach it if he couldn’t. He wasn’t at all prepared for what his boss said next.


    ‘Okay, now kneel down and let me get on your shoulders,’ said Bentwordle.


    Mick looked at his boss—a man the size of three normal people. He really meant it.


    Mick was quite strong for a henchman and very large himself, but could he really hoist such an enormous weight on his shoulders? Well, they were about to find out. Mick knelt down and braced himself.


    It wouldn’t be quite right to say that Lord Bentwordle clambered onto Mick’s shoulders, or even that he climbed up. He certainly didn’t hop or jump up either. The best you could say is that he sort of flopped up.


    It felt to Mick as if a giant, sagging sack filled with bricks had just been rolled on top of him. He could hardly breathe for a moment, and it took all of his effort not to collapse onto the ground like a chair hit by a falling piano.


    ‘Now stand up, and take me over to the fuse box,’ said Bentwordle, who was puffing himself from the effort of climbing up onto the shoulders of his henchman.


    It took three attempts and more strength than Mick knew he had, but finally he staggered to his feet and lurched over in the direction of the power box, zigzagging back and forth like a clown at a circus who was pretending to be dizzy.


    At least when he got to the side of the building he could brace himself against it as Bentwordle reached up to the fuse box.


    Well, he reached up anyway, but not quite as far as the fuse box. They still weren’t tall enough.


    ‘We’re not tall enough,’ said Bentwordle. He often criticised Mick and Nick for stating the obvious, but he wasn’t above doing that himself sometimes.


    ‘Nick!’ he bellowed. ‘Come over here!’


    Uh-oh.
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    Montague Towers was not really stupid.


    Perhaps he was just tired, or confused. After all, it’s not every day that you learn how to fly, spend hours swooping through the air, and then suddenly find yourself tangled up in a flock of ducks flying south for the winter. But whatever the reason, it took him a very long time to work out a way to get free from that flock of ducks. He felt like such a fool being carried along through the air, like a baby in a sling being carried by the stork. It was quite dark now, and he had no idea where he was or where he was heading.


    Montague couldn’t work out how far he’d been taken. After it had eventually it occurred to him that most of the ducks were attached to his green cape rather than him, it then took him a bit longer to gradually work away at the knotted cords around his neck until they were loose.


    He could only use one hand because there was a duck caught in one of his shirt sleeves. He fiddled and wriggled and worked at the knot until it gradually began to loosen, and then all of a sudden the green cape and Montague parted company.


    After that, it was easy. Well, relatively easy. The duck in his sleeve wriggled free with a little help from Montague. He kicked off the shoe that had a duck attached to it and saw it fall to the ground far below. Then he swooped up to where the green cape was still being towed along by the other ducks, flapping freely in the breeze behind them.


    There were plenty of ruffled feathers, a lot of angry quacking and even a few nips from their beaks, but after a few more minutes Montague freed the cape as well. The ducks resumed their tight V-formation and disappeared into the darkness and he was left alone, hovering in the night sky. He was cold, angry, hungry, thirsty … and now he only had one shoe.


    In the darkness of the night, Montague couldn’t see any landmarks at all to help him work out where he was. There was just a light burning in a small building below him, so he glided down to inspect it.


    As he got closer, he could see the sign on the front of the shop saying O’Keefe Family Bakers, Purveyors of Fine Cakes, Breads and Pastries. It made sense. Who else but a baker would still be hard at work late into the night? He was probably making the dough for tomorrow’s batch of fresh bread.


    Montague landed a little way down the road, slipped the Cape’s bright green cape on to warm himself up and hobbled, one shoe on and one shoe off, down the deserted street to O’Keefe Family Bakers and knocked on the door.


    ‘We’re closed,’ came a muffled cry from somewhere inside. Montague knocked again.


    ‘I said we’re closed! Come back in the morning.’


    ‘I need help,’ Monty called back, knocking again.


    ‘I don’t know where I am.’


    There was a faint sound of footsteps, a loud grinding noise as if a bolt were being drawn back, and then the front door opened a few inches. A man wearing a tall white baker’s cap slipped his head through the crack in the door and frowned. He had the longest nose Montague had ever seen, and little beady eyes that stared at his visitor with suspicion.


    ‘What do you mean, you’re lost?’ he began. ‘It’s very late, and …’


    He stopped, looked down his long nose at Montague in astonishment, squinted with his beady little eyes, and then opened his mouth as if to say something else. For a few seconds he just looked at the young man with his mouth open, and then he finally spoke, very slowly and suspiciously.


    ‘Where did you get that cape?’ he demanded. ‘I know that cape.’


    Of course. It suddenly dawned on Montague. There could only be one reason why he might have recognised that very unusual green cape.


    ‘FOSHCAP?’ Montague said carefully.


    ‘Sshhh!’ the man with the long nose hissed, looking quickly around. ‘Don’t say that so loud!’


    FOSHCAP. The Federation of SuperHeroes, Crimefighters and Pastrycooks. This man was clearly a pastrycook.


    The man leaned closer, so close that the tip of his long nose was almost touching Montague’s.


    ‘I asked you,’ he said slowly and a little threateningly, ‘about the cape.’


    ‘It belongs to a friend,’ Monty said. ‘He loaned it to me.’


    ‘Oh really?’ said the baker suspiciously, his head still poking out through the narrow gap in the doorway, and his nose sniffing the air for danger. ‘And what would that friend’s name be?’


    ‘The Cape of Justice.’


    ‘Sshhhhh!!!’ said the baker again, looking nervously around. ‘Don’t just go blurting it out!’


    ‘But you asked me,’ Montague said indignantly.


    ‘Never mind about that,’ he said, ‘just come inside away from the street where people can hear you.’


    The street was completely deserted so this all seemed a little silly, but Montague was new to this superhero stuff, so he just accepted it. The baker opened the door, ushered his visitor in and then locked it behind them both.


    The shop was small and warm and full of the smell of baking bread.


    ‘Sit over here,’ he said.


    He led Montague to a long, narrow bench with several stools tucked underneath.


    ‘Jack O’Keefe,’ he said.


    ‘No, actually my name is Montague Towers,’ Montague replied helpfully.


    ‘No, I’m Jack O’Keefe,’ he said, ‘of O’Keefe Family Bakers.’ He looked at Montague closely. ‘You’re not all that clever, are you?’


    Monty slumped down on one of the stools and put his head in his hands. ‘No, I’m not,’ he said gloomily. ‘I seem to be making a mess of everything.’


    ‘Now, now, don’t despair,’ said Jack. ‘You’d better tell me your story while I put the kettle on. We FOSHCAP members have to stick together, after all. You can start with how you know my old friend the Cape of Justice, and how he came to give you his famous green cape. Oh yes, and why are you only wearing one shoe?’


    As the night wore on and the wind rattled the windows of the little bakery, Monty worked his way through two cups of tea, three scones and a chocolate éclair, and told Jack O’Keefe the whole story.
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    ‘For goodness sake, hold still!’ bellowed Bentwordle. Nick was staggering back and forth, his knees shaking and his shoulders aching.


    Of course, you could hardly blame him.


    While Montague had been disappearing from the scene in a duck-powered direction, Bentwordle had been scaling new heights in his quest for the hidden printing plates.


    Mick was on Nick’s shoulders, and that alone would be enough to make anyone a trifle unsteady on their feet.


    But of course, the enormous bulk of Lord Bentwordle himself was arranged on Mick’s shoulders, who was on Nick’s shoulders, who was trying to stagger close enough to the fuse box on the side of the building for Lord Bentwordle to get it open and peer inside.


    At any moment, the whole crazy balancing act looked certain to collapse, bringing all three of them down into a hideous heap on the ground. It wasn’t helped by the fact that Bentwordle kept flailing his arms about, trying to get close enough to pick the lock of the fuse box.


    Each time they swayed close enough, he would no sooner get the pick into the padlock than Nick would stagger backwards, dragging Mick and Bentwordle away from the wall once more.


    This went on for several minutes, until finally they swayed back against the wall one more time, and Bentwordle reached out and grabbed the side of the fuse box with his left hand, which was also clutching the torch.


    He held on tightly, anchoring himself in place, while he used his right hand to push the pick back into the lock once more.


    He fiddled and fiddled and then, with a click, the padlock snapped open.


    Bentwordle unhooked the padlock and let it fall to the ground.


    ‘Ouch!’ yelped Mick as it bounced off his head, and, ‘Ow!’ yelled Nick as it struck his toe on the way down.


    This distraction nearly sent the three of them staggering away from the wall again, but Bentwordle held them fast in place. He opened the latch and lifted the cover from the fuse box.


    Then he carefully let go of the side of the box with his left hand so that he could aim the torch inside the fuse box.


    There were lots of little switches and buttons, but his eye was immediately caught by one very large switch right in the middle.


    Written above it were the words ‘Main building power’, and written below it were the words ‘Do NOT switch off under ANY circumstances’.


    You Are Powerless, he thought.


    Lord Bentwordle flicked the switch to ‘off’. As he did, two things happened almost immediately.


    First of all, a tiny slip of paper that had been lodged behind the switch fell out of the fuse box and began to flutter slowly to the ground.


    Instinctively, Bentwordle let go of the power switch, which immediately flicked back to the ‘on’ position again, as if it were spring-loaded. He reached out to try and catch the fluttering paper, and that’s when the second thing happened.


    His sudden movement sent Mick wobbling and Nick stumbling and all three of them staggering and the torch fell from Bentwordle’s hand and hit Mick on the ear before hitting Nick on the nose and Nick had a particularly sensitive nose and so he started hopping from foot to foot and you can’t hop from foot to foot when you have the weight of two people on your shoulders especially when one of them is Lord Bentwordle and so the laws of gravity finally took control and the whole teetering column of Bentwordle and Mick and Nick came crashing down as it had to sooner or later. The only surprise was that it hadn’t been sooner.


    In the crashing, confusing mess of arms and legs that followed, Nick whimpered and rubbed his aching back, Mick groaned and massaged his poor shoulders, and Bentwordle struggled for breath and looked wildly around in the darkness.


    It was Bentwordle who came to his senses first. He had fallen further than the other two, of course, but he had something to break his fall—he had landed on them both.


    ‘Find the torch!’ he gasped. ‘And then find that piece of paper!’
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    ‘That’s some tale,’ said Jack O’Keefe as Montague’s long story came to an end. ‘I suppose you’d better use my telephone and give our friend, the Cape, a call. Besides, I’d love to hear his voice after so many years.’


    ‘But that’s the thing,’ said Monty miserably. ‘He’s at the Home for Lost Children, and there’s no phone there. So I can’t even call him and ask for help.’


    ‘I see,’ said Jack. He paused and thought for a moment, then rubbed his hands together briskly, as if he were preparing to knead a huge lump of dough. ‘Well in that case, we’d better get our thinking caps on. Now what did you say that place was called?’


    ‘Biggins, Small & Associates.’


    ‘You know, I do believe I’ve heard of them, I’m sure I have.’


    He got up from the table, shuffled over to a bookshelf in the corner, and took down a large folder stuffed with paper. Setting it down on the table, he began flicking through the pages. He leaned in so close that each page brushed the end of his nose as he turned it over.


    ‘Aha!’ he said after a moment. ‘I knew it!’


    Montague peered over Jack’s shoulder at the paper he had pulled out of the folder. It looked like this:
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    ‘See!’ said Jack triumphantly. ‘I knew I had heard of that name! It was a while ago now, but I remembered because it was such a big order.’


    He took a closer look at the invoice.


    ‘Hmmm,’ he said, rubbing the side of his nose thoughtfully. ‘Meadow Vale. I seem to recall that’s quite a long drive from here. Not surprising, really, since we are the best bakery for miles around, but I remember thinking that I should have charged more for delivery. It’s a very long drive.’


    ‘No time for that, I’m afraid,’ Montague said, getting up from the table and flicking the last of the chocolate éclair crumbs from his trousers. ‘There’s not a moment to lose. If you can just point me in the right direction, I’ll fly there in a fraction of the time.’


    Jack O’Keefe looked at the young man a little sceptically, but Montague was determined to use his superpower. He still had a chance to prove himself if he could get back there while Bentwordle was still at the factory. There was something going on there, he just knew it.


    So eventually the baker took a large street directory down from the bookshelf and looked up Meadow Vale, and then ran his finger down the map until he got to Kurong Avenue.


    ‘There!’ he said. ‘You see how close it is to Meadow Vale railway station? That should make it fairly easy. Come outside with me, and I will show you how to get to the local train station here—it’s not too far at all. Then you just follow the train line all the way. You can’t miss it!’


    It was still very dark outside, so Monty followed closely as Jack led him down the road towards a bank of dark, swaying trees. Halfway there, Jack suddenly tripped over something in the road, and stopped to pick it up. It was a shoe.


    ‘Aha!’ said Monty. ‘My shoe!’


    Things were looking up. As he put it back on, Jack pointed at the trees ahead of them.


    ‘Straight up in the air over the trees, then keep going until you come to a river. Cross the river and the station is on the right.’


    ‘What could be easier?’ Monty replied.


    ‘I wish you the very best of luck, my boy,’ said Jack, thrusting a small paper bag into Monty’s hand and tying the green cape around his shoulders once more. ‘Watch out for ducks.’


    There were two lemon tarts and an apple slice inside the bag.


    ‘For the trip,’ Jack went on. ‘Now don’t forget to say hello to my old friend the Cape of Justice when you see him. Just tell him Jack the Baker said hello—he’ll know who I am. After all, I don’t know when I’ll get to see him again.’


    Montague shoved the bag of pastries into his trouser pocket, gave a quick salute to Jack (he thought that’s what superheroes probably did, especially to fellow members of FOSHCAP) and shot straight up in the air.


    He hovered over the bakery for a moment or two just to get his bearings and to look out for any passing ducks, and then he leaned forward, picked up speed and started to head towards the trees.


    Wheeeee!


    Montague made it past three trees, the leaves rustling just below him, before something went wrong. One minute he was zipping effortlessly over the landscape, the green cape flapping behind him and the cool air nipping at his face.


    The next minute it was as if someone had turned the engine off, and he was tumbling and falling, his arms flailing and his legs pedalling madly until he landed with a thump in a green, leafy bush by the side of the road.


    Montague was just getting painfully to his feet and checking for damage when he heard footsteps behind him. He turned to see Jack heading his way.


    ‘Montague! Are you okay?’ Jack cried as he came closer. ‘I was watching you as you headed over the trees and then suddenly you just dropped like a stone. What happened?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ Montague said, reaching into his pocket to see if the lemon tarts and the apple slice had survived. He peeked into the bag, only to realise he now had something that looked more like a lemon and apple crumble.


    ‘I was going just fine, and then it was as if I had suddenly lost my powers. I don’t understand.’


    ‘I do,’ said Jack. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a heavy old fob watch. He glanced at it, and then turned it around and showed Montague the face.


    ‘Two minutes past midnight,’ he said glumly. ‘It’s the end of the day. Didn’t you say your special powers only lasted for a day?’


    Of course! How could Montague forget that basic rule? He felt like the worst superhero in the world! Wasn’t there anything he could do right?


    Just as he was starting to feel really sorry for himself, Jack put one arm around Montague’s shoulders and led him back in the direction of the bakery.


    ‘What now?’ Monty said miserably. ‘Even if I get back to the factory and it’s not too late, I haven’t got any powers. There’s nothing I can do to stop Bentwordle … nothing.’


    ‘Well now,’ said Jack, ‘that’s a discussion for the morning. Tonight, you need some sleep.’


    ‘And tomorrow?’ Monty asked, as they walked back towards the bakery.


    ‘Tomorrow, first thing,’ we’ll take a trip all the way into town, and I’ll get a chance to catch up with my old friend the Cape—a little sooner than I imagined.’
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    Lord Bentwordle was sitting on the ground, a torch in one hand and a tiny slip of paper in the other.


    He knew that piece of paper had to be the last clue, the final message that all the other clues had led to.


    He thought back to every step along the way: the cheese and pickle sandwich, the best seat in the house, the dead-end alley that seemed like a mistake at the time, the south pole with the message about who had made it, and then finally the clue about being powerless. That left only one clue on Arthur Macarthur’s crazy map:


    Can You Dig It?


    Bentwordle had worked out quite a while ago that the banknotes printing plates had to be buried somewhere, and this little scrap of paper had to be the final clue to where that was. But what did it mean?


    He shone the torch at it and read it aloud for the fifteenth time.


    He got into the factory after he ate four times.


    Then he needed some room to sleep.


    He chose the one spot that promised a clean getaway.


    And finally, the answer was read.


    Bentwordle was tempted to send Nick and Mick back into town to buy four huge meals for him to eat. That way, he could say that he ate four times and that should help him get into the locked factory. But there were three problems with that.


    The first problem was that his two henchmen were still lying on the ground, moaning and rubbing their backs and their legs after they had all collapsed. They were really in no condition to go anywhere at the moment.


    The second problem was that, even if they made it into town, there were no shops open at this time of night where they could buy food anyway.


    But the third problem was the biggest problem of all. The third problem was that Lord Bentwordle knew Arthur and his crazy clues too well by now. It couldn’t be so simple as eating four times to get into the factory. It had to mean something else.


    But what?


    With plenty of huffing and puffing and groaning, Bentwordle staggered to his feet and headed to the factory entrance. The big double doors were firmly locked. He shook them … nothing.


    Using the torch to guide him, Bentwordle began to walk slowly around the outside wall of the factory, and it wasn’t long until he got to another, smaller door. It looked like the kind of door only the factory staff would use, or people making deliveries. He shook the handle … locked.


    Then as he moved off again, the light from his torch just caught the edge of a small keypad next to the door. It was the kind of thing you punched numbers into, like a code, to unlock a door. Bentwordle stopped in his tracks.


    ‘This must be it,’ he said aloud. ‘Come on, Bentwordle, think.’


    He got into the factory after he ate four times.


    Ate four times.


    Or, to put it another way, 8 four times.


    ‘I’m on your wavelength now, Macarthur!’ cried Bentwordle with glee.


    He reached out with one of his pudgy fingers and punched the number 8 into the keypad four times. There was a faint buzzing noise and a click. He took hold of the doorhandle and turned it again, and sure enough, it opened first time. He was in!


    Bentwordle stepped through the doorway and found himself in a narrow hallway heading off in two directions. He turned left and shone his torch back and forth to get a good view. The corridor ran about twenty metres, and then turned right. On the wall of the corridor near the turn was a sign saying Main showroom and factory floor this way.


    He turned back and pointed his torch in the opposite direction. Heading this way, the corridor went about thirty or forty metres, and ended in a set of stairs heading down to some kind of basement. There was a sign above the stairs saying Staff facilities and Rest Room.


    Bentwordle thought back to what was written on the piece of paper.


    Then he needed some room to sleep.


    Room to sleep. Rest Room.


    He headed for the stairs.


    Down in the basement was a large lunch room filled with tables and chairs. In the corner was a door marked Rest Room. He went inside.


    Now what?


    He chose the one spot that promised a clean getaway.


    And finally, the answer was read.


    Bentwordle needed to find the one spot that promised a clean getaway. A clean getaway?


    Inside the rest room were four toilet cubicles, some handbasins and paper towels, and one last, slightly larger cubicle in the corner marked Shower.


    ‘Well,’ said Bentwordle out loud, even though there was no-one else in the room with him, ‘I suppose if you wanted the cleanest possible getaway you’d use the shower.’


    He pushed open the door to the shower cubicle. Inside was a shower. That was all.


    Hmmm.


    Think, Bentwordle, think.


    The floor and walls were all tiled. Multicoloured tiles, each one a different colour. Blue and brown and green and yellow and …


    A light bulb went on in Bentwordle’s head.


    ‘Ha!’ he cried. ‘Too easy, Macarthur, too easy! Finally, the answer is read, eh? Red!’


    He ran his torch around the room, and counted three or four red tiles. Leaning against the wall for support, Bentwordle prised off one of his heavy, muddy boots and began hammering on the first red tile. His boots had thick leather soles with hobnails, and soon the tile began to crack and then splinter and then Bentwordle could prise it away from the wall and check underneath it. Nothing! Three red tiles later, when the floor was covered with broken pieces of tile, he found it. Halfway up the left-hand wall. It only took a few minutes of fiddling and scratching to prise the last of the red tiles away from the wall. Behind it was an envelope.


    A few moments later, Lord Bentwordle was sitting at one of the tables in the staff lunch room, using the thin yellow light from his torch to read the letter that was inside the envelope.


    
      Congratulations!


      If you are reading this, you have followed all of my clues, and I am about to tell you how to find the Warbley printing plates.


      Sadly, the fact that you are reading this probably means I am either dead, or still locked up with no hope of using these plates myself, which is why the opportunity has fallen to you to become fabulously wealthy.


      You are probably wondering why a respectable bank governor like me stole these plates in the first place.


      But I ask you—why shouldn’t I be the one to get rich?


      After all, I’ve been responsible and sensible all my life, and where did it get me? No pay rise for thirty years, never a holiday, no friends, just day after day looking after other people’s money.


      And then, to top it all off, the bank ruined my beautiful garden, the one great joy of my life.


      Barbarians! Wreckers!


      With these plates, I planned to make them irrelevant, to take away their power for all time. I would be the one with the power, the power to put as much money as I liked into the world. Now, that power will be yours. I trust you will use it wisely. Use it to help those whose gardens are ruined, whose dreams are destroyed, who work their whole lives without recognition or reward.


      Anyway, enough of that. You just want to know where they are, don’t you?


      After I’d buried them safely where no-one would find them, it was so easy and so much fun for me to make up my little set of clues, and then it was even easier to slip down into the lunch room at Biggins and Small and hide this letter you have in your hands right now. After all, since I had been looking after their payroll and their bank accounts for years, I knew the place rather well.


      So, the plates …


      Outside this very building you are in right now is a pathway that leads down to the woods. It’s a lovely walk—plenty of violets and daffodils when the season is right. If you follow that pathway for a few hundred yards, deep into the woods, you will find a little cabin.


      It used to be some kind of cafe or kiosk, but it’s been empty for years, abandoned. The windows are gone and the door is broken, so nothing will be easier than wandering in, pulling up the floorboards right near the old fireplace, and removing what’s in there.


      And what’s in there, of course, is the Warbley plates. The key to your fortune.


      You’ve done well to follow all of my little clues. Now go and get your reward!


      Best wishes,


      Arthur Macarthur.


      Bank Governor & Bank Robber.

    


    A short time later, Bentwordle stumbled out into the night and roused his two henchmen. He was exhausted, he was hungry, but he was happy. The last piece of the puzzle was in place. Right now, though, he needed food, he needed rest, he needed some tools to work with and he needed some light to see by.


    ‘Back to the car, lads,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow, we need to be back here with a crowbar, a shovel and a couple of hammers. Tonight, I need a steak, a huge plate of chips and the largest chocolate mousse you’ve ever seen. We’re celebrating!’
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    The bakery van trundled down the road, with Jack O’Keefe urging it forward just as fast as it would go. Which, sadly, was not very fast at all. Even without a load of bread and pastries on board, the little van chugged along noisily, grey smoke belching from the exhaust while the empty bread trays rattled and Montague drummed his fingers nervously on the doorhandle.


    It was so frustrating knowing that Bentwordle was out there somewhere, on the trail of the missing plates, and there was nothing Montague could do.


    It should have been a pleasant trip—the sun was shining, the road was clear of traffic and birds were in the air, but Montague was terrible company. All he could think of was what a terrible superhero he had turned out to be. And besides, the birds were probably just more of those pesky ducks.


    After a while he closed his eyes and tried to think of something else to make the time go quicker. Which is why he was quietly daydreaming about what it had been like to fly high above the world when the O’Keefe delivery van finally trundled up the driveway of the Home for Lost Children.


    Jack climbed out from behind the steering wheel and headed up the path.


    ‘Come on, lad,’ he said, ‘no point in sitting here.’


    Montague opened his eyes in surprise, and then quickly jumped down onto the path and followed Jack.


    Before they could even knock, the door was flung open and out strode the Cape, a look of complete astonishment on his face and his arms flung open wide.


    ‘Jack O’Keefe!’ he cried. ‘If it isn’t my old friend Jack.’


    ‘I’m surprised you remember me,’ Jack called back as they drew closer. ‘It’s been thirty years or more.’


    ‘Oh, I’d never forget that nose of yours, Jack,’ said the Cape, hugging his old friend. ‘Not to mention those wonderful scones of yours! Now how did you ever find me? You must have …’


    The Cape paused as he looked over Jack’s shoulder and saw Montague trailing along the path, dragging his green cape behind him. A look of surprise crossed his face, followed shortly after by a look of worry. Then the surprise and the worry were both replaced by a sort of rueful smile.


    ‘Ah, I see you’ve met my … protégé, said the Cape.


    ‘Met him?’ laughed Jack. ‘Well, you could say he dropped in on me, I suppose. I think I rescued the poor chap. He’s been having rather a tough time of things lately.’


    ‘I’ve let you down, Cape,’ Monty said miserably.


    ‘Nonsense, lad,’ replied the Cape. ‘Let’s all go inside and you can tell me everything.’
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    While Montague had been making his way back home in Jack O’Keefe’s van, Bentwordle had been wasting no time.


    He got out of bed as early as he had ever done in his entire life. Ten o’clock. To anyone else, that’s a very lazy start to the day, but Bentwordle was a very lazy man. To him, it felt like dawn. He rolled his huge, well-padded body out of his huge, well-padded bed and dressed for a day of digging and discovery. He wore a big woolly jumper, some thick, strong trousers and a pair of stout hiking boots. Just the ticket, he thought, for tramping through forests and prising up floorboards.


    He roused his two bleary-eyed henchmen, who had got used to late starts while working with Lord Bentwordle, and told them to fill the trunk of the car with a wheelbarrow, a pick, a shovel, a crowbar, three hammers, two big canvas sacks and a folding chair. The chair, of course, was for Lord Bentwordle to sit on while Nick and Mick did all the work.


    As they drove back to the woods behind Biggins and Small, Bentwordle wasn’t expecting any trouble at all in this final step on the path to success, but of course life doesn’t always give you what you expect.


    Mick parked the car in the Biggins and Small car park. The factory was open for business now and a few of the staff were heading in through the main doors to work. A large delivery van was parked nearby, with two men unloading boxes and boxes of light globes.


    No-one paid too much attention to Bentwordle and his men as they headed down the path into the woods. Nick was pushing the wheelbarrow, which was loaded down with all the tools.


    The first sign that something was not quite right came just a few seconds into their walk.


    They had barely headed down the path when they were passed by three men heading the same direction as them. The men quickly overtook Bentwordle and his cronies, who were travelling quite slowly to prevent Nick from tipping over the heavily laden wheelbarrow. The men disappeared around a corner on the winding path.


    That’s strange, thought Bentwordle. What are they doing heading down this deserted path that leads to an abandoned cabin?


    He thought exactly the same thing a short time later, when two more men hurried past them. And again just seconds later, when a woman with a large wicker basket did the same thing.


    Finally, Bentwordle pulled up sharply and rubbed one of his many chins thoughtfully when a woman appeared before them coming back from the direction he was heading, carrying a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and a plastic bag full of groceries in the other.


    This did not look good.


    All of Bentwordle’s worst fears were confirmed a minute later, when he rounded another corner in the pathway, and the abandoned cabin came into view.


    Except it wasn’t abandoned anymore.


    Painted a lovely pale blue with a dark blue roof, and white curtains in the windows, the cabin sported a large sign just above the door saying Forest View Cafe.


    There were five sets of tables and chairs in a little clearing in front of it, with people were sitting in some of them, shaded by the low-hanging willow trees and enjoying a morning coffee and reading the newspaper. The sound of trickling water from a nearby creek could be heard in the background.


    ‘What a lovely place,’ said Nick, pausing to rest and setting down the handles of the wheelbarrow.


    What a disaster, thought Bentwordle as he watched the customers going in and out of the cafe. How am I going to dig up the floorboards of a place that’s full of people?


    Obviously, a lot of things had happened while Arthur Macarthur had been in jail, and one of them was that the abandoned cabin where he’d buried the plates was now a very popular little cafe, especially with the staff from the nearby factory. It was doing a roaring trade, which was wonderful for the owners but not so good for Lord Bentwordle.


    This calls for some quick thinking, thought Bentwordle.
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    ‘This calls for some quick thinking,’ said the Cape of Justice to Jack and Montague. He’d heard the whole story by now, and he knew his archenemy was well on the way to finding the plates.


    ‘So what do we do?’ Monty asked. ‘By the time I get back to the factory in Jack’s van we will have lost most of the day in the chase.’


    ‘But back to the factory you must go,’ said the Cape decisively. ‘It’s a risk, but it’s our only hope. It’s where you last saw Bentwordle, and so we just have to hope we can pick up the trail from there. The sooner the better …’


    ‘But Montague is right,’ added Jack. ‘My old van is reliable, but it’s hardly quick these days. It will be hours and hours before we get to the factory, and the trail will be cold.’


    ‘Mmmm,’ mumbled the Cape, ‘I suppose it must be, then. Yes, it probably must be.’


    ‘Must be what?’ Montague asked.


    The Cape clapped his hands together decisively, and jumped up from the table.


    ‘Come on, both of you. Outside! Back to the chase!’
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    ‘In the name of the Cape, I empower you!’


    The familiar tingling spread through Montague’s fingers and toes. He was getting used to this now. He didn’t even sneeze this time.


    ‘Let me guess,’ he said. ‘It can’t be flying again because you’ve already given me that. But it must be some kind of power that speeds me up, to get back to Bondweazle.’


    ‘Not just speed, my lad,’ said the Cape. ‘Super speed—that’s the ticket!’


    ‘Super speed?’ Monty said.


    ‘Exactly!’ said the Cape, getting more enthusiastic by the minute. ‘Now you must be very careful, of course. Super speed will get you back to the factory in a flash, but stopping is always the hardest thing, as I recall.’


    ‘You can say that again,’ said Jack. ‘Remember that day you chased those bank robbers down a dead-end street?’


    ‘Which bank robbers? What street?’ asked the Cape, looking just slightly embarrassed.


    ‘You remember,’ went on Jack. ‘It was the Borrow Brothers, in that stolen car. You were using your super speed to catch them. And then they did a quick turn at the end of the street and you just kept going.’


    ‘I’m sure I don’t recall,’ said the Cape quickly, ‘and anyway, we don’t have time for this trip down memory lane.’


    But Jack wasn’t to be discouraged.


    ‘You must remember,’ he said. ‘You smashed through three houses, knocking down walls and breaking windows, until you finally came to rest against a huge tree. And even then, you left a Cape of Justice-sized dent right in the trunk.’


    ‘And you want to give me super speed?’ Montague said nervously. ‘Me? I’ve messed up almost every other power so far.’


    ‘Nonsense,’ said the Cape. ‘You just have to remember that when you want to stop, you have to press back on your own nose with one finger. Try it!’


    Deciding to give it his best try, Monty followed the Cape down the path away from the home.


    ‘Let’s start with something easy,’ said the Cape. ‘See that tree over there?’


    ‘That one there?’ Monty asked, pointing to a small bush a few metres away.


    ‘No, no,’ said the Cape, ‘that’s too close. You’d be pressing your nose before you even set off. No, I mean that one.’


    Montague looked in the direction of the Cape’s pointing finger, towards a huge pine tree way down at the end of the driveway.


    ‘The one near the front gate?’ he said.


    ‘That’s the one. Now when I say go, I want you to run towards it as fast as you can. When you get to it, just press the end of your nose.’


    ‘But what if I—’ Monty began.


    ‘GO!’ shouted the Cape.


    Montague jumped, and almost instinctively began to head for the tree. Before he even realised what was happening, the tree was looming up on him with astonishing speed. He quickly touched his nose and pulled up just inches away from the bark.


    ‘Woo hoo!’ he yelled. ‘It works!’


    He turned around and sped back to the Cape, pulling up neatly right in front of him with a whoosh of air.


    ‘Of course it works,’ said the Cape of Justice. ‘You’re a natural. Now I want you to head back to that factory just as fast as you can, and see if you can pick up the trail of Lord Bentwordle. Remember, you only have one more day and one more power left after this!’


    ‘What will the last power be?’ asked Montague.


    ‘Have confidence, my boy!’ said the Cape. ‘Perhaps you won’t even need it. If you can find Bentwordle today, you can get the plates before him, and we’ll have foiled the plot. We’ll all be celebrating by tea time!’


    Monty sighed, but then he took a deep breath and gave himself a good talking to.


    Come on, Montague. You can do this. It’s up to you.


    ‘You’re right,’ he said aloud. ‘I’ll get those plates and then we can destroy them.’


    The Cape clapped Montague on the back encouragingly. ‘That’s the spirit,’ he said. ‘Bring them back to Jack’s bakery once you’ve got them. We’ll all meet there for a big celebration.’


    With a shrug and a smile, the young man disappeared back down the road like a bullet.


    ‘Now, my old friend,’ said the Cape, ‘perhaps we need to go straight to your bakery and wait. I seem to recall you make the best cream buns I’ve ever tasted.’
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    An experienced criminal mastermind is never short of ideas. Lord Bentwordle wasn’t about to let something as trivial as a cafe full of staff and paying customers stand between him and untold riches.


    So this is what he did.


    First of all, leaving Nick and Mick waiting outside, Bentwordle strolled right into the cafe, bold as brass, and ordered a hot chocolate. While he was waiting, he looked around casually until he saw the fire place. Or at least, it used to be the fire place. It was boarded up now, and in front of it stood a new professional gas oven—just the thing for baking the scones and pies the cafe served to its customers.


    Perfect, he thought.


    Leaving the cafe, he set up his folding chair a few feet away from the path, hidden from prying eyes by a thick clump of ferns. Then he sipped his hot chocolate and waited.


    He waited while Mick and Nick wheeled that wheelbarrow of tools back to the car, and loaded it back into the boot.


    He waited while they drove all the way back into town, to visit a specific store he had directed them to.


    He waited until they returned, parked the car, got out the wheelbarrow again and loaded it, not with tools this time, but with three small cardboard boxes.


    He waited until they wheeled their wheelbarrow back to where he was sitting, and then he looked carefully at the three boxes.


    Printed on the first box was the word dynamite.


    Printed on the second box was the word fuses.


    Printed on the third box was the word pork pies. (Well, alright, two words.)


    Then he sat back in his chair with the pork pie box opened in his lap, and worked his way through its contents while Mick and Nick went about executing his plan.


    They got off the beaten track and snuck through the woods to the back of the cafe.


    The back wall had no windows, just a small, locked roller door where the cafe’s barrels of ginger beer and lemonade were delivered.


    No-one noticed as Nick crouched down and placed one—just one, mind you—stick of dynamite on the ground next to the roller door.


    Mick knelt down beside him and carefully tied the fuse wire three times around the stick of dynamite. Nick pushed some leaves and twigs over the dynamite to cover it.


    Then they walked slowly back through the woods to Lord Bentwordle, unrolling the fuse wire behind them. They placed the end of the wire across the pork pie box in Bentwordle’s lap. It looked like a sleeping snake, ready to attack as soon as it was awakened.


    Bentwordle wiped the last few crumbs from the last pork pie from his lips with a handkerchief, and placed the pork pie box carefully on the ground beside his chair. He folded the handkerchief, slipped it inside his trouser pocket, and removed from the same pocket a small silver lighter that he always carried to light his cigars.


    Then he reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small, cylindrical silver container. It was about the size of a stick of dynamite, and it shone dangerously in the dappled light.


    Lord Bentwordle unscrewed it carefully and removed … a cigar.


    Using the lighter, he lit the cigar and took three deep puffs. The three deep puffs were followed by three deep, hacking coughs that shook his whole body like jelly.


    Then he lit the end of the fuse.


    The fuse hissed and smouldered and wriggled on the grass like an awakened snake as the dangerous spark travelled its length, through the grass and around to the back of the cafe to where the dynamite was waiting. Bentwordle puffed and coughed on his cigar, the fuse hissed, and Mick and Nick covered their ears and waited.


    The explosion, when it came, wasn’t all that big. From where Lord Bentwordle sat in his folding chair it was just a sort of muffled cough, almost drowned out by his own coughing and spluttering. They could see a small puff of smoke gently rising into the air from the direction of the cafe. That suited Bentwordle perfectly—something impossible to ignore, but not causing too much damage. After all, the last thing he would want to do is damage those valuable Warbley printing plates.


    Lord Bentwordle took one more deep puff on his cigar, coughed again and then ground it out with his boot. Then he slowly struggled to his feet, wheezing and panting.


    ‘Alright, lads,’ he said. ‘Let’s get to work. Follow me and say nothing.’


    With Lord Bentwordle leading the way, they headed down the path towards the cafe, and as they got closer they could hear a lot of shouting and rushing about. There was one voice they could hear louder than all the others.


    ‘Keep calm!’ the voice cried. ‘Please do keep calm and just move out into the garden. If you could all assemble at the emergency assembly point, please. That’s right, over near the large willow tree. Keep calm, please, keep calm.’


    As they rounded the last corner and the cafe came into view, Lord Bentwordle quickly identified the owner of the loudest voice. He was a tall, thin man with a moustache like a scrubbing brush, and he had the loudest voice because he was using a rolled up newspaper like a megaphone.


    ‘That’s it, everyone keep moving along, please, no running … thank you,’ called out the man with the newspaper. ‘We need everyone out of the cafe, please.’


    Bentwordle strode across to him and tapped him firmly on the shoulder.


    ‘We’re here,’ he said decisively.


    ‘I beg your pardon?’ said megaphone man, moving the rolled up newspaper away from his face. ‘What do you mean “We’re here”?’ He looked Lord Bentwordle up and down suspiciously. ‘Um, who exactly are you? You’re not from the fire brigade—I haven’t even called them yet.’


    ‘Of course not,’ said Bentwordle. ‘Do I look like a fireman? I’m from the Meadow Vale Gas Works. It seems to me that what we have here is a major gas malfunction.’


    ‘Gas, er, malfunction?’


    ‘Precisely,’ said Bentwordle. ‘Exploding gas oven, happens all the time.’


    ‘But the oven didn’t explode,’ said megaphone man a little suspiciously. ‘Something out the back seemed to blow up all of a sudden.’


    ‘Exactly! Where do you think the gas lines come from?’


    ‘But wait on, how did you get here so quickly? And I haven’t even had time to call the fire brigade yet. Or the police.’


    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Lord Bentwordle, who was very persuasive if he set his mind to it. Or to put it another way, he was a bully. ‘There’s no need for police or fire brigade. We get this sort of thing all the time. I was up at the factory on a routine inspection when I heard the explosion, and I could tell straight away it was gas. Now get out of my way, let me get to work and I’ll have it fixed in no time.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Piece of cake. I just need everyone out of the cafe, and my men here will repair the fault. Couple of hours, and then I’ll be able to re-certify your premises as safe and you can get back to business.’


    The man with the newspaper megaphone still looked unconvinced, but he wasn’t sure what he should do. This extraordinarily large and apparently important man seemed to know what he was talking about, and yet …


    ‘Of course,’ added Bentwordle, ‘there will be absolutely no charge for the repairs, you understand. All covered by the company’s public safety policy.’


    ‘Oh, well in that case,’ mumbled the cafe owner, ‘I suppose …’


    ‘Exactly!’ Bentwordle clapped him on the back, and then disappeared inside the cafe. He emerged a few seconds later dragging the large blackboard that usually listed the specials on the cafe menu.


    Today it had written on it:
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    Bentwordle pulled out his handkerchief and rubbed off all the writing. Then, using a thick piece of chalk he had brought out with him from inside, he wrote a new message on the board:
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    He propped the blackboard up in front of the entrance to the cafe, and then looked around at the small crowd of people waiting outside.


    ‘I’m from the gas company,’ he announced loudly. As soon as he raised his voice like that to address the crowd, he broke into another fit of coughing. It was the cigar that had made him cough, but to everyone else it was just a reminder of the explosion, and all the smoke that had billowed up—it must still be dangerous inside the cafe.


    ‘My workmen are here to repair the problem,’ wheezed Bentwordle once he got a little of his breath back. ‘You must all keep well away until the job’s done. Thank you.’


    And with that, Lord Bentwordle turned on his heel and led Nick and Mick back into the cafe, wheezing and coughing all the way. No-one noticed the small smile on his face as he closed the door firmly behind him.
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    Super speed turned out to be a ton of fun. Maybe not quite as much fun as soaring through the air as if Montague had wings, but close.


    He stuck to the highway all the way, and as he shot down the road, the trees and buildings were just a blur. Occasionally he had to slow down just a little around a particularly tight corner, or when he was passing a car or a truck. When he slowed, he was sometimes able to catch a glimpse of a shocked or puzzled face from one of the vehicles. It was as if someone had caught a flash of motion from the corner of their eye, but weren’t entirely sure what it was. And then Montague was gone.


    He stopped just once, at a roadside stall selling nectarines. He was worried that if he sped past them too close they might get suspicious, so he pulled up just around the corner near a clump of trees and then strolled casually up to the counter and asked for a bag of nectarines.


    There was an old lady serving, with a brown wrinkly face from spending all day in the open picking nectarines. She wrinkled up her already wrinkled nose a little further and squinted at Montague as she took his money.


    ‘Parked your car around the corner, did you?’ she asked.


    Monty had to think quickly.


    ‘Um, yes,’ he replied. Brilliant!


    ‘Thought so,’ she went on. ‘We don’t get too many walk-up customers around here, out in the middle of the highway.’


    ‘Yes, you are a long way from town,’ Montague said. ‘Tell me, how far would it be to the Biggins and Small factory, do you know?’


    The old lady squinted again, searching the sky for an answer as if it might be written there.


    ‘The place out on Kurong Avenue?’ she said. ‘Oh, maybe another hour, hour and a half, depending on how bad the traffic gets.’


    Or five minutes if you have super speed, Montague thought.


    But all he said was, ‘Thanks,’ and headed back around the corner to where he had pretended his car was parked.


    I’m nearly there, he thought as he bit into a ripe, juicy nectarine. But what do I do when I get there?


    He decided to think about that once he arrived.
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    It was taking longer than Lord Bentwordle expected, and he wasn’t happy. The crowd outside the cafe had lost interest and wandered off, and even the cafe owner had gone home for the day to finish off a few chores while he had the chance. So Nick and Mick were able to work uninterrupted, save for the occasional wanderer who arrived, looked at the sign at the door, and walked away disappointed.


    But the work itself was hard. Pulling up the floorboards right near the old fireplace had sounded like a really simple thing to do. Half an hour with the crowbar. Maybe a bit of digging to find a box or a bag or whatever Arthur Macarthur had stashed the plates in. But Bentwordle hadn’t counted on one thing—the new owners of the cafe.


    When they had taken over the place, they had clearly done a lot of work. Apart from putting in a serving counter and lots of tables and chairs, they had reinforced the floor in front of the old fireplace to make sure it was strong enough to hold the new gas oven. There was a black metal plate on top of the floorboards.


    ‘Idiots!’ groaned Lord Bentwordle in frustration. He was talking about the owners of the cafe, but also about Nick and Mick, who were panting and sweating and puffing as they tried to drag the heavy oven out of the way to get to the floorboards underneath.


    ‘You’re never going to move that, you fools,’ he said at last. ‘Look!’


    Bentwordle had been sitting at one of the tables and chairs, and now he struggled to his feet and stomped over to where his henchmen were struggling with the oven.


    He stamped his foot on the black plate underneath the oven. It made a dull ringing sound.


    ‘Even if you do move it, how do you plan to get through this metal plate they’ve bolted down? You are going to have to lift the floorboards here,’ he said, stamping his foot on the floor a few feet away from where they were working, ‘and then crawl in under the oven below the floorboards. Do I have to think of everything myself?’


    Bentwordle trudged back towards the table and chairs again.


    ‘Lucky we don’t have to make a hole big enough for him to crawl through,’ mumbled Nick, just quietly enough to make sure the boss couldn’t hear him.


    ‘Yeah, we’d need all week,’ whispered Mick.


    His brief moment of rebellion over, Nick went over to the pile of tools they had brought into the cafe and selected the large, heavy crowbar. With Mick’s help, he jammed it hard into the space between two floorboards, right where Bentwordle had stamped his foot. The two henchmen pushed and wiggled and leaned on the crowbar, until there was a loud splintering sound and the first of the floorboards came loose, knocking them back onto the floor.


    One down, and maybe four or five more to go until there was enough space for them to slip down below the floor and continue the search.
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    Montague Towers slowed down his super speed as he got close to the entrance to Biggins and Small, so that he didn’t arouse any suspicion. He found that if he quickly tapped his nose once or twice it slowed him down nicely without bringing him to a complete stop. Then he walked through the main entrance and up to the reception desk, where a woman with thick glasses and a big smile was watching him approach.


    ‘Welcome to Biggins, Small & Associates. My name is Agnes,’ said Agnes. ‘How can I help you?’


    Montague had been thinking all the way about what he might say. Obviously, it was no good trying to tell the truth—who would believe that he was a temporary superhero looking for an evil villain? He suspected that superheroes, even temporary ones, weren’t supposed to lie, but time was moving on and he needed to find Bentwordle and those plates.


    ‘Good morning, Agnes,’ Monty replied in what he hoped sounded like a calm and confident voice. ‘I need to speak to your manager.’


    ‘You mean Mr Small?’ she replied.


    ‘Er, yes. Or Mr Biggins too, if he’s free.’


    Agnes adjusted her glasses and looked at him suspiciously. ‘Mr Biggins died thirty-seven years ago,’ she said frostily. ‘What exactly is it that you want?’ Montague gulped.


    ‘Of course he did, how silly of me,’ he went on quickly. ‘I should have checked the records more carefully. It is indeed Mr Small that I need to talk to.’


    Come on! Montague thought. There isn’t a moment to lose.


    ‘Do you have an appointment?’ asked Agnes.


    ‘Er, no, actually. But you see, I am here on behalf of the local council. We have been receiving reports of break-ins at a number of premises in this area, so I am here to check whether you have had any problems here too.’


    Agnes looked the young man over carefully once more. He seemed awfully young to be on official council business, but then again everyone seemed awfully young to Agnes Fittlecroft these days. She had been working on the front desk at Biggins, Small & Associates since Mr Biggins had personally hired her almost fifty years ago.


    She sighed and then reluctantly reached for a telephone on her desk.


    ‘Wait over there,’ she said none too kindly, pointing to a small couch near the wall, next to a brown and dying pot plant.


    Montague went over and sat down while Agnes whispered into the phone and then set it back down on the desk.


    ‘Mr Small will be here momentarily,’ she announced without looking in Montague’s direction at all. He obviously hadn’t made a good impression.


    Three minutes and twenty-four seconds later (Montague was nervously checking his watch the whole time), a door on the far side of the reception area opened suddenly and a man in a dark suit with a nervous expression on his face walked through.


    He was medium height and medium weight with medium brown hair and a medium number of freckles on his medium-sized nose. He had a very large, bright orange flower in his lapel, and there was nothing medium about it whatsoever.


    ‘I’m Mr Small,’ he said. ‘I understand you’re asking about the break-in?’


    ‘You mean you’ve had one?’ Montague asked eagerly, getting up from the couch.


    ‘Yes indeed,’ said Mr Small, ‘only last night. But a very unusual one. Nothing taken at all as far as we can tell, and just … well, you had better come and see for yourself.’


    And with that, Mr Small led the way out of the reception area and into the factory. Montague followed behind.


    They passed through a large room with long tables, where people were busy screwing together lamps and sanding down wooden poles and filing rough corners from metal braces and doing all the other things people do when they are manufacturing various lights.


    Then Mr Small led Monty down a flight of stairs to the basement. They arrived in a large room full of people making sandwiches and cups of tea.


    ‘Very busy today down here,’ said Mr Small as they moved through the lunch room. ‘It’s normally much quieter, but the local cafe is closed because of that explosion. But of course, you would have heard about that.’


    Montague had no idea what the man was on about, so he just nodded and kept walking.


    Soon, they arrived at a bathroom with a piece of cardboard pinned to the door. It had ‘OUT OF ORDER’ printed on it in red letters. Mr Small unlocked the door with a key he pulled from his pocket, and they went in. Monty followed him over to the shower cubicle in the corner of the room.


    ‘Just look at this mess,’ Mr Small said, stepping back slightly to give Montague a better view.


    There were muddy footprints and pieces of broken tile scattered everywhere, and you could see the scratched and damaged wall in places where tiles had been torn away.


    ‘Can you imagine?’ said Mr Small. ‘Someone went to all the trouble of breaking into the factory just so they could vandalise one of our showers! Young people these days!’


    Montague looked around carefully. Was this what Bentwordle had done? Why? It looked as though he was searching for something, but the plates weren’t here! There was no way you could hide something that big behind one of these tiles.


    ‘Are you sure this is the only damage done during the break-in?’ he asked.


    ‘Absolutely,’ said Mr Small. ‘I have carried out a thorough check of the premises. This is the only damage. What do you make of it? Is it like the other break-ins?’


    ‘What other break-ins?’ Monty asked, only half-paying attention. He was still staring at the damaged tiles, trying to work out what it meant.


    ‘Didn’t you tell Agnes there had been other break-ins around the area?’


    ‘Oh yes,’ Montague said hurriedly. That’s the problem with lying, even for a good cause. It’s very hard to remember the stories you make up and even harder to stick to them. ‘Yes,’ he went on, ‘this fits the pattern. Definitely. You’ve been very useful, thank you.’


    ‘Well, I hope you catch them,’ said Mr Small, ushering Montague out of the rest room and locking the door behind them. ‘It’s a real nuisance, I tell you. It will be several days before we can get this fixed.’


    They walked back through the crowded lunch room. The smell of the food reminded Montague he was hungry, and he wondered if there was some kind of cafe nearby where he could get something to eat while he tried to work out what to do next. But of course, Mr Small had already told him that a nearby cafe was closed because of an explosion.


    Montague stopped in his tracks, halfway across the lunch room. An explosion? What a strange thing to have happened. Almost a coincidence, you might think. Here he was trying to find an evil criminal, and there just happens to have been an explosion nearby? There could be any number of reasons why there would be an explosion in a cafe. It might be nothing. Then again …


    Mr Small had turned around to see why Montague had stopped.


    ‘You mentioned something about an explosion,’ Montague said.


    ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘The one at the Forest View Cafe this morning. But you know about that already, surely, if you’re from the council.’


    ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Monty said. ‘But I might as well drop in there since I am so close. Um, I wonder if you could just point me in the right direction on how to get there from here. I think I know, but …’


    ‘Of course,’ said Mr Small. ‘Right this way.’
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    There were six broken and splintered floorboards leaning up against the side wall of the cafe. Nick was hard at work inside the hole, his jacket resting on the back of a chair and his Hawaiian shirt untucked. He was digging a hole big enough for one of them to squeeze into, shovelling the dirt into a pile in the middle of the room while Mick waited for his turn to take over and Lord Bentwordle sat to one side, taking huge gulps from a family-size bottle of lemonade and wiping his brow with a handkerchief, as if it were him doing the hard work.


    ‘Come on!’ he urged. ‘Try again!’


    Nick stopped digging, and climbed wearily out of the hole. Then Mick jumped in, lay down flat in the dirt and stretched his arm further under the floor in the direction of the oven. He felt around with his outstretched fingers, but all he came up with was more dirt.


    ‘Nothing,’ he said.


    Bentwordle groaned and took another swig of lemonade. Mick stood up, grabbed hold of the spade and began his turn of digging.


    Lord Algernon Bentwordle, career criminal and lifelong evil villain, knew it was just a matter of time. He had absolute confidence in his own brilliance, and he refused to consider that he might fail. It was impossible. He had followed all the clues carefully, and those plates were as good as his. Once he had them, it would be the easiest thing in the world to rig up a printing press, and then he would have his hands on an unlimited supply of banknotes.


    He started to think about what he would do next. It wasn’t just that he could buy anything he wanted. Lord Bentwordle already had lots of money. But an unlimited supply was a different thing altogether. Instead of just two hopeless henchmen, he could afford a whole army. Think! An army of henchmen could take over whole neighbourhoods. And not just neighbourhoods. Whole cities … entire countries! Why not ‘King Bentwordle’ …?


    ‘I can feel something!’


    Bentwordle snapped out of his daydream at the sound of his henchman’s voice.


    Mick was leaning against the wall panting and sweating, resting on the spade with both hands as he tried to catch his breath. Meanwhile, Nick had climbed down into the hole under the floorboards and was fumbling around. He called out a second time.


    ‘I can definitely feel something!’


    ‘Pull it out, you fool, pull it out!’ cried Bentwordle, pushing himself up out of the chair and dashing over to the edge of the hole with a surprising turn of speed.


    ‘It’s coming, it’s coming …’


    Nick was backing slowly out of the hole now, dragging something behind him. It was some kind of parcel, wrapped in dirty grey cloth and secured with string, about the size of a large book.


    ‘Give it here, give it here,’ said Bentwordle impatiently.


    Nick staggered to his feet, lifted up the grubby parcel and thrust it into Lord Bentwordle’s outstretched arms.


    Holding it in front of him as if it might explode, Bentwordle carried it carefully back to where he had been sitting and set it down gingerly on the table. Collapsing back into a chair that groaned under his weight, he began to fiddle at the string until the knots gave way. He parted the dusty grey cloth and smoothed it out on the table to reveal the contents inside.


    He was looking at two ordinary metal plates, dull and squat. They were heavy as he picked them up, one at a time, and turned them over in his hands. Heavy, and engraved with lines and shapes that were very hard to decipher unless you knew what you were looking for.


    Algernon Bentwordle knew what he was looking for, and he had it in his hands right now. There was no doubt about it—these were the famous Warbley plates. He would be the richest, most powerful man in the world.


    Just then, he heard a faint sound from behind him, like the faintest creak of a chair leg scraping across the floor.
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    After Montague left the Biggins and Small factory, he found the pathway that Mr Small had pointed him to and raced down it at incredible speed.


    In what felt like seconds (because it was seconds), he arrived at the cafe. It seemed deserted, but as he came to a stop outside he could hear some muffled noises inside, and the muted sound of voices.


    Montague headed for the door, and saw a large blackboard blocking the entrance, with the words Danger!! Gas Emergency. Do Not Enter!’ written on it.


    To anyone else, there was nothing suspicious about this. The sign explained why there had been an explosion, and there was absolutely nothing to suggest that this was connected to Bentwordle and his evil plan. But Montague wasn’t convinced, and he hadn’t come all this way not to investigate properly. So, ignoring the warning sign, Montague opened the door and took a step inside.


    The first thing he saw were two large men wearing Hawaiian shirts and dark suits, red faced and covered in dirt. The second thing he saw was Lord Bentwordle himself, standing near a large oven, his back to Montague. He seemed to have something in his hands. Something that looked heavy.


    Montague took one careful step forward to get a closer look, and his foot bumped a chair, which slid just a centimetre or two across the floor with a soft scraping sound.


    Bentwordle whirled around, the plates in his hands.


    He stared at the young man standing in front of him. The same lad who’d come to his house two days ago with the crazy laser eyes, trying to find the plates. The friend of the Cape of Justice.


    ‘You!’ said Lord Bentwordle.


    ‘You!’ said Montague Towers.


    They stared at each other for a few seconds.


    Montague was trying to work out what his next move would be.


    Lord Bentwordle was just trying to remember the boy’s name.


    ‘It’s Fortescue, isn’t it?’ said Bentwordle. ‘Fortescue Flowers?’


    ‘Montague Towers,’ said Montague Towers, ‘but never you mind about that. Hand over those plates or I’ll …’


    ‘Or you’ll what?’ said Bentwordle. ‘Fry them with those magic eyes of yours?’


    Even as he said it, Bentwordle realised that Montague might actually do just that, and he moved quickly to hide them behind his back.


    But he wasn’t quick enough for Montague. In less time than it takes to blink, Montague had zipped across the room with his super speed, grabbed the plates from Bentwordle’s hands before he could even react, and then zipped back to the doorway once more.


    ‘No laser eyes today, Bintwaddle,’ said Montague. ‘It’s my super speed you have to worry about. Oops! Too late!’


    ‘It’s Bentwordle,’ said Bentwordle. It was all he could think of to say.


    Montague looked down at the plates. He smiled and thought about how proud the Cape of Justice would be. He couldn’t wait to get back to the bakery and tell him. Luckily, his super speed would make short work of the trip.


    He decided that, in his moment of glory, he should act like a real superhero.


    Standing in the doorway, the plates tucked safely under one arm, he looked sternly at Bentwordle. ‘Evil will never triumph, Bendnoodle,’ he said. ‘Your crimes are all for naught! Montague Towers, superhero, has saved the day. Up, up and away!!!’


    He turned, revved up to maximum super speed and shot through the doorway, past the blackboard … and straight into the back of the spade, which Mick was holding at head level, like a baseball player with a bat.


    It made a sound like a bell as Montague crashed right into the spade. Travelling at normal speed, it probably wouldn’t have done much damage, but with his super speed engaged, it knocked him out cold.


    Montague fell to the ground, the plates dropping beside him, and settled in to a rather long and unplanned sleep.
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    It was late. Jack O’Keefe and the Cape of Justice were at the bakery, in the back room, the remains of a meal scattered on the table in front of them.


    They’d enjoyed some of Jack’s best cooking, starting with a crisp, flaky beef pie and finishing with some of his famous cream buns, and they were relaxing over their fifth cup of tea.


    Actually, relaxing is the wrong word. They were trying to relax, but they were worried. It was almost midnight, and they still hadn’t heard a word from Montague.


    ‘We should have followed him,’ said Jack. ‘We could have helped.’


    ‘I must confess, I am a little concerned,’ said the Cape. ‘I really thought he’d be back by now.’


    For a while they made small talk about the good old days, when FOSHCAP would meet every month, and Jack and his colleagues from the pastrycooks would take turns baking for the meetings. But eventually, their worry got the better of them.


    ‘Where could he be?’ asked the Cape.


    ‘How would I know?’ replied Jack a little nervously. ‘He could be anywhere by now. I’m blowed if I know why you sent a young chap like that off on a superhero’s job anyway.’


    The Cape looked away.


    ‘I had my reasons,’ he said mysteriously. ‘Anyway, what’s done is done. All we know is that he’s hot on the trail of one of the most evil and ruthless villains in the world. This is not a good thing.’


    ‘Well he does have his super speed,’ said Jack encouragingly. ‘Surely if he gets into trouble he’ll be able to get out of it fast enough.’


    ‘Yes,’ said the Cape, checking his watch, ‘but it’s only fifteen minutes to midnight, and that’s when the speed runs out. What then? Do we wait here so he can be sure to find us, or do we leave for the factory, where he was heading.’


    ‘I’m blowed if I know,’ said Jack.


    He stood up from the table and began to clear things away. The Cape sat there a little longer, looking off into the distance, and then he picked up his cup and plate and headed to the sink.
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    It was nearly midnight when Nick and Mick finished stacking the last of the dynamite sticks under the floor of the cafe.


    There were dozens and dozens of them, so it took quite some time to spread them around the whole cafe, pushed into corners and shoved under floorboards, each one carefully tied to the fuse wire that joined them all together.


    When they were done, they took the end of the fuse wire over to where Bentwordle was sitting at one of the cafe tables. He carefully attached the fuse to the detonator—a job so delicate that he certainly wasn’t about to leave it to one of his henchmen; they’d blow them all up on the spot.


    It was too soon for that.


    Struggling to his feet, Bentwordle plodded across to the front door of the cafe. He leaned over with a great deal of effort, puffing and wheezing, and very, very, very, very carefully tucked the little spring-loaded detonator on an angle between the edge of the closed door and the floor. He tapped it ever so carefully until it was lodged there firmly.


    Then he went back to the table he was sitting at, and glanced across at the chair opposite to where he’d been sitting.


    In the chair was Montague Towers.


    Montague was securely tied to the chair with a thick rope that had been wound round him dozens of times. The chair was tied to the table with the same rope, and the table had been bolted to the floor with a heavy chain.


    In short, Montague wasn’t going anywhere, super speed or no super speed.


    ‘It’s a pity, really,’ said Bentwordle in a soft, threatening whisper. ‘If only I had thought to bring some sort of timer with me, I could set it for fifteen minutes from now, and you’d be blown to smithereens while I was safely on my way back home. But one can’t think of everything.’


    He glanced away towards the door of the cafe, and then back to Montague again.


    ‘In the circumstances, I think I’ve improvised pretty well, don’t you?’


    Montague struggled against the ropes, but he was held fast.


    ‘You see,’ went on Bentwordle, ‘the cafe owner will be back first thing in the morning to reopen his cafe. He’ll open the front door and—boom!—the whole cafe will explode! With you in it! Problem solved!’ He leaned closer, until he was only inches from Montague’s face. ‘I told you I’d fix you up, you young fool. Your meddling ways are over.’


    ‘That’s what you say, Bondwiddle,’ said Montague, his voice quavering nervously. Even as he tried to act brave, in truth Monty was scared. Very scared. He couldn’t think of any way out of this. Would the Cape come and rescue him? How could he? He didn’t even know where Monty was. Right now, he was probably waiting back at the bakery, wondering what was taking so long.


    Monty shivered.


    ‘You’ll never get away with this,’ he called out as Bentwordle moved towards the back door.


    The villain gave a nasty, stuttering laugh.


    ‘You’ve read too many books, Montague Towers,’ he said. ‘That’s what they always say in books, and movies too. But this is no book. This is no movie. This is real. Of course I’ll get away with it.’


    Nick and Mick gathered up the last of their tools and, with Bentwordle leading the way, they slipped out the back door and off into the night, the Warbley plates tucked carefully under Bentwordle’s arm.
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    It was after midnight. A new day.


    The old superhero and the baker had been pacing back and forth nervously, listening to the loud ticking of the clock on the bakery wall and glancing anxiously out the window every now and then for any signs of Montague.


    Now, the Cape of Justice was tired of waiting.


    ‘There is no point hanging around here any longer,’ he said. ‘We’ll leave a note just in case Montague turns up while we are away, but I think we need to go to the factory.’


    ‘I guess that’s all we can do,’ said Jack. ‘If we hurry, we can probably make it in a few hours.’


    A few minutes later they were on the road. There was hardly any traffic at that hour of the night, so it wasn’t long before they were out of town and well down the highway. The old van rattled along and both men stared anxiously at the long road ahead of them.


    ‘Do you think there’s any chance he’ll still be at the factory?’ said Jack.


    ‘Who knows?’ said the Cape. ‘But maybe we’ll pick up the trail from there.’
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    Things were not good.


    Montague was tied to a chair in a room full of explosives, and he’d been that way all night.


    How could I be so silly? he asked himself.


    He felt like he’d managed to mess up every superpower the Cape had given him, one way or another. And when he’d actually had the plates in his hands, he had messed up yet again.


    Montague was about to be blown to smithereens as soon as the cafe owner came and opened up for the morning, which couldn’t be too long to go now. Light was just beginning to filter through the trees outside—the sun was coming up.


    And to make matters worse, he had a really itchy nose. No matter how much he struggled, he couldn’t free himself to scratch it.


    It was hopeless.
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    It was just beginning to get light when the old bakery van finally turned and headed down the driveway to the Biggins and Small factory. It was so early, no-one else was around. The car park was empty and the place seemed to be deserted.


    Jack parked the van, and he and the Cape wandered up to the front door anyway. It was locked, and although they knocked loudly several times, there was no answer.


    ‘Montague!’ called the Cape loudly. ‘Montague! Are you there?’


    No answer.


    ‘Now what do we do?’ asked Jack.


    ‘We have to keep looking,’ said the Cape. ‘Montague! Montague!’


    The Cape could only hope that Montague would hear them somehow. Beyond that, there was only one thing left to do. It was Day Six, which meant there was one more superpower left—one more chance to give Montague the power he needed.


    This time, though, the Cape found himself thinking less about the power Montague might need to beat Lord Bentwordle and recover the plates, and more about the power he might need to make sure he was safe.


    ‘Montague!’ he called again.


    ‘I am sure he can’t hear you,’ said Jack.


    ‘Hmmm …’ said the Cape thoughtfully. He had thought of the final superpower.


    He chanted the words, even though Montague couldn’t hear him.
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    It was getting a little brighter now as the sun rose, and Montague’s nose was itching worse than ever.


    Then, all of a sudden, it wasn’t just his nose that was itching. Montague’s fingers and toes began to tingle too. He shivered. The shiver stopped his nose from itching for a moment or two, but then it started again, worse than ever.


    At the same time, Montague noticed that the birds outside began to sing loudly. Incredibly loudly. Montague didn’t think he’d ever heard birds singing so loudly.


    That wasn’t all he could hear. He could hear a clock ticking somewhere, he could hear a car on a distant road, and he could hear the soft rustle of leaves from the trees.


    Being stuck here unable to move must have sharpened my sense of hearing, he thought.


    And then Montague heard something else. It was a voice. It was a voice saying his name.


    ‘Montague! Montague!’


    It was the Cape!


    ‘I’m here!’ Monty cried. ‘I’m here!’


    There was no reply. Montague could hear him so clearly—why couldn’t the Cape hear Montague?


    ‘I’m here!’ he called out again.


    ‘Montague! Montague!’ came a voice floating back from the distance, but the Cape hadn’t heard Monty.


    He just kept calling.
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    ‘Can I help you?’


    Jack and the Cape turned around at the same time, surprised to see a man standing behind them in the car park. They had been so busy shouting out Montague’s name they hadn’t noticed that someone had driven up and parked in the empty lot behind them.


    ‘Oh, I beg your pardon,’ said the Cape, ‘but I’m looking for a friend of mine. Young chap, rather thin, goes by the name of Montague. He was visiting Biggins and Small yesterday, and I was rather wondering …’


    ‘Can’t help you, I’m afraid,’ replied the man. ‘I don’t actually work here, I just use the car park. I’m actually on my way down to the cafe through the woods there, to open up for the day.’


    ‘The cafe?’ said Jack. ‘I wonder if he might be down there …’


    ‘Not a chance, I’m afraid,’ said the stranger. ‘It’s been closed up and empty yesterday and all last night. Gas leak, you see, but it’s all repaired now so I’m just off to re-open.’ He turned and set off down the path towards the cafe.


    ‘Montague!’ called the Cape, walking slowly back towards the factory. ‘Montague!’
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    ‘I’m here!’ Montague yelled back. ‘I’m here!’


    He could hear every word the Cape was saying, even the conversation he had just had with the cafe owner. Why couldn’t anyone hear him?


    And now the owner was on his way to open the front door, and that would be the end of Montague!


    He could hear footsteps approaching down the pathway—the cafe owner sounded so close! Montague was scared and angry and frustrated, and to top it all off his blasted nose just wouldn’t stop itching! It was driving him mad. At least his fingers and toes weren’t still tingling.


    Tingling?


    Of course! Montague thought. It’s another day. Another day means another superpower! The last superpower.


    But what was it? How could Montague use his final power if he didn’t even know what it was?


    He needed to think this through. But how could he think with his nose itching so much? It was driving him crazy.


    He reached up finally and scratched the side of his nose with his free hand. What a relief!


    Wait a minute. His free hand? He didn’t have a free hand! He was trussed up so tightly he couldn’t even wriggle.


    Montague looked down. His left arm was free! He had just wrenched it straight out of the ropes as if they were made of tissue paper.


    What was going on here?


    He lifted his right arm and the rest of the ropes around him burst apart and fell to the floor.


    He kicked both legs and they came free too. Suddenly, Montague was up on his feet, staring wildly around the room as he heard the footsteps outside getting closer and closer. He could hear the owner fiddling in his pocket for his keys, could hear them jangling as he pulled them from his pocket and reached for the lock.


    Snapping into action, Montague took a huge leap and dove forward onto the floor, sliding half the length of the room until his outstretched arms reached the bottom of the door.


    As he heard the key sliding into the lock of the door, he grabbed at the detonator and tore it roughly away from the fuse wire. He tossed it in the direction of the window, and it shot through the window like a bullet, smashing the window and disappearing from view.


    The cafe owner opened the door and almost fell right over Montague, as he was still sprawled across the floor.


    He looked at Montague, then he looked around at the overturned chair, the last pieces of rope still tangled around it, the fuse wire running across the room and the sticks of dynamite sticking out here and there from under the floorboards.


    ‘What on earth is going on here?’ he whispered.


    ‘There’s no need to shout!’ Montague said. ‘I can’t explain right now, but don’t touch anything. This place has been set to explode by an evil criminal mastermind, so please, just get out of here and call the police.’


    Monty scrambled to his feet and, leaving the cafe owner still scratching his head, he ran through the door and down the path. Just seconds later, he met Jack and the Cape coming back the other way.


    ‘Monty!’ cried the Cape, reaching out to enclose the young lad in his arms in a giant hug. ‘We were so worried! What on earth has been happening?’


    ‘I was captured by Bentwordle and his men,’ Monty said breathlessly, ‘and they were going to kill me. I was locked in the cafe and it was primed to explode as soon as the door opened this morning but I got away. I finally did something right, thanks to the superpower you gave me this morning.’


    His words were all coming out in a rush, and it took a moment for the Cape to understand what Montague had said. He stepped back and looked at him, a little puzzled.


    ‘The superpower I gave you this morning? What do you mean? How could that possibly help you escape? I was just hoping it would help us to find you.’


    ‘Wow! Stop shouting,’ Montague said. ‘Why is everyone shouting all of a sudden?’


    The Cape looked at Montague solemnly for a moment and cocked his head.


    ‘What superpower do you think I gave you, Montague?’ he said.


    ‘Super strength, of course,’ he replied. ‘One minute I was tied up with no hope of escape, and the next minute I was so strong I could just pull the ropes apart and free myself, and then I threw the detonator away and it was like someone had fired it from a gun and … wait, why are you looking at me so strangely?’


    Jack was looking at the Cape, wondering what on earth was going on. The Cape was looking at Montague as if he were trying to work out who he was. He looked a little confused, but in a happy way rather than a worried way, as if he were trying to guess the answer to a funny joke.


    ‘Montague,’ he said slowly. ‘The superpower I gave you this morning was super hearing, not super strength. It was so you could hear us calling you. That’s why everything sounds so loud.’


    ‘Super hearing?’ Montague said. He remembered how loud the birds were, and how he could hear the Cape calling him from far away, but the Cape couldn’t hear his reply. ‘I don’t understand. If you gave me super hearing, where did the strength come from to break the ropes? I felt like Superman all of a sudden. That must have come from you. Where else could it have come from? Look!’


    Montague reached down and picked up a rock which was lying near the side of the path. It was the size of an orange, but he crushed it to dust with just one hand.


    ‘If you didn’t do that, who did?’ he asked the Cape.


    The Cape of Justice smiled at Montague. ‘You did,’ he replied. ‘You did.’


    ‘But how?’


    ‘It’s a long story,’ said the Cape, ‘but we don’t have time for a long story. We need to get to Bentwordle’s house as soon as possible.’


    And with that, he turned and led Jack and Montague back to the van. They had a long drive ahead of them. All the way back, despite Monty’s questions, the Cape wouldn’t say another word on the subject of Montague Towers’s extraordinary superpower. He was still working through in his own mind exactly what he wanted to tell Monty, and how he might explain it.


    On the other hand, Montague did need to ask him to turn off the radio in the van as they drove. It was just too loud for his super ears.
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    Montague could hear Bentwordle before he could see him. Not surprising, really, given his super hearing.


    Once they pulled up outside the huge locked gate and Jack switched off the truck’s engine, there was noise everywhere. Montague could hear birds singing and lizards crawling around in the long grass. He could hear cars in the distance and a plane flying thirty thousand feet above their heads and a dog scratching itself somewhere inside the grounds of Bentwordle’s property.


    And somewhere in the distance, if he concentrated carefully, Monty could hear Bentwordle being a bully.


    ‘Come on, you fools!’ he heard, in Bentwordle’s unmistakable voice. ‘We need more paper and more ink! How many times do I have to tell you?’


    And behind his voice there was a sort of dull, rhythmic clanking.


    ‘He’s in there,’ Monty said to the Cape and Jack as the three of them climbed out of the car. ‘Let’s go.’


    He strode over to the electric gate and pushed it gently with one hand. At once, the lock bent and snapped, there was a flash as the electric switch shorted out, and the gate swung backwards on its hinges. With the Cape and Jack close behind, Montague led the way through the trees and down the driveway to the front door.


    The door still had a long, golden stain running down it from just below the handle to the floor, from where Montague had melted the lock with his laser eyes the last time he had gone to confront Bentwordle. But he saw that the lock had been replaced with a new one. It looked twice as big and twice as strong.


    That meant it took him two seconds instead of one second to snap it and force the door open. He marched through into the wide entrance hall, then held a hand up to stop the Cape and Jack so he could listen.


    ‘Sshhh,’ he whispered.


    He could hear the dull rhythmic clanking. It seemed to be coming from below their feet.


    Two seconds later Monty heard Bentwordle’s gruff tone once more.


    ‘Watch it, you fool,’ he snapped. ‘That’s my foot.’


    The voice was coming from below them too.


    You might remember there were four doors leading off the hall. Montague already knew one of them led to the big room where he had confronted Bentwordle last time. The noise wasn’t coming from there.


    He began trying the other doors.


    The first one led through to a large kitchen big enough for a restaurant or a hotel. There were refrigerators all along one wall and ovens and cooktops all along another wall. In the centre of the huge room were rows and rows of tables covered in pots, pans, chopping boards and stacks of plates and bowls. Montague shut the door again.


    The next door he tried led to a huge bathroom with a bath that looked more like a swimming pool. Hanging up in one corner were three huge towels, each one the size of a quilt and almost as thick. He shut that door too.


    Then he tried the last door. It opened onto a set of rough concrete steps that led down to the basement.


    Montague started down the steps, Jack and the Cape still behind him.


    The stairs were very steep and the stairwell was dark, so they all moved down slowly and carefully. Monty turned a corner and kept going until the stairs ended at a closed door.


    He took a deep breath, turned the doorhandle slowly and quietly, and stepped into the basement.


    Bentwordle was sitting on a tall stool in front of the strangest contraption Montague had ever seen. It was a big, roughly bolted together iron framework that looked like it belonged in a factory somewhere. In the middle of it were two thick wooden blocks the size of tables, and on the side was what looked like a bicycle wheel, except that it had a wooden handle attached to it.


    Bentwordle had his back to the door they had come through, and he was turning the handle slowly. Each time the handle turned the wheel around, the wooden blocks would lift and then thump back together again, making that rhythmic noise Montague had heard from the van. And each time the blocks rose up again, one of Bentwordle’s henchmen, who also had his back to them, would pull out a large sheet of paper, drop it onto a pile at his feet, and push a new sheet between the wooden blocks.


    And then Montague noticed Bentwordle’s other henchman, standing at a table to one side, a large pair of scissors in his hand as he carefully cut up the sheets of paper.


    He didn’t have his back to them. In fact, he was staring straight at Montague, the scissors frozen in midair, half open and ready to cut the next sheet of paper.


    ‘Um, boss …’ he said quietly.


    Bentwordle clearly couldn’t hear him over the racket coming from the makeshift printing machine.


    ‘Um, BOSS!’ he said louder.


    ‘What is it?’ said Bentwordle grumpily, not even bothering to turn around.


    ‘Boss, you’d better see this,’ the henchman said.


    ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Nick, what is it now?’ thundered Bentwordle. He stopped turning the wheel, and the machine was silent. He swung round on the stool to stare at Nick, who was frozen to the spot, the scissors still in the air. Then he swung around further, following the direction of Nick’s gaze until he saw Montague standing in the doorway, the Cape and Jack behind him.


    His eyes widened in shock, and Montague realised Bentwordle must have assumed he was dead by now, blown to smithereens in the cafe. Then a small smile appeared on his lips. He clearly wasn’t even slightly scared or worried to see them.


    ‘Well, well, well,’ Lord Bentwordle said. ‘You’re a hard man to get rid of, Montague Towers. I thought I’d seen the last of you.’


    ‘I bet you did, Bondwheezer,’ Monty said. ‘You and your evil plans!’


    ‘You just don’t know when to give up, do you, son?’ Bentwordle replied slowly and calmly. ‘And I see you’ve got your old friend the Cape of Justice with you this time, that pensioned-off has-been! And goodness knows who this other hanger-on is, but it doesn’t really matter, does it? Because, you see, this time I am going to personally finish the job I should have done before.’


    He turned to his two enormous henchmen.


    ‘Mick! Nick! Get him!’ screeched Bentwordle.


    The two henchmen rather reluctantly ran across to where Montague was standing in front of their boss. Mick went to punch him, but Montague pushed him away with one finger. At the same time Nick, who still had the scissors in his hand, hit Montague hard in the back with them. The scissors bent as if they were made of plasticine and fell to the floor.


    For a brief moment, Mick and Nick stared wild-eyed at the young lad, then they ran for the stairs. The Cape and Jack stepped back to let them through, and they disappeared up the stairs as fast as their legs would carry them. Montague heard them clatter through the front door, and their footsteps faded away as they ran down the driveway. He turned back to Bentwordle.


    ‘It’s all over, Bentwordle,’ Montague said. Now that he knew he had defeated the criminal mastermind, Montague figured he might as well use his proper name. ‘Cape, Jack, I wonder if you could come over and help me get those Warbley plates out of this contraption?’


    ‘With pleasure, lad,’ said the Cape.


    While Montague watched Bentwordle, Jack carefully turned the handle on the printing machine’s wheel until the two wooden blocks were as far apart as possible. Then the Cape of Justice reached in and felt around.


    Sure enough, screwed carefully into the surface of each of the wooden blocks was one of the Warbley printing plates. It took a minute or two for the Cape to find a screwdriver and free them, but then he brought them both over to Montague, who took them in his hands and looked at Bentwordle.


    ‘It’s all over,’ he repeated.


    For the first time, Montague saw real fear in Bentwordle’s eyes. Fear and anger.


    ‘Don’t do it, Montague,’ he pleaded. ‘Don’t be an idiot. You can be rich. We can all be rich. Millions and millions and millions of dollars. Do anything you like with it! Feed the poor, help your friends, buy an island—I don’t care. Just don’t do something stupid and ruin the one chance you have of untold riches.’


    ‘Save your breath, Bentwordle,’ Montague replied. ‘These plates aren’t yours and they aren’t mine. It’s as simple as that. And sure, I could return them to the bank, but knowing you, you’d just go and steal them back again.’


    As Bentwordle watched, Montague used his super strength to crush those two plates as if they were made of cardboard. By the time he’d finished, they were just two lumps of squashed and useless metal, lying on the floor between them.


    Bentwordle groaned and put his head in his hands.


    ‘All those years, and all that time, wasted …’ he muttered through his fingers.


    Jack and the Cape and Montague stayed around a little longer to finish the job. They gathered up all the banknotes that had already been printed, made a fire in the furnace that was in one corner of the basement and watched as all the paper went up in smoke.


    The whole time they were doing this, Bentwordle sat slumped on the stool, his head bowed. He didn’t say a word.


    Finally, for good measure, Montague broke up the ramshackle printing machine and stacked the bent and broken pieces in the corner. Even a superhero needs to be neat.


    And then they went home.
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    ‘Do you think we should have called the police?’ Montague asked.


    They were back in the kitchen at Our Lady of Sorrows Home for Lost Children, having afternoon tea. Jack had driven them, but they’d stopped first at his bakery to fill the van with a good supply of chocolate éclairs, custard tarts, pink iced doughnuts and cream buns. Now they were working their way through them.


    ‘Think of all the fuss,’ said the Cape wearily. ‘Once you’d destroyed those plates there wasn’t even any real proof of a crime. There would have been interviews, paperwork, evidence trails …’


    ‘Besides,’ said Jack O’Keefe. ‘That’s just not the FOSHCAP way. We do our thing, and we let the police do their thing.’


    ‘I suppose so,’ Montague said.


    And then he changed the subject. It was time.


    He looked over at the Cape, and caught his eye just as he was lifting a custard tart to his lips.


    ‘Anyway,’ Montague began, ‘I think you should tell me about my super strength. Did you give me two superpowers at once? That’s the only explanation I can think of.’


    ‘Is it really?’ said the Cape of Justice. ‘Is that the only possible reason?’


    ‘Well,’ Monty said, ‘either that, or somehow the super strength is a side effect of the super hearing, some kind of mixed-up symptom caused by my ears.’


    ‘I can think of another reason,’ said the Cape a little mysteriously.


    ‘What?’ Monty said eagerly.


    ‘Let me tell you a story,’ replied the Cape. He had thought things through, and now he knew what he wanted to say.


    ‘I was a very lucky young boy once, a long, long time ago,’ he began. Jack and Montague settled back in their chairs. This sounded like a story that might take some time.


    ‘I say I was lucky because, unlike you, I had a family. A mother, a father and a little baby brother, to be precise.’


    ‘Were you all superheroes?’ Monty asked.


    The Cape smiled.


    ‘No, no, it doesn’t quite work that way.’ He looked long and hard at Montague for a moment. ‘Sometimes superpowers are passed down through a family, but not always, and you can never know. Anyway, I was the only one with superpowers, so it wasn’t long before I left home to fight crime, and to be honest I didn’t see an awful lot of my family after that.’


    There was another pause as he looked away, remembering.


    ‘Of course, my parents died many, many years ago,’ he said softly, ‘but my brother grew up and got married and was very happy. I saw him every now and then—you know, had lunch with him, that sort of thing. But he was busy in his job as an accountant, and I was busy too. Very busy.’


    ‘And then, after quite a few years, he and his wife had a child, as husbands and wives do. A lovely child. I went to visit them once—cute as a button, that little baby was.’


    The Cape looked a little sad all of a sudden, and he paused again before going on.


    ‘Well, life doesn’t always work out the way you want it to. There was, there was, well, an accident one day. A terrible accident. It was a car, you see, and it ran off the road and, well, the baby was fine. The baby survived just fine. But my brother, my brother and his wife …’ the Cape’s voice trailed off and he was quiet for a while.


    ‘I went to the funeral, of course. I was the only family member left except for that little baby. A sad day. A very sad day.’


    Jack reached over and patted the Cape of Justice on the back. The Cape took a gulp from his mug of sugary tea.


    ‘So what happened to the baby?’ Montague asked gently. The Cape was so engrossed in the story he had completely forgotten that he was meant to be telling Montague about his superpowers.


    ‘Well, there wasn’t really anything I could do,’ said the Cape sadly. ‘I was a superhero, after all, and superheroes can’t go around fighting crime and saving the world while they are looking after a baby, now can they?’


    ‘I suppose not,’ Monty answered.


    ‘Indeed,’ said the Cape. ‘So the little child had to go into a home. A nice home, where there were people who would look after him and raise him well.’


    ‘He went into a home?’ Montague repeated. ‘Just like me?’


    ‘Just like you,’ said the Cape, looking at Montague carefully now. ‘Very, very like you. In fact, this whole story might make a lot more sense to you if I tell you the one thing I haven’t told you since we met.’


    ‘The one thing …?’ Monty said.


    ‘My real name,’ said the Cape. ‘I haven’t told you my real name.’


    ‘Now you mention it, that’s true,’ Montague said, ‘but first I want to know about my super strength, remember?’


    ‘My real name,’ went on the Cape, ignoring the last remark, ‘is Bertram. Bertram Alexander, in fact. Bertram … Alexander … Towers’


    He leaned back and waited for this information to sink in.


    ‘Bertram Alexander Towers?’ Monty repeated. He was finally starting to understand. ‘Bertram Towers? That’s my surname.’


    ‘Yes, Monty, it is,’ said the Cape. ‘Don’t sound so surprised. You see, that little baby was you.’


    ‘So I’m …? You’re …?’ Montague stopped short of saying it.


    ‘Exactly,’ said the Cape, finishing the sentence for him. ‘You are my nephew. I am your uncle.’


    Montague was shocked. Thunderstruck. And yet, even as it began to sink in, it made sense.


    He finally realised why the Cape had turned up at his door out of nowhere, why he had chosen Montague. He realised why the old man believed in him, even when Monty seemed to be doing everything wrong. He realised why the Cape had persisted, and why he …


    ‘And the super strength?’ Monty asked.


    ‘I told you superpowers don’t always run in the family,’ said the Cape, ‘but sometimes they do. It’s impossible to tell, and there’s no way of knowing.’


    ‘But I’ve never had super strength in my whole life up to now,’ Montague said. ‘Why would it just suddenly appear when I needed it most?’


    ‘Well now,’ said the Cape, ‘these things are a bit mysterious, even for me. You never can tell what powers you have, and sometimes you never know what you can do until you really need to.’


    ‘So I’m …?’ Montague began. He was still trying to work this thing out.


    ‘You, my boy,’ said Jack, ‘are a superhero. That’s what you are. A real live superhero.’


    The three of them were silent for a while, sitting around the table staring at each other. The Cape ventured a little smile and Jack raised his eyebrows. Then Montague giggled, and suddenly they were all laughing.


    ‘A superhero!’ Montague cried. ‘A real live superhero!’


    He looked around the room, and it suddenly hit him that Sister Josephine and Sister Gertrude would be back with all the other children in just a few days. It seemed like a lifetime ago that they’d headed off in the school bus, leaving him behind to take care of things.


    So much had changed since then. Montague Towers felt like a completely different person. He began to wonder what life would be like now in the Home for Lost Children. Would it feel the same?


    He looked across at the Cape—his uncle—and saw him staring back thoughtfully.


    ‘What is it?’ Monty asked.


    ‘Well, now you know,’ the Cape began, ‘I’ve been wondering …’


    ‘Wondering what?’


    ‘Well it’s just, um, er …’


    ‘What?’ Montague said again.


    The Cape looked around the dining room. ‘Are you happy here, Monty?’ he asked quietly.


    ‘Happy?’ Montague repeated. ‘Sure, I guess I’m happy. Everyone here is so nice and I get to help the children and I have my own room now and everything and, well, I suppose you’d say it’s almost perfect, really.’


    ‘Almost?’ said the Cape.


    ‘Well, nothing’s perfect, is it?’ Monty said. ‘Why do you ask?’


    ‘Well, it’s just … I’ve been thinking.’ The Cape leaned across the table and looked seriously at his nephew. ‘All these years I’ve felt bad about not being able to look after you, but as a superhero, I was far too busy. I just couldn’t take care of someone else.’


    ‘I know, I understand,’ Monty put in quickly. ‘It’s not your fault.’


    ‘Yes, but things have changed now, haven’t they?’ he went on. ‘I’m really sort of retired now, and I live all alone in a big house, and you’re here in this place and, well …’


    ‘What are you trying to say, Cape?’ Monty asked.


    It was Jack who spoke then.


    ‘I think what he means, Montague,’ said Jack, ‘is that every superhero needs a sidekick.’


    ‘A sidekick? Really?’ Montague said. ‘Like Batman and Robin, or Superman and Superboy? Aquaman and Aqualad?’


    He’d read a lot of comics.


    ‘Well yes, maybe,’ said the Cape. ‘I could teach you all about fighting crime, and with your new super strength, who knows what adventures we’d have. What do you think?’


    ‘Come and live with you? I would need to tell Sister Josephine and Sister Gertrude, of course, and give them time to organise things without me. I couldn’t leave them in the lurch, not after all they’ve done for me …’


    ‘Yes, yes, take your time, my boy, that’s fine. But what do you think?’


    Even as he’d been talking, Montague knew what his answer would be. For the first time in his life, he had a family. It was a strange family, to be sure, but it was a family. And it was his.


    He got up from the table and walked over to the Cape of Justice. It was an important moment, and he thought it needed to be treated like one.


    The Cape stood up too.


    ‘Cape of Justice,’ Montague Towers said slowly and loudly, ‘I would be delighted to become your sidekick, live with you and fight crime and evil deeds everywhere.’


    The Cape took Monty’s outstretched hand and shook it formally. ‘Call me Uncle Bert,’ he said.


    Jack was on his feet too now, and he came over and put his arm around Montague’s shoulders.


    ‘Welcome to FOSHCAP,’ he said. ‘Have another cream bun.’
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