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Cast of characters

For those who came in late…



Prudence: A normal schoolgirl who lives in a magic castle and has a fairy, sorry, phaery, as her best friend. She likes feeding her piranhas, sailing her pirate ship and making sure her mum doesn’t find out what she and Phredde get up to.



Phredde: A 30-centimetre-high phaery. Her real name is The Phaery Ethereal but unless you want your kneecaps kicked by a furious phaery, DON’T call her this unless you’re a teacher, parent or someone even Phredde acknowledges it’s not a good idea to kneecap! Likes any adventure that doesn’t involve wearing glass slippers or handsome princes.



P.S. That’s PHAERY, buster, not fairy. Don’t call Phredde a ‘fairy’ if you value your kneecaps.



Bruce: A handsome phaery prince. Or he might be if he hadn’t decided to be a giant frog instead of a kid. (A Crinea signifera, if you want to be precise. Ask Bruce if you want to know more about Crinea signifera—or better still, look it up in the library, because Bruce will tell you EVERYTHING.) Bruce likes catching flies and collecting recipes for mosquito pizza. Holds the interschool record for the long jump and the high jump at the Athletics Carnival.



P.S. Don’t call Bruce a fairy either. He won’t kneecap you but you might find dried flies in your muesli.



Mrs Olsen: Pru, Phredde and Bruce’s teacher. Also a vampire, but don’t worry, she and her family have a friendly arrangement with the abattoir—the butchers get the meat and the vampires get the bloo…er, red stuff. Keeps her coffin with the art supplies in the storeroom.



Mark: Pru’s older brother. Also a werewolf every full moon, a trait inherited from his father’s side of the family. (Great-Uncle Ron is also a werewolf.) Answers to ‘Dog’s Breath’ but don’t try it if you can’t run fast. Likes chasing cars and football. His favourite snack food is corn chips and corgis.



The Phaery Splendifera: Phredde’s mum. Loves crosswords, honeydew nectar and racing magic carpets. Wants her darling baby, Ethereal, to marry a nice handsome prince when she grows up. DO NOT mention this to Phredde.



Amelia: In Pru’s, Phredde’s and Bruce’s class at school. The sort of girl who makes sure everyone knows she wears a G-string and has downloaded ‘I’m The Most Beautiful Girl in the World’ as her mobile-phone ring tone.



Edwin: Also in Pru’s, Phredde’s and Bruce’s class at school. Picks his nose and EATS it.



Mr Nahsti: President of the Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners. Also a solicitor, but if you are leaving someone a mansion in your will, don’t trust him. Wears a dead rat to cover up his bald spot.



Uncle Carbuncle: Mysterious relative of Pru’s. Dead.



Wee Willie: A doodle puppy (that’s a cross between a poodle and a Doberman). Has a problem with his bladder. Dead too.



Underpants Annie: Dead as well. But don’t trust her with your underpants.



Cookie: Shearer’s cook. Diseased. Oops, sorry, that should read ‘deceased’.



Jack the Clipper: Don’t panic, that’s Clipper not Ripper. Also deceased.



Knock-knock: Used to drive a steam train. Now mostly makes up knock-knock jokes. Avoid them if you can.



Slime: A slimy, oozy, ghostly…thing.





Chapter 1
The Will

‘You mean it’s all MINE?’ I yelled.

Mr Nahsti, the solicitor, nodded.

‘A mansion in the bush with a great big park around it and…what was all that other stuff?’

Mr Nahsti read from his list. ‘A lake, two hundred hectares of land. And…’ he gave a slight cough,’a small graveyard.’

I was so happy I stopped staring at the dead rat on his head. ‘How hot is that?’ I shouted. ‘My very own graveyard!’

‘Is there any money too?’ asked Dad hopefully.

Money has been a bit tight at our place lately. Okay, we live in a castle, but that’s only because Phredde’s mum PING!ed it up for us. But phaeries can’t PING! money or anything else that changes the world too much, like doing well in a geography exam or peace on earth, just castles and glass slippers and time tunnels to Ancient Egypt.

‘There is some money,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Enough invested to cover rates and other costs.’

‘I suppose Pru could rent the mansion out and make money that way,’ said Dad thoughtfully. My brother Mark is going to uni next year and that’s going to cost our family heaps. Plus if I want to go to uni too, in a few years’ time, that’s going to cost even more.

I tried to stop bouncing in my seat. My own mansion! I couldn’t wait to see my classmates’ faces at school. NO ONE has their own mansion!

Mum looked worried. Why do mums look worried over the least little thing, like being kidnapped by a zombie librarian,1 or going out without my hat on, or being left a mansion and a lake and my own graveyard?

‘But how can Prudence inherit all these things?’ she asked.

‘You weren’t listening, Mum! My Uncle Carbuncle left them to me.’

‘But you don’t HAVE an Uncle Carbuncle,’ protested Mum.

‘Course not, ‘cause he’s dead,’ I said.

‘You don’t even have a dead one,’ said Dad.

‘I must have,’ I pointed out, ‘because he left me a mansion!’

Mr Nahsti shook his head. I waited for the dead rat to fall off, but it didn’t. I wondered how he stuck it on so tight. ‘Actually, Prudence, your mother is right.’ He smiled at me, one of those grown-up ‘kids-suck’ sort of smiles. ‘Mothers are usually right, you know. Mr Carbuncle was your father’s fifth cousin four times removed. He stated in his will that his property should be left to his nearest female relative.’

‘And that’s me?’

‘Well, no.’ Mr Nahsti looked a bit embarrassed. ‘There were actually 56 closer female relatives than you. You see, there is one condition you have to fulfil before you can inherit.’

‘What’s that?’ I asked happily. I could hardly wait to tell Phredde and Bruce. My own graveyard!

‘You have to spend two nights in the house…with no other human being.’

‘Is that all?’ I yelled.

‘Prudence, lower your voice,’ said Mum. ‘Please excuse her, Mr Nahsti. Exactly why didn’t the other, er…56 females manage to spend two nights in the house?’

Mr Nahsti shook his head again. He didn’t look like any solicitor I’d seen on TV. As well as the dead rat on his head, he was short and fat and had a red face and a soggy cornflake left over from breakfast on his collar. Or maybe it had been the rat’s last breakfast, and he was keeping it for a snack later.

‘I’m afraid I’m not allowed to tell you,’ he said. ‘That’s one of the terms of the will too. But I really must advise you not to take up this offer. It might be quite, um, distressing if you even try.’

Mum took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, Prudence, there’s no way I’m letting you spend two nights alone in a deserted mansion!’

‘Look, Mum, stop worrying!’ I turned to Mr Nahsti. ‘Those 56 other chicks—the house didn’t kill them, did it?’

‘No,’ said Mr Nahsti cautiously.

‘Their legs didn’t drop off, did they?’

‘No,’ admitted Mr Nahsti. ‘But I really do advise you not to—’

‘See, Mum?’ I said. ‘There’s absolutely nothing to worry about!’

‘What happens to the place if Pru doesn’t inherit it?’ asked Dad. ‘Do you try another relative?’

Mr Nahsti shook his head. ‘There are no other female relatives. If Prudence doesn’t accept the inheritance, the house and its land will be sold, and the money sent to,’ he consulted his notes again, ‘the Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners.’

‘And I get nothing?’

‘That’s right,’ said Mr Nahsti. He gave a fake ‘I-really-love-kids’ smile. ‘But of course it’s a very good cause. I’m President of the Society, you know,’ he added modestly.

‘That settles it,’ I announced. ‘I’m taking it!’

‘Impossible,’ said Dad firmly. ‘Pru, you are not spending two nights by yourself in a house that has scared off 56 other girls!’

I grinned. ‘But I won’t be by myself.’

‘I’m afraid the will is very strict,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘With no other human being whatsoever, it says.’

‘Who said anything about human beings? Phredde and Bruce can come with me,’ I told him. ‘They’re phaeries!’

Mr Nahsti stared at me as though I was the one with a dead rat on my head. ‘Phaeries?’

‘Yep,’ I said happily. ‘Well, Bruce is a frog most of the time, because he likes being a frog better than being a phaery prince. But, you see, there’s no danger at all, because they can PING! me out of any sort of trouble.’

‘Phaeries,’ muttered Mr Nahsti, in the same sort of voice I’d use to say, oh-oh, maggots in my sandwich. ‘I really don’t think…’ He saw me looking at him and stopped.

‘Phredde is my best friend in all the world,’ I told him. ‘And so is Bruce. Even if he is a frog.’

‘Oh, of course, of course,’ said Mr Nahsti quickly. ‘I’m the last person to be prejudiced against, ahem, phaeries or…or other creatures, I mean, ahem, people. We’re all the same really, aren’t we? I mean…’

‘Of course we’re not the same! Phredde’s only 30 centimetres high and Bruce eats flies and—’

‘Er…under the skin, I mean,’ said Mr Nahsti hurriedly.

‘No, we’re not,’ I informed him. ‘Mrs Olsen, that’s our teacher, says humans and phaeries and frogs have quite different circulatory systems, and she should know as she’s a vampire.’

‘A vampire!’ cried Mr Nahsti, casting Mum and Dad the sort of look that says what sort of dumb parents are you, letting your kid go to school with vampires and phaeries?

Then Dad said, ‘I have always been very proud of Prudence and her friends.’

I could have hugged him!

Then Mum said, ‘And Mrs Olsen is the best teacher Prudence has had. Her work has improved in leaps and bounds.’

‘Especially in anatomy,’ I added. ‘I know all about the jugular, and how humans have eight pints of blood but cows have—’

‘That’s enough, Pru,’ muttered Dad.

‘But I was just explaining to Mr Nasty,’ I began.

‘That’s enough!’ roared Dad. ‘Mr Nasty, I mean Nahsti, doesn’t need to know how much blood a cow has got.’

‘Exactly,’ said Mr Nahsti coldly. ‘Well, as I was saying, if Prudence was my daughter I would never dream of letting her stay in the house for two nights, especially in the company of two, ahem, phaeries! Phaeries. Those creatures think they can walk all over us normal people.’

‘Fly,’ I put in.

‘What?’ demanded Mr Nahsti.

‘Fly,’ I said. ‘They fly all over us, not walk.’

Mr Nahsti glared at me, then at Mum and Dad. ‘Really! I am beginning to think your daughter badly needs the services of the Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners herself.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with Pru’s manners!’ said Dad. ‘Much,’ he added honestly.

‘Nothing at all!’ put in Mum.

‘If you take my advice,’ began Mr Nahsti angrily.

‘Take your advice, you prejudiced twit? I’d rather go swimming with Pru’s piranhas!’ Dad declared. ‘Pru, if you want to stay in that house for two nights, of course you can!’

‘Certainly,’ said Mum. ‘You’ll be quite safe with Phredde and Bruce!’ She gave Mr Nahsti the kind of look she usually keeps for leftover banana peels that have fermented at the bottom of my school bag.

‘Very well,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘But don’t come whining to me and say I didn’t warn you!’ He handed me a set of keys and some documents. ‘You will find all you need to know in here. Good day.’

‘By the way,’ Mum added, ‘that hairpiece on your bald spot looks like a dead rat!’

‘So that’s what it is!’ I exclaimed.

Mum swept out. Dad and I followed her.

‘Stupid prejudiced old #**@!!!’ said Mum as soon as we were in the corridor. I stared at her. I didn’t think Mum even KNEW a word like that! And then I grinned.

‘I’ve got a mansion of my own! And a lake! And a graveyard!’ I yelled.

Mum and Dad looked at me, then at each other.

‘Oh dear. What have we agreed to?’ whispered Mum.






1See Phredde and the Zombie Librarian.







Chapter 2
The Trouble with Phaeries

Dad drove me to school and dropped me off at the gate.

‘You know, you don’t HAVE to stay in that house if you don’t want to,’ he said.

‘But I do want to! What could possibly go wrong?’

Dad looked at me as though wondering whether to give me a list of the 220 terrible things that could happen to a kid staying in an old mansion. But then he just leaned over, kissed my cheek and said,’Have a good day at school, Pru.’

‘Half day,’ I said happily. ‘It’s nearly lunch time.’

It was hard not to dance through the school gates, I felt so happy. A mansion of my own! No other kid at school had their own mansion! And whatever the mystery was, I’d be quite safe with Phredde and Bruce.

Phaeries can PING! up all kinds of things—like a magic carpet to escape from the cannibal pirates of Vort (I haven’t written anything about that one, because if Mum finds out she’ll ground me for 50 years). If a phaery wants iced watermelon, a spaceship or a pet tyrannosaurus, all they have to do is PING!—as long as they haven’t used up their weekly magic allowance.

But sometimes, just sometimes…well, I suppose it’s a bit like having a friend who can run faster than you, jump higher and always beat you in every spelling test…I mean, just sometimes it would be nice to be able to PING! too.

Then I gave myself a shake. What was wrong with me? I wasn’t a phaery and there was no way I could be, and Phredde was the best friend in the world and so was Bruce, even if he was a frog. And even though we were different, we’d be friends for the whole of our lives.

I glanced at my watch. Only another half an hour till lunch time. And then I could tell them all about it!

…

‘You’ve got what?’ yelled Phredde, spraying her black-olive and tomato focaccia all over me.

‘A mansion, and a lake, and my own graveyard!’ I told her.

‘How cool is that?’ cried Phredde. Bruce nodded. His froggy eyes go all googly when he nods. I suppose that’s why real frogs don’t nod very often.

‘I wonder why the other girls wouldn’t stay in it,’ he said thoughtfully. His googly eyes lit up. ‘I know!’

‘What?’ I asked cautiously.

‘I bet an alien lives in the attic. It injects its young into human stomachs, just like in that movie, and then they hatch and eat the guts then burst out and—’

‘Bruce!’ I yelled. ‘Shut up!’

‘I was only trying to help,’ said Bruce, looking hurt. ‘And anyway, we could PING! an alien back to where it came from and—’

‘Shut up, Frog-face. I bet the place has got ghouls,’ said Phredde. ‘Those little critters can BITE.’

‘Nah,’ I said, swallowing a big piece of zucchini fritter with cucumber yoghurt. (Our butler, Gark,2 makes them and they’re brilliant.) ‘It’ll be a ghost house. Deserted mansions are always ghost houses.’

Bruce snorted, sending bits of mosquito sandwich all over Phredde. ‘Ghosts! You don’t believe in ghosts, do you?’

I stared at him. ‘Of course I believe in ghosts. Don’t you?’

‘Nope,’ said Bruce. Phredde shook her head.

‘But you’re PHAERIES! And you believe in trolls, ogres, ghouls, vampires…’

‘Yeah, but those are real,’ said Bruce. ‘Ghosts are just make-believe.’

‘Huh,’ I said, unconvinced. ‘Well, anyway, all we have to do is spend two nights in it this weekend and it’s all mine. Well, ours,’ I added,’because of course I’ll share—’

‘Two nights?’ Phredde looked at Bruce in alarm. Then she looked back at me. ‘Two nights THIS weekend?’

I nodded.

‘That means if we go there Friday straight after school, we’d be finished Sunday morning?’ asked Bruce thoughtfully.

‘Sure,’ I said, puzzled.

‘That’ll be all right then,’ said Phredde. ‘Won’t it, Frog-face?’

Bruce nodded as Phredde took another bite of her foccacia.

‘What’s so special about Sunday?’ I demanded.

‘Oh, nothing,’ croaked Bruce airily. ‘Just that we’ve got a lot of homework so we’d still have time to do it.’

‘But Mrs Olsen hasn’t given us our homework yet,’ I protested.

Bruce and Phredde exchanged another glance. Then Phredde said carelessly, ‘Well, if it’s just TWO nights there’s no problem, is there?’

‘Then you’ll come?’

‘Of course,’ said Phredde, as though there hadn’t been any doubt at all. ‘Anyone want some iced watermelon?’

…

Phredde and I finished the watermelon, and Bruce zotted a few flies. His mum always packs him a nourishing lunch of mosquito sandwiches, but Bruce says flies are best fresh.

There’s one problem with watermelon though.

I stood up. ‘Back in a minute,’ I said. I didn’t ask if Phredde wanted to go to the toilet too. Phaeries do go to the toilet—I know because I asked Phredde. But they can sort of PING! it so that they’ve already been, if you know what I mean.

So I trudged over to the toilet next to the library by myself. The main toilet block is over by the science lab, but I like the library one, because there’s only one cubicle for girls and one for boys so you usually have it to yourself.

Not this time though. The cubicle door was shut. I waited till whoever it was had finished, trying not to listen. I did have a quick glance under the door to see what colour their underpants were—pink, and a G-STRING. What girl at our school is allowed to wear a G-string?!

And then I found out. The toilet flushed, the door opened and Amelia came out.

‘Why, Pru!’ she cooed. ‘I didn’t think you’d EVER need to go to the toilet! Can’t you ask Phredde or Bruce to PING! it all away?’

Have you ever heard of hate at first sight? Well, that’s me and Amelia. Amelia thinks she’s too cool for school—AND she gets better marks than me, even in maths. And I could just see myself asking Bruce to PING! away my full bladder. Or even Phredde. There are some things you don’t ask even your best friends to do. I mean, EMBARRASSING.

I scowled and pushed past Amelia into the toilet cubicle. (It smelled of her—I hate it when that happens.) But Amelia didn’t let go of the door.

I glared at her. ‘Hey, have you gone kinky, Amelia? You want to watch or something?’

Amelia smiled at me, like a cat that’s worked out how to use a can opener. ‘Guess who’s got a secret?’ she cooed.

I shrugged. ‘Who cares?’

‘Phredde and Bruce went to Phaeryland yesterday after dinner,’ sang Amelia.

‘So what? How do you know anyway?’

‘Cause I heard them discussing it,’ said Amelia smugly. ‘And Phredde said, “Don’t let Pru know,” and Bruce said, “Of course not!” And I thought you were, like, really good friends!’

If she kept cooing at me like that I was going to ask Phredde to turn her into a pigeon. Or maybe just a pile of pigeon droppings.

‘It’s just phaery business,’ I told her coolly. ‘Nothing I’m interested in.’

‘Then why did Phredde say you weren’t to know?’ Amelia sighed as if she was in a TV soap drama, the sort I’m not allowed to watch if I’m home sick. ‘I suppose they just get tired of having a human trailing after them all the time.’

‘I do NOT trail! And now I want to have a pee!’

I grabbed the door from Amelia and slammed it in her face then pushed my trakkie daks down. But I was too upset to do much. So I just sat there, listening to Amelia wash her hands and dry them, then the footsteps that said she’d left.

Were Phredde and Bruce sick of having a human around all the time?

Okay, I couldn’t fly. And I couldn’t PING! us into adventures or out of trouble. But I had good ideas, didn’t I? And I was their friend…

Of course I was.

Then why didn’t they tell me they’d gone to Phaeryland? Phredde HATES Phaeryland. She’d have complained to me for DAYS if she’d had to go there. Wouldn’t she?

My bladder finally decided to behave itself, so I did my business, washed my hands and trudged back over the asphalt. Phredde and Bruce were still on the seat under the big oak tree, giggling about something. Then they saw me and stopped.

‘What’s so funny?’ I demanded.

‘Oh, just a silly joke,’ croaked Bruce offhandedly.

‘I like silly jokes,’ I said.

‘Not this silly,’ said Phredde. ‘Hey, you want a choc-chip muffin?’

‘No, thanks.’ Suddenly I had an idea. ‘Gark made us choc-chip muffins after dinner last night,’ I said casually. ‘While we were watching that movie. Did you see it? The Curse of the Zombie Potatoes.’

‘What? Oh, yeah,’ croaked Bruce. ‘It was really good, wasn’t it?’

‘Mm, cool,’ said Phredde.

‘Oh,’ I said. Because there hadn’t been any movie called The Curse of the Zombie Potatoes.

I’d made it up.

And they’d LIED to me!

And then the hippos roared and it was time to go back into class.3






2Pru’s magpie butler.

3See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.







Chapter 3
Prix’s Mansion

It rained on Friday. The sort of rain that makes you feel wet even if you’re only looking at it out the window. The sort of rain that you could really believe was once a bit of ocean that evaporated and can’t wait to turn into an ocean again, mostly in your backyard.

The car’s wipers pushed at the water on the windscreen as though they wished they’d gone to windscreen gym and built up their muscles a bit. Dad looked out at the wet world doubtfully. ‘Are you sure you want to do this today, kids?’

‘No worries, Dad,’ I said. ‘We have to spend the night indoors anyway. It’ll be dry inside the house.’

‘Unless the roof leaks,’ said Bruce happily. Frogs like the rain.

Thunder grumbled somewhere over the hills. Dad glanced nervously at the paddocks on either side of the road. ‘I hadn’t realised it would be quite so deserted!’ he said.

‘Mansions are always deserted,’ I said confidently.

‘What do you think the house’ll be like?’ asked Phredde. She sounded excited.

‘Big…and gloomy…and maybe with bats around the turrets,’ I said.

‘Yeah, and dungeons with skeletons and creaking doors and spiders’ webs,’ put in Bruce.

‘Shut up, Frog-face,’ hissed Phredde. ‘You’ll panic Pru’s dad.’

‘You really don’t have to do this, Prudence,’ Dad said.

‘Hey, Dad, no worries,’ I said again. Sometimes parents need a lot of reassuring. ‘Hey, is that it?’

A giant gate blocked the road in front of us. On either side a big stone wall stretched into the distance.

‘It must be,’ cried Phredde eagerly. ‘Hey, do you think the gate will open automatically? Or maybe there’ll be a gatekeeper!’

There wasn’t. Dad honked the horn a few times, but nothing happened.

‘I’ll open it,’ said Bruce. We watched him hop happily through the mud and wrestle with the latch. The big gates creaked open.

Bruce hopped back to the car. ‘It looks great in there!’ he announced enthusiastically.

‘Beautiful gardens?’ asked Dad.

‘A giant spooky graveyard,’ I suggested.

‘Nah,’ said Bruce. ‘Just wet!’

Dad started the car again and we drove through the gates. Bruce was right, it did look wet. And not just rain wet. On one side of the road an enormous lake stretched almost to the fence. On the other, trees dripped onto sodden ground. Slowly the woodland changed to grassed lawns. The car topped a rise…and there it was.

‘Oh,’ I said.

It wasn’t what I’d expected at all. It didn’t even have any bats flying around! It was big all right—three storeys high, like a giant white wooden box someone had plonked down among the hills. But there were bright curtains hanging at the windows and flowers in all the garden beds, even if they did look like they needed raincoats.

‘I wonder where the graveyard is,’ said Phredde. She sounded a bit disappointed. Well, I was too. It all looked too, well, pretty to be a deserted mansion.

Dad breathed a sigh of relief. ‘It all looks…normal,’ he said. ‘Now, are you sure you’ll be all right?’

‘No dead bodies on the path,’ I said, doing up my raincoat buttons. (Phredde and Bruce didn’t need raincoats—no rain falls on a phaery if they don’t want it to, and Bruce likes anything wet.) ‘No headless zombies under the roses. We’ll be fine, Dad.’

‘Not even a strange tunnel leading to Ancient Egypt,’ said Bruce cheerfully. I nudged him in the ribs, or at least where I thought a frog’s ribs might be. Dad doesn’t know about our trip to Ancient Egypt.4 He doesn’t need to know either!

Dad squinted at the garden through the rain, and then at the house, just in case a few zombies were peering out from under the doormat. But there weren’t any. Just puddles and the patter of the rain and the far-off toot of a train in the distance.

‘Well, all right,’ he said reluctantly. ‘Now you promise you’ll phone every night and morning?’

I patted Mum’s mobile in the pocket of my shorts. ‘No worries, Dad.’

Dad turned to Phredde and Bruce. ‘And you’ll PING! her to safety at the slightest hint of trouble?’

‘Of course,’ Phredde assured him. ‘As soon as any hungry crocodiles or skull-juggling trolls appear I’ll PING! straightaway. Not that we’re expecting any,’ she added quickly. ‘I mean, you hardly ever meet a skull-juggling troll these days, only that time we—’

‘You’d better be off, Dad,’ I broke in hurriedly. ‘You’ll be late!’

‘Late for what?’ asked Dad in confusion.

‘Well, late for something!’ I opened the garden gate—it was a pretty white one, made of wood with flowers painted on it—and waved him off. ‘Bye, Dad!’

‘Bye!’ chorused Phredde and Bruce.

We watched the car drive slowly down the empty road.

I turned back to the house. ‘Okay,’ I said.

…

The three of us stared at the house. The thunder boomed again, but further away now.

‘Why on earth would anyone be afraid to stay in a nice house like this for two nights?’ demanded Phredde. ‘Those other rellies of yours must be nuts.’

‘Maybe there’s a disgusting smell,’ suggested Bruce. ‘Hey, maybe an insane murderer left a body under the floorboards and it stank out the house and—’

‘Maybe they were just scaredy cats,’ I said quickly, trying not to think of a body under the floorboards. A Prudence-shaped body…

I was a bit nervous, to tell the truth. Two or three little butterflies were zooming around my tummy. Well, a small horde of butterflies really, pterodactyl-sized. But I wasn’t going to show Phredde and Bruce I was scared. This was my house, after all. It was up to me to take charge.

I picked up my pack and the esky of food Mum had given us in case we starved. (Phredde and Bruce can PING! up any food we want, but you try telling that to Mum.) ‘Come on!’ I said.

I marched up the path, trying to avoid the puddles, then pulled the keys Mr Nahsti had given me out of my pocket. A cold wind blew around the corner, making me shiver. It was the coldest wind I’d ever felt, like ice had blown into my bones. I stopped, with the keys in my hand.

‘Tooooot-toot!’

‘There must be a train line nearby,’ I said, to cover up the sound of my heart thumping.

‘Why?’ asked Phredde.

‘Didn’t you hear the train whistle?’

Phredde shook her head.

‘But I’m sure I heard…’ I began. Then I stopped. The cold breeze buffeted me again and there was another sound, almost like the wind was muttering in my ear.

‘Well, did either of you hear THAT?’ I asked.

Phredde shook her head. ‘Nope.’

‘Me neither,’ said Bruce.

‘What was it?’ asked Phredde.

‘A…a sort of whispering,’ I said.

‘What was it saying?’

‘Knock, knock. I think. I don’t know. It was too soft to hear.’

The three of us concentrated. ‘I heard something!’ said Phredde at last.

‘What was it?’

‘Bruce’s tummy rumbling.’

‘I’m a growing frog,’ said Bruce defensively.

‘Yeah, growing fatter,’ said Phredde. ‘Hey, wait a sec, I DID hear something!’

‘I heard it too. Just a dog barking,’ I said, disappointed. I shrugged. ‘I must have imagined the whispering.’

‘Probably just the wind,’ agreed Phredde. ‘Knock, knock—it doesn’t make sense.’

‘Maybe it was a warning,’ said Bruce enthusiastically. ‘Maybe the murderer knocks his victims out, you know, knock knock, and he’s hiding behind the—’

‘Shut up Frog-face!’ yelled Phredde. ‘You’ll REALLY scare her soon!’

‘I’m not scared.’ I lied, hoping my hands weren’t shaking. I grabbed the doorknocker—it was shaped like a little girl with a watering can, I mean, yuck!—and rapped down.

No ghastly booming noise. No peal of hidden bells. It just went clink-clonk in a normal sort of way.

We waited, while the rain pelted down around us and the thunder growled in a normal muttering storm sort of way. Nothing happened, except I grew wetter. Raincoats never work all that well.’

‘Um, Pru,’ said Phredde after a while.

‘Yeah?’ I asked, hoping my voice wasn’t shivering.

‘Why are you knocking? There’s no one in there.’

‘We hope,’ said Bruce hollowly.

‘Shut up, Bruce!’ Phredde and I chorused.

‘I don’t know why I knocked,’ I said, putting the key back into the door and turning it. But I did. It was because someone…something…had whispered ‘Knock, knock.’ What sort of a warning whisper goes ‘Knock, knock’?

I pushed the door open. It didn’t even creak.

GRRANNNGGGG! A sudden peal of thunder boomed all around us, just as jagged lightning lit the garden behind us.

‘Wow!’ croaked Bruce. ‘Now THAT was a warning!’

‘Nonsense,’ I said feebly. ‘Just a perfectly ordinary storm.’ I stepped into the house.

Nothing happened.

Well, the rain stopped beating on my head, but that was all. Phredde fluttered in beside me and Bruce hopped up the steps. I took my raincoat off, hung it on the coat rack by the door and looked around.

We were in a hall. It had tiny tiles on the floor, all blue and white, with a great big puddle, but that was just where Bruce was standing and had dripped. A big staircase rose on one side of us, and on the other a corridor stretched into darkness.

I reached for the light switch and flicked it on. Nothing happened.

‘I’ll do it,’ offered Phredde.

PING!

Lights flared in the hall, down the corridor and up the stairs. Phredde grinned. ‘I just PING!ed the electricity back on,’ she said. ‘Easier than doing all the lights myself. Doesn’t use so much magic either.’

Phredde and Bruce get their magic allowance every Saturday.

‘You’ve got enough magic for tonight, haven’t you?’ I asked, a bit concerned.

‘Yeah, plenty,’ Phredde assured me. ‘I’ve hardly used any all week.’

‘Me too,’ agreed Bruce, his tongue zotting out to catch a spider lurking in a corner. ‘Mmm, delicious. Hey, what’s that?’ he added.

I looked down to where he was pointing. ‘It looks like a pair of underpants,’ I said, prodding them with my toe. I mean no way was I going to pick up someone else’s underpants, even if they were pink and frilly, which these were.

‘I bet some girl got so scared by a headless vampire that her underpants fell down,’ suggested Bruce, chuckling.

‘Shut up, Frog face! Well, what now?’ Phredde asked. ‘Do we choose our bedrooms or explore the house?’

‘Bedrooms,’ I said, kicking the underpants under the hall table. ‘Then explore.’ I glanced up the stairs. ‘I suppose they’re up there.’

I hoisted my pack over my shoulder more comfortably. Mum had insisted I bring my sleeping bag, even though I’d reminded her that Phredde could PING! me up a four-poster or a waterbed or even a free-fall-type hammock if I wanted one.

We started to climb the stairs. Well, I climbed, Bruce hopped and Phredde fluttered up, inspecting the light fittings on the way. I was sort of thinking we might all sleep in the same room, or at least Phredde and I in together and Bruce right next door. I wasn’t SCARED exactly. Just…cautious. That’s the word. Something had scared off the other 56 girls, and they couldn’t ALL have been wusses—even if one of them did wear pink frilly underpants.

The thunder boomed again outside. Phredde peered down the upstairs corridor. ‘Wow,’ she said. ‘That’s a lot of bedrooms.’

‘If they are all bedrooms,’ said Bruce cheerfully. ‘And not torture chambers.’

‘Thanks, Bruce,’ I muttered. ‘You’re a great help.’

‘Hey, you’re not worried, are you?’ he asked, surprised. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of. I mean, if they’re torture chambers Phredde and I can PING! you to safety and—’

‘I don’t need anyone PING!ing me,’ I said crossly. ‘And I’m not scared. I’d just rather sleep in a bedroom than a torture chamber.’

I opened the first door as I spoke.

‘Wow,’ said Phredde. I stared at the room, then nodded slowly.

I’m not sure what I’d expected—a bare room with maybe a bed and mattress, maybe a rat’s nest (yuck), and a broken window pane. I should have remembered the bright curtains at the windows we’d seen from outside.

This room looked like the pictures you see in magazines at the hairdresser’s. Thick white carpet, so shaggy you’d need to use a lawn mower instead of a vacuum cleaner. Big wooden bed—I mean room-enough-for-half-the-class big—with a lacy pink bedspread. (I’d almost have rather had the rats’ nest. I DESPISE pink. Lacy pale pink like that, anyhow.) About six million pillows, all pink and lacy too. Pink armchairs with lace cushions, a dressing table (pink) with a big bowl of that stinky pot-something you get your mum for Mother’s Day if you can’t think what else to get her—like a blue-ringed octopus to put in the toilet. (It’s so everyone saves water, see? You save up going to the toilet till you REALLY need it and then you go FAST before the octopus can bite your bum.) You should have seen Mum’s face when I gave her that! Except the octopus sort of got lost and ended up in the moat, but that’s okay, because piranhas don’t like blue-ringed octopi and Dad says as soon as he gets round to it he’ll fish it out, and where was I?

Oh right, the bedroom.

‘The bed’s made up and everything,’ said Phredde, gazing down on it from where she hovered in the doorway. I walked cautiously into the room, just in case it was booby-trapped, and pulled the bedspread down. The sheets were pink (surprise, surprise). They felt freshly washed, and crisp too, as though they had even been ironed.

‘Mr Nahsti must have got someone to get the house ready for us,’ I said slowly. Maybe I’d been wrong about Mr Nahsti. Maybe he was really a nice bloke who just wanted us to have a good weekend.

‘There’s an en suite and everything,’ Phredde called out to me, peering into the room beyond the bedroom.

‘What colour?’

‘Pink.’

‘Figures.’

I stepped back into the corridor while Bruce checked the corners to see if there were any more spiders. Phredde fluttered into the next room. It was just the same as the first, but with ruffles instead of lace and mostly yellow. ‘I’ll take this room,’ she decided. ‘And you can have the first one.’

‘Okay,’ I said reluctantly. It didn’t REALLY matter if Phredde wasn’t in the same room, I told myself. She’d hear if I yelled. And anyway, there was nothing I’d need to yell about. This place wasn’t a deserted mansion at all. Nothing spooky. Nothing weird. Just an ordinary house in the bush…

Bruce found a frog-green room down the corridor from ours and claimed it for himself, then we went exploring.

I was glad Phredde had PING!ed all the lights on so there were no dark rooms or gloomy shadows. But there WERE a lot of rooms. Empty rooms, that echoed. Actually they didn’t echo, but you felt as though they might.

‘Thirteen bedrooms,’ chanted Phredde as we went downstairs again. ‘Thirteen bathrooms, eight spas, six walk-in wardrobes…’

‘Wuff.’

‘The view would be really pretty too if it wasn’t raining.’

Suddenly a draught blew down the staircase, with a touch of ice at its edges.

‘Wuff, wuff, wuff!’

I stopped, halfway down the stairs. ‘Did you hear anything?’

Phredde shook her head.

‘What? Oh sorry,’ said Bruce. ‘I was checking the ceiling for spiders’ webs. Why?’

‘I thought I heard a dog this time,’ I said slowly.

‘Maybe there’s a stray outside somewhere. Poor thing,’ said Phredde, ‘it’ll be all wet.’ She zoomed down the stairs, flew up to the front door and PING!ed it open. ‘Here, boy!’ she yelled.

‘What if it’s a girl?’ asked Bruce.

Phredde ignored him, shouted. ‘Here, boy!’ again, then gave a whistle about ten times bigger than she was, which was a useful talent to have when you’re only 30 centimetres tall.

Nothing happened, except another flash of lightning, followed by thunder a few seconds later.

‘That means the storm is three kilometres away,’ said Bruce. ‘One kilometre for every second between the flash of the lightning and the sound of the thunder.’

‘I thought it was ten seconds a kilometre,’ argued Phredde.

They bickered about it as we wandered around the downstairs rooms. I thought about the poor dog out there in the storm. Or maybe it was sheltering under a bush or in a shed. But then I forgot about it, because this place was AMAZING.

There was a billiard room, a room all set up as a small theatre with a stage and everything, another room with lots of mirrors and combs and scissors and about a hundred wigs on a table—black ones, red ones, long hair, short hair, curls and every hairstyle I’d ever seen and lots of others too.

‘Maybe they scalped the other girls,’ joked Bruce, staring at the wigs.

I glared at him. ‘Ha, ha. Not funny.’

‘Yeah, cool it, Frog-face,’ said Phredde.

There was a sewing room, with bits of clothes cut out on benches, which was WEIRD, like someone had been sewing and then just left it all.

‘They look like underpants!’ I exclaimed.

‘Huh,’ said Phredde. ‘You’ve got underpants on the brain.’

‘No, on the bum,’ sniggered Bruce.

‘Shut up, Frog-face!’ cried Phredde.

‘Yeah, don’t be crude,’ I added. I took one last look at the piles of material—they really did look like half-made underpants—then followed Phredde and Bruce along the corridor to the next room.

This one was a giant living room with one whole wall of DVDs and a player the size of a movie screen. A kitchen like the ones you see in restaurants on TV, except without a dopey TV chef in it saying,’Now just a drizzle of walnut oil’ on something that looks like puke on a plate. (Why don’t TV chefs ever do sausage and pineapple pizza?)

And then we found the dining room.

It was almost as big as our school hall, with a giant polished-wood table, lots of chairs with that embroidery stuff on them and a huge window overlooking the lake.

‘Hey, look out there.’ Bruce pointed out the window. ‘A tennis court! The rain’s stopping too.’

‘Yeah?’ I shivered. The house was really draughty sometimes. I looked out the window where Bruce was pointing, then turned back to the room. And then I stared.

‘Er, Bruce, Phredde…?’

‘Yes?’ Phredde was still gazing out the window.

‘Have a look at the table!’

Phredde turned. ‘Oh goody,’ she said. ‘Afternoon tea!’

‘Um…you didn’t PING! it, did you?’

‘Nope,’ said Phredde. ‘Hey, I’m hungry.’

‘How about you?’ I asked Bruce.

He shook his froggy head. ‘Look, earwig slices! And I bet those are slug sandwiches.’

‘Nah, they’re spaghetti,’ said Phredde, fluttering above the table.

‘Bet you they’re slugs.’

‘Hold it!’ I yelled. ‘Look, did either of you see any food on the table when we came in?’

‘Nope,’ said Bruce. ‘I was looking out the window.’

‘Me too,’ said Phredde. ‘But it MUST have been there. You didn’t hear a PING!, did you?’

I shook my head.

‘The solicitor must have got someone to bring in some food for us,’ said Phredde. She gazed at the table, then zoomed down and grabbed a plate. ‘I’m starved. This looks a lot better than anything I can PING! up.’

Phaeries can PING! up food, but it has to be stuff they KNOW, not just something vague like ‘a delicious meal’. Phredde is okay with things like watermelon, but she’s a pretty boring cook. And Bruce’s favourite snack food is fried flies.

Bruce peered at the laden table. ‘Date scones, blueberry muffins, sliced mangoes, stuffed eggs…not a single fly!’ he protested.

‘Yes, there are!’ Phredde pointed.

‘Wow! I must have missed them. Chocolate-coated mosquitoes too!’ Bruce began to load up his plate.

I blinked. I was SURE the table had been bare when we first came in. I was sure there hadn’t been that bowl of fried flies a few seconds ago either.

‘Chocolate cake, peach pie, cherry slices,’ chanted Phredde. ‘Hey, this is a desserted house. Get it? Desserted, not deserted.’

‘Yeah, I get it.’ I tried to grin. Something was wrong—all wrong. But I couldn’t tell what it was. I mean, everything was fine, wasn’t it? Nice house, great food. Even the rain was clearing up.

We stuffed ourselves with all the cakes and things. (You needn’t worry about getting fat with a friend who’s a phaery—she just PING!s the fat away.) Then I dashed up to my bedroom (to go to the toilet, in case you were wondering). The toilet was all purple marble—I love purple—and the spa bath was purple too. Even the soap was purple. I was just drying my hands on the purple towel when I remembered something. Phredde had said the bathroom was pink—like the bedroom.

I went back out into the bedroom. The bedspread was purple. The chairs were purple and white.

I made my way downstairs thoughtfully. Phredde and Bruce were whispering together at the other end of the dining room. I heard Phredde say, ‘She doesn’t suspect ANYthing!’ Then she saw me and shut up.

‘Who doesn’t suspect what?’ I asked.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Phredde airily.

‘Just as I came in you said, “She doesn’t suspect anything.”’

‘What me? No, I didn’t.’

‘Yes, you did,’ I said.

‘Um…I think she said, “She doesn’t RESPECT anything,”’ said Bruce quickly. ‘We were talking about Amelia, how when I had my Phaeryland Day party Amelia said there wasn’t any such day because it wasn’t in the list of holidays in her diary. Remember?’

‘Yeah, I remember,’ I said slowly. ‘But I was sure…’ I shook my head. ‘Hey, do either of you remember what colour my bedspread was?’

Phredde stared at me. ‘Your bedspread? Why on earth are you interested in bedspreads? It was pink, wasn’t it?’

‘Are you sure it wasn’t purple?’

Phredde shrugged. ‘Pink and purple look a bit the same.’

‘Yeah. Maybe.’ But that bedspread had been a really PINK sort of pink and now it was the purplest purple I’d ever seen…

‘Just wait a sec,’ I said. I raced up the stairs again and peered into my room. The bedspread was still purple.

So I trudged downstairs again, and we went outside to look around.






4See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.







Chapter 4
Mysteries…

The gardens were okay. They were pretty and everything and there were flowers EVERYWHERE and I could see the lake would be fun. But it wasn’t what we were used to—no dragons or charging dinosaurs or marsupial tigers or evil hippopotamus-cooking princes. Even the graveyard was just a graveyard, with mown grass and neat marble tombstones saying things like ‘Annie Smith, 1841 - 1899, Rest in Peace’, or ‘Willie, February 1994-April 1994’, which made me sad to think a baby had died so young.

‘Hey, look!’ yelled Bruce. He hopped over to something almost hidden in the grass.

‘Train tracks!’ I said. ‘I TOLD you I’d heard a train!’

Bruce shook his head. ‘These tracks are all overgrown. There hasn’t been a train on them for years.’

‘But I HEARD one,’ I said stubbornly.

‘Maybe there’s another train line somewhere else,’ said Phredde, trying to keep the peace. She waved a hand towards the damp tree-covered hills.

‘Yeah, maybe,’ I agreed.

We followed the train tracks for a while, but they didn’t go anywhere, just around the lake. There wasn’t even an old train to go with them. It was all just wet grass and puddles, some dripping bushes and rain-faded flowers.

If we’d been anywhere else I’d have asked Phredde or Bruce to PING! us somewhere more interesting for a few hours, like to the moon.5 But the rules of my sort-of Uncle Carbuncle’s will said I had to stay for two nights. And night wasn’t far off. So we just wandered round and looked at the flowers and yakked about school and whether Edwin was keen on that girl in the year below us and if dinosaurs could ride a bicycle which one would be fastest, stuff like that. And then we went back in for dinner.

‘I vote we just have leftover chocolate cake,’ said Phredde.

‘There are still lots of ants left from afternoon tea,’ agreed Bruce.

I was about to agree too—chocolate cake sounded a lot better than the spinach quiche Mum had packed in the esky, and that chocolate cake had been the best I’d ever eaten. But then I stepped inside the dining room, and stopped.

On the table there was an enormous pie and a roast turkey with stuffing oozing out of its bum (I know stuffing doesn’t LOOK like bird poo but I wish there was somewhere else to put it) and potato salad and green salad and beetroot salad, which I LOVE, and cheesecake and a whole uncut chocolate cake (but this one had whipped cream and cherries instead of chocolate icing) and sliced watermelon and a big bowl of ferment flies, which are those tiny flies that hover round a fruit bowl (you get to know all sorts of insects when your boyfriend is a frog), and another plate of gnats.

‘Wow!’ said Bruce. ‘Gnats with mushrooms—my favourite!’ He bounded over to the table.

‘Stop!’ I yelled. ‘Look, who made all this stuff?’

‘Who cares?’ said Bruce.

‘Think about it!’ I said patiently. ‘Someone’s been in and done all this while we were out. But no one drove up—we’d have seen them. So who? Snow White and the Seven TV Chefs? I don’t think so.’

‘I’ll go and check,’ offered Phredde. She zoomed out like a butterfly on steroids. Thirty seconds later she was back. ‘No one around,’ she announced.

‘It’s weird,’ I said slowly. ‘But it’s not FRIGHTENING weird,’ I added. ‘I mean, it’s really great food.’

‘Unless it’s poisoned,’ said Bruce cheerfully.

‘Bruce!’ I yelled. ‘If you make one more remark like that I’m going to kick you!’

‘Make that two kicks,’ added Phredde.

‘What did I say?’ Bruce asked, looking aggrieved. (Great word that, isn’t it? I used it in an essay last term and Mrs Olsen gave me an extra mark for it.) ‘If it is poisoned, Phredde or I can PING! an antidote.’

‘Look, shut up about poison and antidotes,’ I said. ‘Let’s just eat.’

So we did.






5If a phaery ever PING!s you to the moon make sure they PING! you a space suit and air first—that was a REALLY bad few seconds I had last week!







Chapter 5
Prudence Faces the Future

We decided to watch a DVD after dinner. Phredde PING!ed the curtains shut against the dark outside and I settled myself on one of the enormous white sofas. Bruce sat next to me, which sounds romantic but wasn’t, because frogs sort of spread out and when you cuddle up to them they feel clammy, though Bruce can PING! the clamminess off when he remembers. Phredde perched on the back of the sofa.

‘What’ll we watch?’ asked Bruce, looking at the pile he’d selected from the wall of DVDs. (Have you noticed it’s always boys who do the selecting when you’re going to watch a movie? AND they hog the remote control, except phaeries can PING! DVDs too so for once I got to hold the remote.) ‘How about The Monster from the Deep, The Revenge of the Alien Ghouls—’

‘How about a comedy?’ I said quickly. Now it was dark I was beginning to get nervous again. The house was as far from being a ghost house as you could possibly get, but that hadn’t stopped the pterodactyls in my tummy.

We watched two movies. And it turned out that dinner hadn’t been poisoned, because none of us collapsed in agony or vomited green yuck or got the runs, which worried me just a bit, because if the other girls hadn’t been poisoned what HAD happened to them?

I’d have been happy to keep watching DVDs all night, but I didn’t want Phredde and Bruce to see that I was scared. It was bad enough that I needed them to PING! me out of danger, without them thinking I was a wuss as well.

But I still didn’t want to go up to bed in the purple-not-pink bedroom all by myself. So when the second movie finished I said, ‘Hey, I feel like a hot chocolate,’ even though I was still full from dinner.

‘Sure,’ said Phredde. ‘I’ll PING! some up. Do you want marshmallows or whipped cream or plain?’

‘No marshmallows,’ I said. ‘Marshmallows always make me think of snot pillows. Hey, don’t PING! yet. I want to check something.’

I stood up and raced into the dining room next door. The cold draught hit me again as I stepped in, but I was too preoccupied to bother about it. I stopped and bit my lip.

Yep, just as I thought. Three cups of hot chocolate sat steaming on the table, one with marshmallows, one with whipped cream and grated chocolate on top, and one with a scattering of dried mosquitoes. There was a plate of banana muffins too, and another plate of what looked like currant muffins, but I bet those currants had once had long proboscises (a word Bruce taught me) and had sucked blood.

And there was a pair of underpants—purple this time—right in the middle of the carpet. Bruce hopped into the room with Phredde fluttering behind. She surveyed the hot chocolate. ‘This is crazy,’ she said. ‘There CAN’T be anyone here!’

‘There has to be,’ I said slowly. ‘Those underpants weren’t there before, either.’

‘Are you sure you didn’t drop them?’ asked Bruce.

‘Shut up, Frog-face!’ ordered Phredde, while I glared at him.

‘My underpants are not purple,’ I informed him. ‘Look, I know we didn’t see anyone before. But maybe they were hiding.’

‘Well, let’s make sure,’ said Phredde. ‘Bruce, you and Pru check the ground floor. I’ll zap up and check the bedrooms. That chocolate is still hot—they can’t have had time to go far!’

I shook my head. ‘You’re not thinking!’ I said. ‘What if there’s a hidden trap door under a bed or…or they’re disguised as a suit of armour?’

‘There aren’t any suits of armour,’ objected Bruce.

‘You know what I mean! Look, can’t you just PING! so any living thing in the house ends up here?’

‘No worries,’ said Phredde. She loves that phrase.

PING!

‘Hey, cool!’ said Bruce, gazing at the small pile of spiders, ants, flies, beetles and a large bewildered cockroach all cartwheeling over each other on the carpet. ‘Anyone for a beetle?’

‘No, thanks,’ I said absently. Sometimes I DID eat beetles, but only when I let Bruce turn me into a frog, which is okay but not something you want to do very often. (Beetles taste like chicken, in case you’re interested—a chicken that’s lived on lemons and eucalyptus washing powder and is crunchy.) ‘None of this lot could have made hot chocolate. And beetles don’t wear purple underpants.’

‘I think I know what it is,’ said Phredde, as Bruce started zotting the beetles with his long froggy tongue.

‘What?’

‘Your Uncle Carbuncle was an inventor. He’s programmed the house to do exactly what you want. A sort of robot house. So it made up the beds and cooked the dinner.’

‘Who left the underpants then? And how did it know when we wanted dinner? A mind-reading robot house?’

‘Well, maybe not,’ said Phredde. ‘Okay, maybe the solicitor, Mr Thingummie—’

‘Nahsti,’ I put in.

‘Maybe he programmed the house to cook dinner for us and put it on the table. And he just guessed we’d like hot chocolate about now.’

‘Maybe,’ I said doubtfully.

‘Look, don’t worry,’ said Phredde. ‘There can’t be anyone in the house or they would have been PING!ed here with Bruce’s beetles.’

‘And spiders,’ put in Bruce. ‘They’re delicious spiders.’

I sighed, picked up my hot chocolate and sipped it. It tasted okay. Phredde flew back to the DVD room with hers, and Bruce gathered up a handful of spiders, and we all sat on the sofa again and talked.

One of the best things about best friends is the talking. Phredde and Bruce and I could talk for 50 years, I bet, and never run out of things to talk about. Like, does Amelia’s mum REALLY let her wear a G-string or does she pin her knickers into shape every morning with safety pins? ‘Like a nappy,’ said Phredde, giggling. And what would happen if one of the pins opened in class, and what would happen if you dropped an emu from an aeroplane?

‘I bet it’d start using its wings FAST,’ said Phredde.

‘Nah,’ said Bruce. ‘It’d just go SPLOT. There’s no way emus can fly.’

‘I wonder how loud the splot would be?’ I sipped my hot chocolate. ‘Not very loud maybe because of all the feathers.’

‘That’s the sort of stuff we should be learning at school,’ said Bruce. ‘useful things, not all that square of the hypotenuse stuff.’

Phredde PING!ed her empty mug away. (For one small phaery she can put away a lot of hot chocolate.) ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘Only another year and we’ll be in Hero School and you’ll never have to bother with geometry again.’

‘What’s Hero School?’ I asked, licking the last of the whipped cream with grated chocolate off my finger.

‘You know,’ said Phredde, ‘where phaeries go to learn about how to really use magic. Like uni for humans, except we go to Hero School for part of high school too.’

‘No,’ I said slowly. ‘I’ve never heard of it.’

‘I’m sure I mentioned it,’ said Phredde.

I felt a hollow open up in my tummy, even though it was full of hot chocolate. ‘No,’ I said.

Bruce shrugged, which did funny things to his froggy shoulders. ‘It’s not a big deal,’ he said. ‘Anyway, it’s a whole year away.’

‘And then you’ll leave high school?’

‘Yes,’ said Phredde.

‘Uh-huh,’ said Bruce, as though it was the least important thing in the world.

I felt the bottom drop out of my tummy and then the universe as well. My two best friends in the world would be leaving school in a year…

…and they’d be leaving me behind…

…and they didn’t even seem to think it mattered!

‘I think I’ll get some mosquitoes,’ said Bruce. He hopped out of the room. I turned to Phredde.

‘Um,’ I said, as casually as I could, ‘tell me more about this Hero School.’

‘Well, EVERYONE goes there,’ said Phredde. Everyone but me, I thought. ‘You know, Superman’s kids and phaeries, anyone with superpowers or magic. Because you’ve got to learn to use them properly. They train you for what you’re going to do when you leave school as well.’

‘Oh,’ I said. Then,’What do you think you’ll do when you leave school?’

‘Haven’t decided,’ said Phredde. ‘But it’s going to be SOMETHING. It’s so last millennium just being a phaery-in-waiting to the Phaery Queen or marrying a prince, no matter what Mum says.’

‘I’m going to work with frogs,’ said Bruce, hopping back in.

‘Big surprise,’ said Phredde.

‘Frogs need protecting,’ said Bruce hotly. ‘Or one day there won’t be any more frogs in the world and just think how many mosquitoes there’ll be then. Do you know how many diseases mosquitoes spread?’

‘Not as many as there were since you started stuffing mosquitoes in your belly,’ said Phredde. ‘I bet real frogs don’t eat as much as you.’

I was hardly listening.

I knew Phredde’s dad worked for some politician as his magical advisor. But for some reason I’d never thought about what Bruce’s parents did, apart from trying to make Bruce stop being a frog. Or what Phredde and Bruce might do when we all left school. Except that we’d still be friends.

Which we would be, I thought firmly. OF COURSE we would be.

Probably. Almost certainly.

Except…what would a couple of phaeries at a school for heroes have in common with a boring human girl who has no magic powers whatsoever? Who was just stuck at an everyday high school learning maths and history and—

‘Time for bed,’ Phredde said yawning.

‘Okay,’ I said miserably.







Chapter 6
The Vanishing Underpants

It was lonely in my room all by myself.

‘Just yell if anything happens,’ called Phredde from across the hall.

‘Sure,’ I agreed.

I put on my pyjamas and left my clothes on the floor. Mum hates me doing that, but this was MY house—or it would be in two days’ time.

The bed was really comfortable, but I couldn’t sleep. Maybe I’d had too much turkey, cheesecake, watermelon, raspberry slice, chocolate cake, potato salad, beetroot and stuffed eggs. But I was also thinking…

Why hadn’t Phredde ever told me she’d be leaving school early? Why hadn’t Bruce ever mentioned the school for heroes?

Was it because I was only a human and they thought it wasn’t any of my business? Or that I wouldn’t understand?

It was funny, I’d known Phredde and Bruce for a whole year, and even though Phredde was only 30 centimetres high and Bruce was a frog I’d never really felt we were different before. But now I did. I just lay there getting more and more miserable and further and further from sleep.

You have to start thinking about something else, I told myself. Okay, they’re phaeries and I’m human and there’s nothing I can do about it! So just accept it, Prudence, and think about…

About what?

About why the other 56 girls hadn’t stayed in this house for two short measly nights. It was just about the nicest, most comfortable house I’d ever been in, even better than our castle because, to be honest, castles are a bit too big to be comfortable, especially when you have to run half a kilometre from the Very Pink Sitting Room to the kitchen just to get a bucket of bones to feed the piranhas in the moat before you go to school.

It had all been easy so far…much too easy.

There had to be SOME reason why those other girls hadn’t stayed two nights in this house. And sooner or later I was going to find out why…

Maybe the pie we’d eaten for dinner had been made out of the last girl who’d stayed here. And all those wigs in that room downstairs—maybe they’d been made out of the other girls’ hair, just like Bruce had said.

And maybe there really WAS an alien in the attic and it was waiting till I was asleep and couldn’t call Phredde and…Except the house didn’t HAVE an attic, I told myself firmly. And we’d checked all the rooms for aliens, and anyway, an alien would have had to appear when Phredde PING!ed.

So there was really NOTHING to worry about.

Except I was worried.

I lay there in my bed with the purple-not-pink bedspread and shut my eyes, just in case it helped me to drift off. And maybe I was starting to fall asleep when I heard a noise, a swishing sound…

I was cold too. Shivering cold, in spite of the doona, as though someone had just opened a window and it was icy outside.

I opened my eyes and groped for the lamp beside the bed. For a horrible moment I thought it didn’t work and I’d be stuck here in the dark with a swishing sound getting closer, closer, closer…And then I thought, don’t be a dope, Prudence, all you have to do is yell and Bruce or Phredde will PING! light all over the house again. And then my hand met the light switch and I didn’t need to yell for Phredde at all.

The room filled with light…but there was no one there.

It must have been the wind in the trees outside, I thought, switching the light off again. And then I turned it on FAST because I suddenly remembered something.

I’d left my clothes on the floor, hadn’t I? And now they were gone.

I slid out of bed and looked around. Not under the chair, not under the bed. Then for some reason I slid the cupboard drawer open and there they were—my shorts and shirt all neatly folded.

I let out a sigh. I must have put them away automatically after all those years of Mum nagging me. Or maybe I really HAD been asleep and I’d sleepwalked, or sleep-folded. I was just about to get back into bed again when I realised.

Where were my underpants?

They were my favourite underpants—purple, of course—but not all purple, so I hadn’t lied to Bruce. They were green and purple spots, and even if they weren’t a thong they were cut high in the leg. They were about the coolest clothes I owned. Sometimes I wish we wore our underpants outside our other clothes like Superman.

But what sort of kinky person takes underpants? Not Phredde or Bruce, of course. There was no way they’d steal my underpants. And there was no one else in the house.

Or was there?

I sat back on the bed and thought. Maybe a kinky underpants thief had scared all the other inheritors away? A kinky underpants thief who could hang outside a window by their fingernails so they were not inside the house and so Phredde’s PING! didn’t affect them!

I REALLY didn’t feel like sleeping now. Maybe I should wake Phredde, I thought. Maybe the underpants thief was after her underpants too!

I tiptoed over to the door (don’t ask me why I tiptoed—it just feels right to tiptoe in the middle of the night) then into the corridor. I knocked on Phredde’s door softly. ‘Hey, Phredde! Are you awake?’

‘Mmm?’ said Phredde’s voice sleepily.

I opened the door and slipped inside, then switched the light on. Phredde sat up, blinking. Her wings were all crinkled from being slept on. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I just came in to see if your underpants were all right,’ I said.

‘My what?’ yelled Phredde.

‘Shh,’ I said. ‘You’ll wake Bruce.’

‘Did you say you wanted to see if my underpants were all right?’

I nodded.

‘Tell me I’m dreaming,’ said Phredde.

‘Well, where are they?’ I demanded, looking around.

Phredde shook her head. ‘I PING! up fresh underpants every day. It saves Mum washing them. Then I just PING! them away at bedtime. Hey, what’s all this about underpants?’

I bit my lip. ‘Bruce doesn’t wear underpants, does he?’

‘Well, duh,’ said Phredde. ‘Have you ever seen a frog in underpants? Look, what’s this about?’

‘Someone has stolen my underpants,’ I said. ‘They were there on the floor when I went to bed. But they’re not there now.’

‘Have you looked under the bed?’ asked Phredde.

‘Yes! I looked everywhere! But they’ve gone!’

‘Well, they’ll turn up,’ said Phredde sleepily. ‘I can PING! you some more if you like.’

‘I’ve got fresh ones in my bag. I just wondered,’ I began. But Phredde was settling down to sleep again. ‘See you in the morning,’ I said instead.

‘Night, Pru,’ said Phredde vaguely, her eyes already closed.

I tiptoed back to my room.







Chapter 7
Stranger and Stranger…

My room looked exactly as I’d left it. Purple bedspread. Clothes in drawers (I pulled them out), just to check. Still no underpants…

Suddenly I thought of something. I pulled open my pack and checked in there. My clean underpants were missing too! They were my extra-special underpants as well, with piranhas on them. My brother Mark had given them to me for my birthday. (Even if he is a werewolf—and a big brother—he can be pretty nice sometimes.) I’d kept those underpants for a special occasion, like a sleep-over in a deserted mansion, because that’s the sort of time you might accidentally NEED hot-looking underpants. And now they were gone!

I wasn’t going in to wake Phredde again, just to tell her my other underpants were gone too. And they WERE only underpants.

No big deal, right?

I lay down again and tried to relax. Maybe Phredde was right, maybe they would just turn up. Like that time I lost my maths homework and accused Mark of eating it and Mum of tidying it up and Dad of just not caring when my life was ruined and I could never go to school again, and then it turned up, just like that, under my schoolbag where I’d looked a hundred times. Or thought I had.

It was just the whole situation spooking me out, I thought sleepily. If no one had ever told me 56 other girls had been scared away, I’d have been asleep HOURS ago. And I’d never even have THOUGHT about looking for my underpants in the middle of the night. Night is a great time for worrying about silly stuff. Things ALWAYS look better in the morning.

I switched off the light again and shut my eyes. Sleep, that’s what I needed. Lots and lots of sleep, then in the morning I’d find my underpants and…

Whisper. Whisper. Creak. Creak. Creak. And COLD, like someone had slipped ice blocks under my bed.

I opened my eyes again, just as something touched me faintly on my cheek.

‘Phredde!’ I shrieked, leaping out of bed. I tried to turn the lamp on but knocked it over. ‘Phredde!!! Bruce!!!!!! Help!!!!’

PING!

Phredde appeared, hovering like a pyjama-wearing wasp right in front of me, just as Bruce leaped through the door.

‘What is it?’ yelled Phredde.

‘Don’t worry, Pru, I’ll save you!’ shouted Bruce. He looked around. ‘Er…from what?’ he said. And then he stared.

Phredde was staring at me too.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. ‘Why are you staring at me like that?’

‘Wow,’ said Bruce softly.

‘I think you’d better look in the mirror,’ said Phredde.

I turned towards the mirror then I stared too.

I looked WONDERFUL!

Instead of short brown hair I suddenly had blonde curls, all the way down my back! I blinked at my reflection, then touched my hair uncertainly. Yep, it was really there.

‘How did you do THAT?’ asked Phredde admiringly.

‘I…I didn’t,’ I said. ‘Hey, did YOU do it?’

Phredde shook her head.

‘How about you?’ I asked Bruce.

‘Nope,’ he said. ‘It’s really cool though.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I think.’

First my underpants, then my hair.

‘There’s something strange going on here,’ I said.

‘Well, maybe,’ said Phredde. ‘But it’s not exactly dangerous, is it?’ She looked at me critically. ‘You should have gone blonde ages ago,’ she added.

‘Mum’ll go bananas,’ I said. ‘She wouldn’t even let me put a purple streak in my hair. You’ll have to PING! me back to normal before I go home.’

Phredde grinned. ‘I’ll PING! a “no see” spell instead. You’ll stay blonde but your mum’ll see short brown hair.’

‘Yeah,’ said Bruce enthusiastically. He looked around. ‘Are you sure I can’t rescue you from something?’

Boys! ‘No, thanks,’ I said politely. ‘I’m sorry to have disturbed you both.’

‘No worries,’ said Phredde. ‘See you in the morning.’

PING!

Suddenly both of them had gone.

Underpants…hair…underpants…hair…I picked the lamp off the floor, put it back on the bedside table and lay down again. But my mind was buzzing.

Maybe…maybe all the strange things that had happened had something in common. My suddenly hot hair and my purple-instead-of-pink bedspread. My clothes put away when I was sure I’d left them on the floor. And the food suddenly on the table in the dining room…

All NICE things, I thought. All things I’d wanted—except for my missing underpants of course. But maybe…

Suddenly I had an idea. I grinned to myself.

I reached over and switched the light off then. I made myself breathe slowly and quietly for thirty seconds. Then I said softly, like I was speaking to myself, ‘Blonde hair is lovely. But I really, really wish I could have green streaks too. Green streaks would be just so hot.’

And then I waited.

One breath…

Two breaths…

Whisper, whisper…creak…COLD…

This time I didn’t wait for a touch on my cheek. I just switched the light on fast!

‘Got you!’ I yelled.

And then I stared. ‘Who on earth are you?’ I whispered.

The creature blinked.

‘Don’t you dare vanish,’ I warned him. ‘I’ve seen you now! Who are you?’

The creature gulped. ‘I’m…I’m Jack the Clipper,’ he said.







Chapter 8
Jack the Clipper

‘What!’ I yelled.

‘Shh!’ The creature flapped his hands at me. He was dressed all in black—black jeans, black jacket—and his head was shaved close to his scalp, with the fuzz that was left dyed in black and white stripes. ‘Don’t make so much noise!’

‘I’ll yell if I want to! Any girl would yell if she found Jack the Ripper in her bedroom!’

‘I’m not Jack the Ripper, sweetie! I’m Jack the Clipper. And PLEASE be quiet,’ he said. ‘I’ll do anything you like if only you’ll speak more softly! Green streaks? Purple highlights? A body wave?’

‘Pru!’ Phredde zoomed in like a wasp with a jet engine. ‘Are you okay?’

‘What is it?’ shouted Bruce, leaping through the doorway.

‘Look!’ I yelled, pointing at Jack the Clipper.

‘Look at what?’ asked Phredde.

‘At that!’ I shouted.

‘There’s nothing there,’ said Bruce. ‘You must have been dreaming.’

I gazed at Jack the Clipper, then at Phredde and Bruce, then at Jack again. Why couldn’t they see him?

Maybe…maybe…this was something I had to sort out by myself. This was my mansion, after all.

‘Maybe I WAS dreaming,’ I said slowly. ‘Er…sorry to disturb you.’

‘No worries,’ said Phredde. ‘Night, Pru. Again,’ she added as she fluttered out.

‘Yeah, night.’ I said hastily. I waited till the door was shut behind them. ‘Now,’ I said to Jack the Clipper, ‘what’s all this about? How come they can’t see you? Come to think of it,’ I added, ‘you don’t look like Jack the Ripper.’

‘Of course not. I told you—I’m Jack the Clipper. I’m a hairdresser, not a mass murderer!’

‘You might be a hairdresser and a mass murderer,’ I pointed out.

‘I might be. But I’m not. Really, I’m not. I’m just an ordinary hairdresser. Well, and a ghost,’ he added.

I gulped. ‘D-did you say ghost?’

‘Yes.’ He looked at me anxiously. ‘You’re not going to yell again are you?’

‘I don’t THINK so,’ I said. ‘It depends what happens next. But why can’t Phredde and Bruce see you?’

Jack sighed. ‘I bet they don’t believe in ghosts.’

‘Well, no, they don’t,’ I told him.

‘People who don’t believe in ghosts don’t see us. You’ve no idea how boring it is being a ghost,’ he added. ‘Hardly anyone believes in ghosts nowadays.’ He covered his face with his hands suddenly. ‘You’ve no idea what it’s like, girlfriend! Nothing to do, no hair to cut, not even a permanent wave in YEARS! All I ever wanted was to be a hairdresser!’ he sobbed.

This was getting really embarrassing, even if he was a ghost. ‘Look, pull yourself together,’ I said (his legs were drifting towards the bathroom). Jack looked up, sniffed, and hauled his legs back where they belonged.

It was time I got some answers.

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Did you take my underpants?’

‘Me?’ Jack the Clipper looked affronted. ‘Do I look kinky to you, sweetheart?’

‘No,’ I admitted. ‘Just a bit see-through. But if you didn’t take my underpants, who did?’

‘She’s done it again, hasn’t she?’ Jack said, his hands on his hips. ‘Honestly! There’s just no stopping her!’ He looked around. ‘Annie!’ he called softly.

‘Who’s Annie?’ I demanded.

‘Underpants Annie,’ Jack said, as though that explained everything. ‘Ah, here she is…’

Another cold draught wafted across the room. Something began to appear over by the mirror. It looked like smoke at first, then slowly grew thicker and thicker, till I realised it wasn’t smoke at all, just a long white dress. Not a nightdress, more like a dress from the really olden days.

‘Hello,’ said a voice softly.

Jack the Clipper sighed. ‘Haven’t you forgotten something, lovey?’

‘Oops,’ said the voice. ‘Lost my head for a moment there…’

Suddenly there was a face AND a head with a really cool spiky haircut, all green and purple stripes. Underpants Annie grinned and ran her hand through the spikes. ‘Like it?’ she asked. ‘Jack did it last week for me. Much easier than ringlets.’

‘You took my underpants?’

Annie nodded. ‘I’m sorry. I just couldn’t resist! I’m a seamstress—I love making clothes. But I died before underpants were invented and they’re just so FASCINATING! Every pair is different. I just HAVE to study them! But I’ll put yours back, I promise. With lace, this time. And ruffles! You would like some lace and ruffles, wouldn’t you?’ she pleaded. ‘It’s been so long since I had anyone to sew for.’

‘You just feel so useless, being a ghost,’ said Jack the Clipper wistfully. ‘And when I saw your lovely boring hair, I just couldn’t resist doing something stunning to it. You do like it, don’t you, sweetie?’

‘Um, yes, I think so,’ I said. Suddenly I started to shake. Well, they WERE ghosts, even if they were friendly ghosts.

‘Are you cold?’ asked Annie sympathetically. ‘There are more blankets in the cupboard if you like.’

‘Or I could get you a heater,’ offered Jack the Clipper. ‘Anything you need…anything at all!’

‘Look, I’m fine. But I—’

Jack looked relieved. ‘Really? Look, girlfriend, we have to go! We really shouldn’t be here. Not on your first night! Could you just pretend you haven’t seen us? Please?’

‘Well, I—’

‘Thank you!’ cried Annie softly, as she began to fade away. ‘We promised your uncle we wouldn’t scare you away. It’s so important that you can be happy here! But when Jack saw your hair—and I saw your underpants—we just couldn’t resist.’

‘Hey, come back here!’ I cried. ‘I want to know what’s going on!’

But they were gone.







Chapter 9
Prudence Looks for Answers

A hairdresser ghost and a ghost with a passion for underpants. That explained a lot of things—like how 56 girls had been too scared to stay in this house for two whole nights. Had Annie stolen their underpants too? And had Jack the Clipper given them new hairdos?

Of course, I thought, with just a tiny shiver, I was used to things like that. Once you’ve faced trolls and cannibal phaeries, not to mention a teacher who’s a vampire, you’re not scared of a couple of ghosts.

Well, not very.

Hardly at all really.

I just wished that ghosts appeared during the day, when things were light and bright and SAFE-seeming, not at night when every creak made you think that another strange ghostly presence was going to…

How was I ever going to wear my piranha underpants again, knowing they’d once been haunted?

Stop it, Prudence, I said to myself. So you’ve met a couple of ghosts! So what? This is a haunted house with two perfectly nice ghosts. And now you know what the mystery is, so there’s no reason at all to think that a cold ghostly presence is going to creep up on you and whisper in your ear…

Suddenly the room grew cold again…

‘How about some pizza, mate?’

I jumped about two metres and my heart went bong, bong, bong!

‘Raspberry ice-cream with chocolate sauce then,’ said the voice, a little desperately. ‘Orange fudge cake with cherries and cream? I make a wonderful chocolate fudge cake.’

My heart slowed down to a thud, thud, thud. I turned the light on, but there was no one there.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Show yourself! I know you’re there!’

Nothing happened.

I sighed. ‘Right. If you show yourself, I’ll eat a piece of your orange fudge cake.’

A vague white mist hovered by the dressing table. ‘With a cherry on top?’

‘With a cherry on top.’

‘It’s a deal!’ The mist became more solid, and more solid still—an arm, a leg, another arm. The arms and legs joined up, with a body in between and a head on top, with a chef’s hat above that.

‘Good to meet you, mate,’ said the face under the hat. ‘I’m Cookie.’

‘You were a chef?’

‘Nah, a shearer’s cook, mate. The best on the western plains,’ said Cookie. ‘They just loved my strawberry mousse out there. And my baked beans surprise.’

‘What’s baked beans surprise?’

‘Cheese soufflé,’ said Cookie and smiled.

‘But where are the baked beans?’

‘There aren’t any. That’s the surprise.’

He looked embarrassed. ‘Look, mate, you won’t tell any of the other ghosts I’ve been here, will you? We’re not supposed to show ourselves, but I just couldn’t resist. It’s been so long since I had someone to cook for.’

‘Other ghosts!’ I said. ‘No, I won’t tell. But how many of you are—’

Too late. He was gone.

There didn’t seem much point turning the light off after that. So I just pushed my pillow into a more comfortable position and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

‘Knock, knock,’ said someone in my left ear.

‘Who’s there?’ I asked automatically.

‘Owl!’

‘Owl who?’

‘Owl I can say is knock, knock!’ the voice replied.

I sat up again. ‘That’s not funny! And it’s rude to tell people jokes when you’re invisible. Or it should be anyway. Come on, show yourself!’

Nothing happened.

‘Show yourself!’ I yelled—but softly, so Phredde and Bruce didn’t come in again and think I was crazy.

‘Wuff?’ said something near my ear.

I turned my head. A mist shaped like a puppy was hovering just above my pillow.

It wasn’t exactly a small puppy. Its legs and ears were long, but its tail was short and so was its body, and it looked like Jack the Clipper had just curled its hair and given it a ruff about its neck and ankles.

‘Wuff?’ the puppy asked hopefully.

‘Oh, you poor little thing!’ I exclaimed. He was so cute. Just the puppy I’d have loved to have at home, but Mum said I couldn’t have a puppy, ever, on account of my brother Mark being a werewolf and werewolves regard puppies as a snack food item. Like Mum said, it was just asking for trouble to get one.

But I so wanted one.

‘Come here, gorgeous,’ I crooned.

The puppy snuggled up to me. It didn’t actually have any substance, of course—after all, it was a ghost. But somehow it felt like it was there.

‘How did you become a ghost then?’ I whispered. ‘Did some nasty person run over you? Or did a big bad werewolf bite you? I think I’ll call you Snuffles—’

CRASH, BANG, WALLOP, ZOING!!!!!!!

A set of drums, an electric guitar and a bass, and three guys in leather and metal appeared in front of me, just as Snuffles squatted and left a ghostly puddle on my pillow.

I stared at the puddle, then at the rock band, then at the puddle again. Then I folded my arms and opened my mouth.

‘Okay, you lot, I’ve had enough!’ I roared. ‘How many ghosts are there in this place? I want all of you—the whole lot—here this second! Now!’

Suddenly the room was full of ghosts—Jack the Clipper and Underpants Annie and Cookie and the rock band and so many others that it looked like a fog had descended. And they were all talking at once—except for Snuffles who was woofing instead.

‘Knock, knock…’

‘Cinnamon toast with cream cheese and…’

‘Maybe funny underpants…’

‘A really lovely ponytail with a bit of a fringe…’

‘Hold it!’ I shouted. ‘Stop all talking at once! Now can someone, anyone, explain what’s happening here?’

Everyone was silent suddenly, except for a short dark man—or ghost—with oily hands and a big grin. ‘Knock, knock,’ he offered.

‘Shut up, Knock-knock!’ the other ghosts chorused.

‘Perhaps I can help.’ A big man stepped forward—well, a big ghost.

‘How can you help?’ I asked suspiciously.

‘Well, for starters,’ said the ghost, ‘I’m your Uncle Carbuncle.’







Chapter 10
Uncle Carbuncle

‘It all started with Wee Willie here,’ said Uncle Carbuncle, scratching Snuffles behind the ear. They were the only two ghosts left in my bedroom now—Uncle Carbuncle had sent all the others away. ‘And STAY away this time,’ he’d ordered. ‘No sneaking in with slices of banana pizza, Cookie. No new hairdos, Jack. Away!’

Now Uncle Carbuncle was sitting in the armchair—or almost, anyway, hovering just above it—and Snuffles, or Wee Willie, was sniffing around the room.

‘What sort of dog is Willie?’ I asked. ‘Apart from being a ghost dog, I mean.’

‘He’s a doodle,’ said Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Because he doo-doos all the time?’

‘Well, that too. But mostly because he’s a cross between a Doberman and a poodle. A doodle, see?’

I nodded.

‘When my dear little Willie died…’ explained Uncle Carbuncle. ‘Well, you know how close you can get with your dog. I missed his little puddles on the carpet. And Willie didn’t want to leave me either. So he stayed as a ghost. Excuse him, won’t you,’ he added, as Wee Willie wee-weed next to my bed leg. ‘He died before I could toilet-train him. Ghost puddles don’t leave a stain, you know. They aren’t even wet.’

I’d noticed that already. My pillow was dry, with not even a faint wee stain to remind me of Willie.

‘The trouble is,’ continued Uncle Carbuncle, ‘that once you’ve accepted one ghost you keep seeing more of them. Everywhere I went there were ghosts. And what was worse, most of them had nowhere to go. What does a ghost do when their house is knocked down to make a freeway? You can’t haunt a freeway. Cookie’s favourite shearing shed was blown down in a cyclone. Jack the Clipper’s salon has become a video bar. And as for the Rolling Pebbles—’

‘The rock band?’

Uncle Carbuncle nodded. ‘Well, they never actually made it to a stage, so they had nowhere to haunt at all.’

‘So you started a haunted house!’

‘Exactly,’ said Uncle Carbuncle, pleased I’d caught on so quickly. ‘I bought this big house way out in the country where no one would be bothered by a few ghosts. And I set it up properly too: the theatre for the Rolling Pebbles, the kitchen for Cookie, the lake for Big Jan—he used to be a fisherman.’

‘What about the train tracks?’

Uncle Carbuncle grinned. ‘They’re for Knock-knock. He was an engine driver, oh, about 100 years ago now. Lost his brakes racing down a mountain and has been a ghost ever since.’

‘But there isn’t a train!’ I objected.

‘Knock-knock doesn’t need a real engine. He has a ghost one—his own engine that he was driving when he died. We were all having a great time, me and the ghosts. You’re never bored in a haunted house.’ Uncle Carbuncle suddenly looked sad. ‘Then I had to do something really stupid.’

‘What?’

‘I died.’

‘But…but why did that matter?’ I asked. ‘You’re a ghost now…and they’re all ghosts too…’

‘Ghosts can’t own a house!’ Uncle Carbuncle pointed out. ‘You can’t even touch things, except the things you loved most when you were alive, like Cookie with food and Jack with hair…’

‘And Annie with underpants.’

‘Exactly,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘That’s why I set up my will the way it is. I needed to find someone who could spend two nights in a haunted house without having hysterics. I thought girls would be…well, more tolerant of ghosts than boys. We ghosts would leave the girl alone for the first night, but we’d do everything we could to make her comfortable—the best food, her favourite furnishings.’

‘I think you overdid it a bit,’ I told him.

‘I think you’re right. The plan was that on the second night I’d introduce myself and explain our problem.’ He shook his head. ‘No one lasted even one night, much less two. As soon as any of the other girls caught even a hint of a ghost, they were out of here screaming.’

‘Except for me,’ I said slowly.

‘Except for you,’ agreed Uncle Carbuncle. ‘You must be a very special young lady indeed.’

‘Woof,’ agreed Willie, leaving a puddle by the armchair.

‘Not all that special,’ I said. ‘I’ve just sort of got used to…well, people who are different. Like phaeries. Or zombies. Or ghosts.’

Uncle Carbuncle looked at me shrewdly. ‘Maybe you were pretty special to have made friends with people like that in the first place.’

This was all getting sooo embarrassing. So I said, ‘What do you want me to do now?’

‘Just be the owner,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘There’s enough money invested to pay rates and taxes and repairs—I’ll still look after all that anyway. Ghosts can use a phone and email—well, I can, maybe because I used email so much when I was alive. You’ll just be the legal owner so we can go on living here. Or ghosting here, I mean.’

‘Oh,’ I said. I tried not to let my disappointment show. So much for renting out the house and using the money to go to uni. The house wasn’t even going to be mine, not really. But at least the ghosts would still have their home.

‘And visit us whenever you like, of course,’ Uncle Carbuncle added hurriedly. He sighed. ‘It does get boring, just haunting around. Being a ghost is like being permanently retired. Cookie has no one to cook for, Jack has no hair to cut, there’s no one to wear Annie’s underpants. And if you have any friends who’d like to visit too…’

I felt a bit better at that. ‘I’ve got lots of friends who’d really LOVE a haunted house,’ I offered. ‘Maybe we could have haunted parties.’

An idea was niggling at my mind. The ghost of an idea…but I was too tired to work it out properly.

Uncle Carbuncle brightened. ‘A few parties would make such a difference to us all!’

Tweet, tweet, tweet!

I glanced outside. The sky was turning grey instead of black between the curtains and the dawn chorus was beginning.

Uncle Carbuncle floated slowly towards the ceiling. ‘I’d better let you get some sleep,’ he said. ‘It’s nearly morning. Time for all ghosts to vanish. Come on, Willie.’

‘Wuff,’ said Willie, leaking against the mirror as he floated past. A faint yellow puddle misted the glass and then was gone. And so were Uncle Carbuncle and Willie.

I switched the light off for the millionth time that night and snuggled down in bed. My pillow smelled very faintly of ghost wee. But I found I didn’t mind.

Tweet, tweet, twittle, tweet, said the birds outside.

‘Shut up,’ I muttered. ‘Why don’t you birds do the dawn chorus at lunch time instead? Then we could all…’

But I was asleep before I’d finished the sentence.







Chapter 11
Phredde and Bruce’s Secret

‘Toot-tooot! Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…’

The noise of the train woke me up. Knock-knock’s ghostly engine, I thought blearily, rubbing my eyes to try to convince them to open.

Had it all really happened?

I felt my long blonde hair. Yep.

It was hard to stay awake at breakfast, despite the fact my underpants itched. Annie had put them back again, as she’d promised, but with so many starched frills and bits of lace that I felt like scratching every two minutes. But I didn’t, because the places they itched weren’t the places you can scratch. Not at breakfast, anyway, in front of your friends.

Cookie had laid out scrambled eggs, fried eggs, cheese omelette, ham soufflé, sliced rockmelon, chilled pineapple, grapefruit cut in half with cherries on top, orange juice, watermelon juice, apple muffins, apricot pancakes, banana muesli and a giant lemon cheesecake just in case anyone felt like dessert. Oh, and mosquito jam for Bruce. Even if I couldn’t see him in daylight, Cookie knew how to put on a breakfast.

‘Let’s get this straight,’ said Phredde, her wings fluttering slowly as she concentrated. ‘Your Uncle Carbuncle is a ghost?’

‘Yep.’ I put down my glass of watermelon juice and picked up my fork again.

‘And all his ghost mates haunt the place?’

‘Yeff,’ I said, my mouth full of omelette.

‘I think you’ve gone bananas,’ said Phredde flatly. ‘Totally peaches, watermelon and apricots too.’

‘There’s no such thing as ghosts!’ declared Bruce, spreading more mosquito jam on his toast.

‘Who made breakfast then?’ I demanded. ‘Who made my hair long and blonde?’

‘There has to be a rational explanation!’ said Phredde. ‘Maybe…maybe elves visited last night.’

‘Or aliens,’ put in Bruce. ‘Everyone knows there’s no such thing as ghosts!’

‘A couple of years ago I thought there was no such thing as phaeries,’ I said sharply. ‘Except in little kids’ books.’

There was silence at that.

‘Prove it,’ said Phredde at last.

‘Prove that there are ghosts in the house?’

‘Yep,’ said Phredde.

‘Look, they’re invisible if you don’t believe in them!’ I cried. ‘How can I prove that they exist if you can’t see them?’

I thought for a minute. ‘How about this? What if in the next ten seconds someone invisible puts a plate of hot pikelets on the table?’

‘With mango jam,’ added Phredde. ‘Because it’s my favourite.’

‘With mango jam. And someone gives Bruce a haircut.’

‘But frogs don’t have any hair!’ protested Bruce.

‘Shut up!’ I was really feeling grumpy, what with lack of sleep and everything. ‘And…and…’

A cold wind breathed across the room. Something ghostly whispered in my ear. I grinned.

‘I’m going to tell you a knock, knock joke about a mosquito, and as soon as I have, everything will be here. Okay?’

‘Well…maybe…’ said Phredde.

‘Okay. Knock, knock.’

‘Who’s there?’ asked Phredde suspiciously.

‘Amos.’

‘Amos who?’

‘Amos Quito! And there you are!’ I pointed triumphantly at the pikelets with mango jam on the table and then at Bruce—and then I doubled over with laughter because I had never seen anything so silly in all my life. I mean, have you ever seen a frog with a mullet and pink underpants? With lace?

‘What’s so funny?’ demanded Bruce. He raised his froggy hand to his head. ‘Hey! Who did this?’ he yelled.

‘Jack the Clipper,’ I choked. ‘He’s a hairdresser. Well, he was before he became a ghost. And Annie! She makes underpants!’

Phredde was giggling too. ‘Okay, I believe you!’ she choked. ‘I believe you!’

Bruce glared at me. ‘If I say I believe too, will you get him to take this thing away?’

‘Maybe,’ I said.

‘Pru!’ pleaded Bruce.

‘Well, all right. Hey, Jack, Annie,’ I called. ‘Can you lose the mullet? And the underpants?’

‘Sure thing, sweetheart,’ said a ghostly voice somewhere above the table.

Phredde stared. ‘I heard that!’

‘So did I!’ exclaimed Bruce. Suddenly his head was back to froggy normal. He gazed around. ‘Hey, where are you?’

‘Right here, lovey,’ said Jack’s voice. ‘You just can’t see us. And so are Annie and Knock-knock and Wee Willie—’

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie.

‘Knock, knock,’ said Knock-knock.

‘Who’s there?’ asked Phredde automatically.

‘Anna,’ said Knock-knock’s voice happily.

‘Anna who?’

‘Another mosquito!’

‘Shut up, Knock-knock. Sorry about that, he will keep telling jokes. And I’m here too,’ said the deeper voice of Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Then why can’t we see you?’ demanded Phredde.

‘You can’t see ghosts in the daytime,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘Even if you believe in them.’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. ‘Hey!’ she yelled suddenly. ‘None of you were in my bedroom last night, were you? If any of you were in my bedroom you’d better have been girl ghosts, that’s all I can say!’

No one answered.

‘Are you still there?’ demanded Phredde.

‘Yes,’ said Annie’s voice. ‘Look, it’s okay, girls. I keep an eye on them.’

‘Well…’ said Phredde, subsiding. I think she’d just realised that there isn’t much you can do about a ghostly peeping tom. Kick him? I don’t think so. ‘Are you going to hang around us all day?’ she asked suspiciously. Phredde never likes being proved wrong. If she says ghosts don’t exist, she’d rather they stayed unexisted.

‘No, no,’ said Uncle Carbuncle soothingly. ‘We’ll stay right out of your way.’

‘We want Pru to feel comfortable here,’ added Jack. ‘It’s really important that she stays here the second night. We’ll just get on with our usual jobs.’

‘Usual jobs?’ asked Bruce.

‘I’ve got some wigs I want to touch up,’ said Jack.

‘And I’ve had an idea for leopardskin underpants with yellow ruffles,’ said Annie. ‘And Knock-knock wants to polish his engine.’

‘Knock, knock,’ began Knock-knock.

‘Shut up!’ chorused the other ghosts.

‘We’ve all got our hobbies,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘That’s all they can be now, hobbies,’ he added sadly. ‘But at least our home will be safe with Pru. Now if you’ll excuse us…’

A cold wind blew through the room, then vanished.

‘Hello? Hello?’ I said. But they’d gone.

We looked at each other.

‘You can’t help feeling sorry for them,’ I said.

‘Hmm, I suppose,’ said Phredde. She seemed thoughtful.

‘I’ve just realised something,’ said Bruce slowly. He nudged Phredde. They exchanged a look.

It was one of those meaningful looks like you see on TV, when you can tell that the murderer is about to choose another victim, or the hero knows he’s saying goodbye for the last time to his dear old mum.

But why did Bruce and Phredde have to share a meaningful look in front of me? Meaningful looks are what you give when you can’t say something aloud. And there wasn’t anything Phredde and Bruce couldn’t say in front of me. I was their best friend.

Wasn’t I?

‘Well,’ began Bruce.

‘Well,’ said Phredde. ‘If you’re absolutely positively certain you’re safe…’

‘Of course I’m safe,’ I said. ‘I just explained. It was all a mistake—the ghosts were trying to make those other girls feel at home. They just got a bit over-excited.’

‘So you really don’t need us here,’ said Bruce. ‘Well, then…‘ He hesitated.

‘Well, then what?’ I asked warily.

‘Well, it’s just we have, er, all that homework,’ said Phredde.

I narrowed my eyes. ‘You don’t have any more homework than me. Remember? We’re in the same class!’

‘This is…um…extra homework,’ said Bruce. ‘Sort of phaery homework.’

‘I see,’ I said coldly. ‘The sort ordinary humans aren’t allowed to know about.’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Phredde eagerly. Then she saw the look on my face. ‘It’s not that we don’t WANT you to know about it,’ she added.

I shrugged and took an apricot pancake. I didn’t really want it, to be honest. All that breakfast suddenly felt like a pile of overdue library books in my tummy, with seven pancakes, a cheese omelette and four slices of rockmelon all muttering, ‘Hey, let’s get back out, where we came from.’ But I wasn’t going to show Phredde I was upset.

‘I’m quite all right here,’ I said coolly. ‘You go off and do your…’ I gulped, ‘phaery homework.’

‘Are you sure?’ said Phredde.

‘Quite sure.’ I took another bite of pancake and hoped I’d work out some way to swallow it over the lump in my throat.

‘We won’t leave if you’re still scared,’ added Bruce, looking at me with concern.

‘Me? Scared? What have I got to be scared about? It’s just a big old deserted mansion full of ghosts—friendly ghosts. And one of them is my uncle too. Well, sort of uncle. I’ll be fine.’

‘Sure?’ asked Phredde.

‘Sure I’m sure,’ I told her.

‘Well, okay then. If you’re sure you’re sure,’ said Phredde. ‘Come on, Bruce!’

‘You’re REALLY sure?’ said Bruce.

I nodded.

PING!

And they left me.







Chapter 12
Alone!

A place can seem really empty when phaeries leave. I mean, humans walk out the door so you have time to sort of say goodbye. But phaeries just go PING! and they’re out of there.

Not that I minded. Not at all.

Or just a little bit. Maybe.

Or quite a lot really.

I sat at the table and sniffed, then reached for my hanky and had a good blow. Suddenly I heard Amelia’s voice, almost as though she were really in the dining room. ‘Of course poor Phredde and Bruce must get so BORED with a human trailing after them.’

Did they get bored? Maybe…maybe Phredde just hung round with me because there were no other girl phaeries. Maybe she really wanted a friend who could PING! just like her. Maybe Bruce would rather have a girlfriend who was a phaery too, I thought miserably. Of course he knew Phredde, but she didn’t like frogs.

Maybe now they were older they’d go PING!ing off to parties in Phaeryland with other phaeries. They’d forget all about our adventures escaping from dinosaurs or discovering Ancient Egyptian villains. Maybe every time they’d rescued me from a zombie librarian or an exploding volcano they’d thought, Oh well, here we go again. The poor human needs to be rescued…

‘Wuff,’ said something at my feet.

I looked down. There was nothing to see, of course—you can’t see ghosts in daylight. But suddenly I smeled a familiar smell.

Willie had weed under the table.

‘Wuff,’ said Willie again, and I felt…almost felt…a small wet nose brush against my ankle, then a breeze of ghostly fur jumped onto my lap.

He was only a ghost, of course. But it was nice to have him there.







Chapter 13
Pru’s Busy Day

It was an okay day after that.

I rang Mum. I’d forgotten to ring her the night before and she was having kittens and wondering whether to call the police, or Phredde’s mum to race over here on her magic carpet, but luckily I caught her in time.

‘And are you sure you’re all right?’ Mum asked for the twentieth time.

What could I tell her that wasn’t going to alarm her? That I was in a house full of ghosts and one of them had given my underpants a makeover, and my two best friends—ex-best friends—had deserted me? So I just said, ‘Everything is fine, Mum. No, there’s nothing to worry about. Yes, I cleaned my teeth. Yes, Phredde and Bruce will PING! me to safety if there’s any danger.’

I crossed my fingers a bit on that one, because, after all, they weren’t there. But as there wasn’t any danger, it wasn’t really a lie.

‘Yes, I’ll call tonight. No, I won’t drown in the lake. Yes, I’ll wear my hat and my sun block. No, I won’t talk to any strangers. I can’t, Mum, I’m all alone here.’ Apart from a houseful of ghosts, I thought, but I didn’t tell Mum that.

Mum finally had enough of worrying about her only daughter and hung up.

Then I had to think about what to do.

What can you do in a haunted house in the daytime?

‘Wuff?’ barked Willie hopefully, leaving a small yellow pool by my chair.

‘Okay, Willie,’ I said. ‘Walkies.’

‘Wuff, wuff!’ said Willie.

So we walked around the lake and I tried to see if there was a ghostly fisherman. I almost thought there was, but maybe it was just the wind on the water. I almost saw Knock-knock’s train engine too. Or maybe it was just the way the sunlight slanted through the trees onto the old railway track in the grass.

‘Wuff,’ said Willie, leaving a wet patch on the gravel.

It’s strange taking a ghost puppy for a walk, because you can’t see where it’s running off to, just a yellow puddle now and then. But I sort of knew where Willie was, even if I couldn’t see him. And when I bent down to pat him I could sort of feel his furry ears as well. Maybe, I thought, that’s what Willie loved best when he was alive—being scratched behind the ears and…and being loved. So maybe he could touch his friends and his friends could touch him too, just like Cookie could touch apricot pancakes and Annie could touch underpants.

Which made me feel better, because I needed a friend that morning.

It began to rain again. The rain didn’t bother Willie—I don’t suppose ghosts can get wet. But I was getting cold. So we went inside and I wandered about a bit, looking in all the rooms again. In Annie’s workshop there were underpants everywhere, pinned to the wall as patterns or half-made on the big sewing table. As I looked, a needle and thread floated through the air and into a pink frill.

Which was a bit creepy, even though I knew it was only Annie.

Cookie’s kitchen was better—at least it smelled of food, even if the spoon stirring the custard all by itself looked weird.

I wound up in the library.

Ghosts don’t matter in a library. I mean, any library is full of ghosts in a way—all those stories and lives on the shelves. A few more ghosts don’t matter.

This was a really cool one, a room as big as our school hall, with so many bookshelves they were like a new sort of wallpaper—you couldn’t see the walls for books. And as soon as I thought about what I’d like to read—a big funny book I could get lost in—it floated down towards me. So I guessed one of Uncle Carbuncle’s ghosts had been a librarian.

There were some big bean bags on the floor, so I curled up in one with the book. Willie curled up with me—I could tell he was still there because of the smell. I must have read for an hour at least, and then maybe I dozed. After all, I hadn’t had much sleep last night. There were no cold draughts about so I guessed that the ghosts had decided to leave me alone, just in case I got too scared to stay. Except for Willie, of course, but he didn’t scare me at all now. Then the next thing I knew there was a pounding coming from the front door.

‘Mmff,’ I said. I’m never at my best when I wake up.

‘Grrr,’ said Willie, almost too softly to hear.

‘What is it, boy?’ I whispered. Then I wondered if Willie really WAS a boy. I hadn’t thought to look last night. But Willie was a boy’s name, wasn’t it?

Bang, bang, bang.

‘All right, I’m coming!’ I yelled.

I had to think for a moment how to get to the front door—the mansion was BIG. But finally I found it.

The banging was even louder now.

‘Coming!’ I yelled again.

I opened the door. It was Mr Nahsti.

The dead rat was still on his head. And he had another one of those fake kid-loving smiles on his face.

‘Hello, Prudence dear,’ he said sweetly. ‘How has your night been? Ready to go home now?’

‘No, thank you,’ I said politely. ‘I’m fine.’

Mr Nahsti blinked. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I said I’m fine!’ I repeated, a bit louder.

‘You’re not gibbering with terror?’

‘Nope,’ I said.

‘Not too scared to open your eyes?’

‘Look,’ I said. ‘Big wide eyes. And I’m staying here another night too. So you can forget about selling this place for your Good Manners for Children Society.’

Mr Nahsti’s face grew so red I thought he was about to turn into a tomato. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘So your phaery friends have made it all nice and safe for you, have they?’

‘They have not!’ I said indignantly. And they hadn’t, because I’d made friends with the ghosts all by myself. ‘They’re not even here! So there!’

‘Where are your phaery friends then?’ asked Mr Nahsti slowly.

I shrugged. ‘Search me. Who cares, anyway. I’m fine all by myself.’

‘All by yourself,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Are you now?’

Suddenly I realised what I’d said. I WAS all alone. And Mr Nahsti’s eyes were meaner than those of any crocodile in the Nile.

I stepped backwards. ‘I’d…I’d like you to go now,’ I stammered.

‘Really? But I don’t feel like going,’ said Mr Nahsti, smiling at me as if I was an ice-cream and he was about to chomp me up. ‘Not when you’re ALL ALONE here.’

I fumbled for Mum’s mobile and began to punch in the numbers. Suddenly it vanished from my fingers.

‘I don’t think so, dear,’ said Mr Nahsti, stuffing the mobile in his pocket.

‘My mum will worry when I don’t ring her!’ I shouted.

‘Well, yes, she probably will,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘But she won’t do anything about it, will she? Not until tomorrow morning. Your mum lets you play with phaeries, and someone like that won’t come dashing to her daughter’s side just because she misses making a phone call. Not when that would mean you’d lose this house.’

It was true. Mum had worried last night, but she hadn’t come racing to rescue me. Maybe, I thought vaguely, Mum trusted me more than I thought.

Then I stopped thinking at all, because Mr Nahsti was reaching towards me.

I just ran.







Chapter 14
Trapped!

I ran down the corridor, round the corner, down the next corridor and up the stairs. I could hear Mr Nahsti behind me. He wasn’t as quick as me, but he was bigger and stronger. I’d get tired long before he did. And then he’d…

I didn’t know what he’d do.

But I knew I wouldn’t like it.

Up another flight of stairs. I could hear him puffing now and slowing down. Maybe I’d have time to hide. But where?

I raced down the corridor where the bedrooms were. Could I hide in one of them? But if he found me there, I’d be trapped.

Why had I come up here? There was no way out but down! All Mr Nahsti had to do was search room by room and then he’d find me!

I’d come to the end of the corridor. I darted into a bathroom and looked around. Nowhere to hide. Maybe I could climb out of the window, then down the ivy clinging to the walls? Except there wasn’t any ivy clinging to the walls, and even if there was maybe it wouldn’t take my weight and…

You think FAST when you’re trying to escape an evil solicitor. I opened the window and peered out.

No useful trees to clamber down. Not enough towels in the room to knot into a rope—not in ten seconds anyway. He’d be here before I’d even started…

I raced back across the room and peeked out the door. No sign of Mr Nahsti. He must be searching the first bedroom, I thought. Maybe I could sneak down the corridor while he was busy. I could tiptoe down the stairs then run outside, or go round the house and in another door and find a hiding place he’d never think to look.

I listened, but there was no sound at all. I tiptoed along the corridor again, trying to will myself invisible as I passed the bedroom doors. But no hairy hand reached out to grab me.

I peered down the stairs. No sign of Mr Nahsti. I took a deep breath and started down, hoping I didn’t trip. One flight…two. I turned the corner to the final flight.

‘Got you!’ cried Mr Nahsti.

…

Okay, I was scared. Make that terrified. Every warning Mum had ever given me whirled round my head like a paranoid Mum-type merry-go-round. Except maybe she wasn’t paranoid because it had HAPPENED. I’d been captured by a horrible man and…

And…

And what, I wondered. I could kick him in what’s supposed to be a really delicate place for blokes—it works on TV, they just crumple right up—but I wasn’t sure of quite the right place to kick. So instead I bit his arm, which tasted yuck. Human flesh does not taste like chicken or pork, no matter what it says in 1001 Fascinating Facts About the World in our school library—or at least it doesn’t when it’s still raw and attached to someone.

The papers are full of really Nahsti, sorry, nasty stuff about grown-ups hurting children. But I never thought it might happen to ME! I have phaeries for friends who can PING! any nasty Nahsti into a bucket of maggots, the fat white wriggly kind. I’m the kid who fought dinosaurs—well, okay, gave them a really bad case of diarrhoea—and escaped trolls and…

And I can escape this, I thought fiercely. Somehow. Soon.

I just had to wait for my moment.

I gulped, spat out two of Mr Nahsti’s wrist hairs and hoped that moment wasn’t very far away.

…

Have you ever been dragged down the stairs? Then dragged down a corridor and out the door and down the path? It isn’t fun.

‘Help!’ I yelled. ‘Help! A nasty maniac is kidnapping me! Help!’

Mr Nahsti grinned, nastily of course. ‘No one to hear you, my dear,’ he said.

‘I’m not your dear,’ I said automatically, thinking, yes, there is, there’s a whole houseful of ghosts to hear me! If they weren’t asleep, or off doing whatever ghosts did in the middle of the day.

But really, what could ghosts do to help me anyway?

‘Oh dear, my dear,’ said Mr Nahsti as he grabbed my hands and clicked on a pair of handcuffs. ‘Those manners of yours do need work, don’t they. We’ll have to see what we can do about that.’

I glared at him. ‘Is that why you’re kidnapping me, you nasty man? To improve my manners? Well, let me tell you something for free—kidnapping someone isn’t very good manners either. You could do with some improvement in that department yourself!’

I was starting to feel like I’d made a really good point when Mr Nahsti chuckled. ‘I’m not kidnapping you. Just, shall we say, BORROWING you. Just for tonight.’

‘Tonight?’ I squeaked, all Mum’s warnings crowding in again. ‘What are you planning tonight?’

‘Nothing much, my dear,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Apart from a few lessons in manners. No, I’m just going to keep you somewhere safe. Somewhere away from here.’

He clicked more handcuffs around my ankles and shoved me into the boot of his car.

And then I realised. All he had to do was keep me away from the house for the second night so I wouldn’t inherit it. He’d be able to sell the house for his Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners…and Uncle Carbuncle and all the ghosts would be homeless.

And it would be all my fault. Well, not really my fault, I admitted to myself, it was mostly Mr Nahsti’s fault, and Uncle Carbuncle’s for trusting such a nasty solicitor. It actually wasn’t my fault at all. But it was up to me to save them.

‘You’ll never get away with—’ I began. Which changed into ‘Myffle, whuffle, whump’, because it’s hard to protest with a handkerchief stuffed in your mouth and another tied over your face.

Then Mr Nahsti slammed the boot shut.

Darkness, horrid-smelling, stuffy darkness, with no room to do more than wriggle my toes.

How long before I used up all the air, I wondered. Was he going to leave me here all day and night?

But there was no way to ask. No way to do anything.

I heard Mr Nahsti start the car, and we drove away.







Chapter 15
Not Even a Dungeon!

TV is really educational—which is why it’s crazy that Phredde’s mum won’t let them have one. As any kid who’s watched lots of movies knows, whenever you are kidnapped you have to pay attention to what you can hear (and smell).

Rumble, rumble, rumble means a gravel road, right? And a garbage-type pong that you’ve passed the town dump. And lots of seagulls squawking means a fish and chip shop by the beach. You count the number of turns left and right and then…

Actually I couldn’t remember WHY you were supposed to count all the turns, because you knew where you were already—kidnapped—and until you were rescued you couldn’t tell anyone else where you were, and by then there was no need. But I counted all the turns anyway.

Gravel road. Bitumen. Turn to the left. Turn to the right. Stop, car noises all around, must be a set of traffic lights…

‘Mffwwff, mffww, mgggth!!!’ I yelled, which is what ‘Help me! I’m tied up in this car!’ sounds like when you have a gag in your mouth.

At least working out where we were gave me something to do. Apart from suffocate, that is.

In the movies, the kidnapped person always finds some way to throw out a bit of jewellery or their hanky for the detective to pick up and say, ‘Aha! She passed this way and they’re heading to the old abandoned lighthouse on the cliffs.’

But I didn’t have anything to throw, except my shorts, underpants and T-shirt. (I could just imagine a detective picking up my underpants and saying, ‘Aha! Prudence’s dirty underpants, she must be in a white car heading south…’ But then I realised that Annie had put so much extra lace and ruffles on my underpants that:


	Even with the piranhas on them, no one who knew me would recognise them as mine.

	Even if a detective DID pick them up and Mum DID know they were mine, the detective was unlikely to say, ‘Aha! Prudence’s dirty underpants, she must be in a white car heading south…’



And even if I had been prepared to throw out my underpants, I was too tied up to get them off. Plus how are you supposed to throw stuff out of a locked car boot?

So I just lay there and counted turns and tried to wriggle my hands out of the handcuffs (impossible) or slip my ankles out of the chains (also impossible) or bite through the gag which tasted DISGUSTING. I bet that horrible man had USED it as a hanky before he stuffed it in my mouth, and if I got SARS or leprosy or something it would be all his fault.

Which wasn’t an enormous comfort.

It was getting stuffy in the boot too. Well, stuffier, because there hadn’t exactly been a breeze to start with. And hot. I stopped counting turns and wondered how long it took to suffocate and how did you know you were suffocating and…

…and then things REALLY got bad. Because I was feeling car sick.

Do you get car sick? Then you’ll know what it’s like. You feel terrible and no one is sympathetic because they’re just worried about you up-chucking on their new car seats or flying carpet or wherever it is you’re feeling sick. But this was the worst time ever to be car sick, because you just can’t BE sick with a gag in your mouth. Well, you can, but there’s nowhere for the sick to go, except down again or maybe into your lungs so you choke.

So I just lay REALLY still and tried to think of anything except sick. And cars. And turns. And food. Not even sausage and pineapple pizza, all yellow and pink just like a pool of sick, or scrambled eggs with tomato like a big plate of vomit or…

The car stopped.

I was so relieved I could have cried. But you can’t cry either, not properly, with a gag in your mouth. And there was no time because the boot opened…

…

In books or movies, kidnapped kids are always taken to a dungeon, or at least a cellar. Okay, we don’t have many cellars in Australia—or dungeons. But Mr Nahsti could at least have tried to do things properly.

Instead we were in a garage. The door was shut, so it was dark, but there was enough light to see a bit.

It looked like an ordinary garage, if you didn’t count the kid tied up in the boot of the car and the evil maniac smiling nicely. I could see a rolled-up hose and benches with tools—were they torture tools, I wondered. A plastic bag stuffed with more plastic bags hung on one wall, there was a lawn mower in one corner and two paint pots in the other with gummed-up paint brushes on top.

‘Out you get, my dear,’ said Mr Nahsti.

‘Mffwmp,’ I muttered, then ‘Ohhfffww!’ which was the sound of agony as I tried to straighten up after being scrunched in the boot. It HURT!

‘Now, if I take the gag off will you scream?’ asked Mr Nahsti.

I shook my head eagerly.

Mr Nahsti smiled. ‘I don’t believe you,’ he said. ‘You’re a bad-mannered little girl and bad girls lie, don’t they? But it doesn’t make any difference. You can scream and yell as much as you like. No one will hear you.’

He untied the hanky around my face, then fished out the one in my mouth. ‘Now, come on like a good girl and we’ll have some lessons in good manners.’

‘Grrppt flopt,’ I said, which is the noise you make when you’re being sick all over your kidnapper’s feet.

‘What the…?’ yelled Mr Nahsti, stepping back out of the puddle. He stared at his messy shoes. I was sure I hadn’t eaten any carrot. Have you noticed that vomit always has bits of carrot in it? Then Mr Nahsti stared at me. He was so angry his face was white, with two red spots on his cheeks.

‘Just for that,’ he hissed,’you can stay here and rot!’

He marched across the garage, leaving tiny splots of sick as he went, opened the door a crack and slipped out. I heard the click of a lock and then his footsteps grew fainter.

I was alone.

I sat down with my back against the wall—it’s hard standing up when your ankles are cuffed together—and looked around the garage again. It hadn’t been improved by my vomit, but at least your own sick doesn’t pong as badly as other people’s. Other than the vomit, I could smell old car and old carpets—which is what garages always smell of, even if there isn’t any carpet there, and that damp garagey-type smell that isn’t like anything else in the world.

And…and…

I sniffed again, then a third time to be sure. It was hard to pick up over the garage and vomit smell, but it was definitely there…

Ghost wee!

‘Willie!’ I yelled.

‘Wuff!’ said Willie happily from somewhere near the benches.

I gazed around, then realised it was useless—even if it was dim here in the garage, it was still daytime. But I could smell him and, as a cold draught brushed my ankles, I could feel him too, a bit.

‘Am I glad to see you!’ I yelled, then lowered my voice in case Mr Nahsti was nearby and wondered why I sounded so happy. ‘Willie, go get help!’

‘Wuff?’ asked Willie.

‘It’s like on TV,’ I whispered patiently. ‘The faithful dog goes and gets help!’

‘Wuff, wuff?’ A small ghostly pool of wee spread against one car tyre, then slowly vanished.

I sighed. ‘Forget about your weak bladder, Willie. This is serious. Go get Uncle Carbuncle!’

Not that there was anything Uncle Carbuncle could actually do to help, I thought. He wouldn’t be able to unchain me or even karate-kick Mr Nahsti. But he was better than nothing, and he might just have an idea. And at least he could keep me company while I spent the night here and lost the house to Mr Nahsti.

‘Wuff!’ A small ghostly presence landed on my lap. ‘Wfffgzz,’ snored Willie. He’d gone to sleep.

…

It was a really long afternoon. It got hotter and hotter, which was how I knew it was still daytime, and I felt TERRIBLE. Not just because my tummy was still a bit car sick. I felt heartsick too, thinking about the poor homeless ghosts.

Maybe Mum wouldn’t mind too much if they haunted our castle, even if it wasn’t like having a home of their own. Or maybe they could haunt our school. But the thought that Mr Nahsti and his horrible society would have the house made me feel sick all over again.

The garage smell didn’t improve. Nor did Willie. I tried waking him up a few times to see if he’d go for help. But he just licked my face—which feels WEIRD when it’s a ghost, but sort of nice too—then went back to sleep.

Despite the stink and my upset tum, I was hungry. I was thirsty too. After a while I was so thirsty I stopped being hungry.

Every now and then I tried yelling, ‘Help, help, I’ve been kidnapped by a nasty solicitor!’ But nothing happened, so I supposed Mr Nahsti was right when he’d said no one would hear me. I couldn’t hear anything outside either, except sometimes a plane really far off, or the distant hoot of a car horn.

I wondered where we were.

I wondered what was going to happen.

I wondered how prisoners went to the toilet, or if I’d have to do a Willie on the car tyre and make a mess of my newly decorated underpants.

‘Hey, Mr Nahsti!’ I yelled at last. ‘I’m thirsty!’

No answer.

‘Hey! I really need a drink in here!’

Still no answer.

‘If you don’t give me a drink in twenty seconds my phaery friends will turn your car into a slug!’

Nothing happened.

Then I heard footsteps again and the click of the lock. I saw a crack of sunlight and Mr Nahsti appeared. ‘If your so-called friends could turn my car into a slug, they’d have rescued you by now,’ said Mr Nahsti, shutting the door behind him. ‘But I’ve brought you some water. I’m not an unreasonable villain.’

He held a bottle of water to my lips. I gulped it down, then realised I should have sniffed and sipped to make sure it WAS water and not a deadly poison, though to be honest I didn’t know what a deadly poison tasted like. I mean, if you’ve tasted it you’re dead, aren’t you? So maybe no one knows what a deadly poison tastes like, which is why you don’t get recognising-deadly-poison lessons at school.

But it was just water. I know because I didn’t drop dead or anything. I drank about half of it so fast I nearly choked, then I drank the rest more slowly. Mr Nahsti kept the bottle to my lips till I’d finished. When he lowered it again I said,’Look, this isn’t going to work.’

‘Isn’t it?’ asked Mr Nahsti calmly.

‘As soon as you let me go I’m going to tell Mum and Dad and the police that you kidnapped me. And then you’ll go to prison.’

‘Really?’ Mr Nahsti sounded uninterested. ‘But you’ll still have lost the house, won’t you? And who do you think the police will believe? A solicitor and respected President of the Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners or a kid who smells of car sick and spends her time with phaeries? They’ll just think that you were too scared to stay in the house a second night—like the other girls—so you’ve made up a story about an evil solicitor kidnapping you. And no one will believe a silly story like that, will they?’

‘My mum and dad will,’ I said.

‘Well, yes,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Mums and dads do tend to believe their kids, even when they say they have no homework and no notes to send back to school. But no one else will.’

‘I’ll describe your garage!’ I shouted. ‘How would I know what your garage looks like if I hadn’t been here?’

Mr Nahsti laughed. ‘Yes, there’s a car here…and, oh yes, two paint pots and a lawn mower. What else would you expect to see in a garage?’

‘Wuff,’ said Willie suddenly. ‘Wuff, wuff, wuff!’

Mr Nahsti looked puzzled. ‘Did you hear that?’ he asked.

I was about to say,’That’s Willie’, then I decided not to. I couldn’t see how a ghost dog could be any real help. But just maybe it was better that Mr Nahsti didn’t know about him.

‘No,’ I said. Then I added,’I’m hungry.’

‘Then say please,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Nicely now.’

I hesitated. Then I gave in. ‘Please, Mr Nahsti, I’m very hungry. May I have some food?’

‘See how nice it is when you use good manners?’ said Mr Nahsti approvingly. ‘It’s much more pleasant for everyone!’

‘Then may I have some food?’ I asked again. ‘Please?’

‘No,’ said Mr Nahsti.

‘But I asked nicely!’

‘I know you did. But if I give you some food you’ll just bring it all up again.’

‘No, I won’t!’ I yelled. ‘I was car sick last time because I was locked in the boot!’

‘And you’re going to be locked in the boot again,’ said Mr Nahsti.

‘Why?’ I asked desperately. I really hated the idea of going back in that boot.

‘So I can drive you to…let’s see…a shopping mall, I think,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Down in one of those underground car parks, when it’s so late that there’s no one around. I’ll let you out where no one can see you and then, dear me, everyone will know the horrid little girl spent all night in the mall instead of the deserted mansion.’

‘How will they know?’ I demanded.

‘Because there are security cameras in the mall, of course,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Don’t you pay any attention to TV shows, you silly child? The cameras will show you’re at the mall, instead of in the mansion. I’ve thought of everything, you see.’

I said nothing. What was there to say?

And then he left me again.







Chapter 16
Rescue!

I wondered what Phredde and Bruce were doing, and if maybe they were thinking about me too.

I wondered what Mum and Dad were doing.

I even wondered what Amelia was doing, because I had a lot of wondering time going spare. I’d been looking forward to strolling into school on Monday casually saying,’Oh, by the way, I’ve spent the weekend in a haunted mansion and now it’s mine and I also escaped from an evil kidnapper.’ That would REALLY be Show and Tell!

But it looked like I wouldn’t be able to.

Time went by.

Willie had a few more wees, against another tyre, the paint pot and me, but as it was ghost wee it didn’t matter. To be honest, it helped pass the time counting the seconds before the puddles vanished.

I tried yelling again, but still no one answered.

I tried staggering over to the door and bashing it with my head. But that just gave me a headache.

I slithered and wriggled under the bench, hoping there might be a Prudence-sized hole in the wall I could squeeze out of. But there wasn’t.

I even tried wriggling through the car window so I could turn on the ignition with my teeth, but I didn’t fit. Which was probably a good thing, I realised, as I couldn’t drive a car even when I had two hands and two feet free.

The rest of the time I just sat there.

The afternoon got hotter, and hotter still. Then slowly the heat seeped away and the faint line of light under the garage door grew dimmer. Night was coming. And I was here, not in the mansion. Soon it would be too late.

Suddenly the garage door creaked open. Mr Nahsti smiled at me, then shut the door behind him.

‘How are we then?’ he asked cheerfully. ‘All nice and uncomfortable?’

I didn’t say anything, just watched as a small puddle grew around his shoe. ‘Thanks, Willie,’ I whispered. Not that it really helped, but it made me feel better.

‘Now,’ said Mr Nahsti, ‘let’s start things rolling, shall we?’ He opened the car boot, then hesitated. ‘Can you feel a cold draught?’ he asked.

I shook my head.

‘No? I must have just imagined…’ Mr Nahsti stopped again, then slipped a hand down his trousers. For a moment I thought he was thinking about doing something REALLY nasty. Then he gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘Oh dear, I seem to have forgotten to put on any underpants. How silly of me!’

Underpants? My heart went thump, thump, thump! I peered through the dimness. But there was nothing to see, because you can’t see ghosts in daytime.

But they can still do things.

‘Hi, Annie!’ I whispered as quietly as I could. Of course, a kidnapper losing his underpants wasn’t going to help me any. But it was nice to have a friend nearby.

‘Now are you going to hop in the boot yourself or do I have to force you?’ asked Mr Nahsti.

‘You’ll have to—’ I began. Then I stopped. A chill breeze washed across my face.

‘Knock, knock,’ whispered a voice in my ear.

‘Who’s there?’ I breathed.

‘Earwig.’

‘Earwig who?’ I muttered hopefully.

‘Earwig come!’

Suddenly the dead rat was gone from Mr Nahsti’s head. Instead, long blonde curls waved down over his shoulders, with a bright pink streak in the middle.

Someone giggled, almost too softly to hear. The faint sound of clippers clicked through the garage.

Mr Nahsti had the boot open. He lifted a hand to his head. ‘What the—?’ he swore, as one of his new blonde curls snaked slowly down his face.

Maybe ghosts CAN stop villains, I thought suddenly.

Mr Nahsti stared at the curl. He pulled it gently, as though he couldn’t quite believe it was attached to him. It looked heaps better than his dead rat.

The curl grew longer. It was down to his neck, then his waist, then his knees.

‘What’s happening?’ cried Mr Nahsti.

‘Oh, nothing,’ I said airily.

‘This is all your friends’ work, isn’t it?’ shrieked Mr Nahsti. ‘Your phaeries!’ He spat out the word.

‘There aren’t any phaeries around here,’ I said. ‘Promise.’

Mr Nahsti looked around frantically. He grabbed the pruning shears and chopped the curl off at the roots.

‘There!’ he said. ‘Cold steel beats magic!’

‘They’re aluminium,’ I said. (I’d bought a pair of shears exactly the same for Mum’s birthday so she could prune the roses, so I knew what they were made of.)

‘Cold aluminium then,’ he sneered. ‘Now into the boot—’

He broke off suddenly, looking scared.

The curl was growing again. Faster now, winding round his neck like a rally car in a race, swirling round his arms, then his legs…

‘Help!’ shrieked Mr Nahsti.

‘Don’t look at me!’ I said. ‘I’m the one chained up on the garage floor, remember? I couldn’t help you even if I wanted to. Which I don’t,’ I added. ‘Hey, Jack, is that you?’

A vague ghostly presence hovered in front of me. I couldn’t really see him, not till it grew dark. But now I knew what to look, er, feel, er…sense, I knew that he was there.

‘Yes, sweetie,’ said Jack the Clipper. ‘It’s me in person! The little dog came yapping and we guessed that there was something wrong.’

‘Willie? But he’s been here all the—’

I stopped. How could you tell with a ghost? For all I knew, Willie could have been off exploring the Arctic while I thought he was still on my lap.

‘I’m here too,’ said Annie’s voice.

I grinned. ‘I guessed.’

‘Knock, knock,’ began Knock-knock.

‘Shut up!’ yelled a host of ghostly voices.

‘This is no time for jokes,’ said Uncle Carbuncle’s voice. ‘Are you all right, niece?’

‘Sort of,’ I said. ‘Just a bit tied up right now. Hey, do you think one of you could get these handcuffs off me?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Uncle Carbuncle,’but none of us is a locksmith. Ghosts can only touch—’

‘What they loved when they were alive,’ I finished. ‘Yeah, I know.’ I sighed.

‘I can give you a slice of orange and pineapple meringue pie?’ offered Cookie’s voice.

‘I’d rather have a drink,’ I said honestly.

‘No worries.’

A ghostly straw hovered under my nose. I managed to get my mouth over it (which isn’t easy without hands—you try it). ‘Mmm,’ I said. It was strawberry milkshake with lots of ice-cream and real mashed-up strawberries—my favourite. I sucked till it began to slurp.

‘You won’t get away with this!’ muttered Mr Nahsti. He began to roll towards the open door, hair and all.

‘Hey, stop him!’ I yelled. ‘Er, you can’t, can you?’

‘I could throw a cream pie in his face,’ offered Cookie.

‘I could cover him in a pile of underpants,’ suggested Annie. ‘But he’d just crawl out.’

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie. A small yellow stain appeared on Mr Nahsti’s back. But it didn’t slow him down.

‘Time to call in the troops,’ said Uncle Carbuncle thoughtfully.

I stared. Not that there was much to stare at, just a slight thickening in the air. ‘You don’t have an army, do you?’ I demanded. ‘An army of ghosts?’

‘Not as such,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘But there is someone I can call.’ He gave a ghostly chuckle. ‘Or something…’

He let out a whistle.

Nothing happened.

Mr Nahsti was almost at the door now. And then I heard it.

A sort of humming…or slithering…No, more like a giant mud slide squelching closer, and closer still…

I began to feel a bit nervous. I mean, there are ghosts and there are ghosts. And this sounded like…

The squelching grew louder. The garage floor began to gently vibrate. The door crashed open and there was…

Nothing! Nothing that I could see anyway. Just a thick line of ooze that glistened across the floor.

‘What is it?’ I yelled.

‘Just a snail,’ said Uncle Carbuncle’s voice comfortingly.

I stared at the slime freeway crossing the garage.

‘But snails are tiny!’

‘Yeah, but this is a ghost snail, mate,’ said Cookie. ‘And a ghost can be any size it likes. Slimy here always wanted to be big. When you’ve been tiny all your life, always scared of the giant foot coming down from the sky—’

‘You feel like being big for a change,’ I finished with a gulp. I was REALLY glad I hadn’t met Slimy last night.

‘Ahhhhhhkkk!’ shrieked Mr Nahsti.

To be honest, I felt a bit like yelling ‘Ahhh!’ myself. But I didn’t, because so far Slimy seemed to be on my side, and also because I was biting my lips really hard to stop them shouting ‘Help, help! It’s all oozy and it’d better not touch me! GET ME OUT OF HERE!’

The shiny trail oozed closer and closer to Mr Nahsti, who was slithering frantically on his tummy back towards the car, hoping to hide underneath. But a villainous solicitor can’t slither as fast as a giant snail.

The snail was on him now. I still couldn’t see it, but I could see its path. The ooze spread over the back of Mr Nahsti’s legs, then over his body and over his head. It glistened in the light from the door.

The ooze spread to one side for a minute, then something large and ghostly rolled Mr Nahsti over. His legs and arms were oozed to his body, but his face was still free. ‘Help!’ he begged me. ‘Help!!!’

‘How?’ I asked, and held up my cuffed hands.

‘The keys are on the kitchen bench!’ choked out Mr Nahsti, as the snail began to slide up his legs again, top side this time. ‘Please! It’s going to suffocate me! I’m going to be smothered in ooze!’

‘Any of you ghosts able to lift a set of keys?’ I asked.

‘Sorry,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. He didn’t sound sorry at all. Just faintly I caught a flash of a ghostly grin.

Mr Nahsti’s legs were in a cocoon of slime now. Then his waist, his chest…

Mr Nahsti was the sort of maggot even a leftover meat pie would reject. But I didn’t want him to be suffocated in ghostly slime. ‘Um…’ I said. I wasn’t sure how you stopped a giant ghostly snail.

Suddenly the snail trail stopped all by itself. I could faintly see the outline of a gigantic snail. Its antennae twitched towards me, as though to say,’Did I do a good job?’

‘Er, good snail,’ I said. ‘Nice snail. You did a wonderful job.’

Slimy’s antennae twitched happily. Then the faint image vanished and a new trail spread across the garage floor as Slimy oozed out the door again. I wondered briefly if ghost snails could eat your garden, and if so, would there be any of Mr Nahsti’s garden left by tomorrow?

But I didn’t care much. I had more urgent worries now.

‘Help!’ whispered Mr Nahsti, as though he was afraid that if he yelled something even worse might happen to him. We all ignored him.

‘Uncle Carbuncle, I have to get out of here!’ I cried. ‘It’ll be night-time soon, and if I’m not back in the mansion by then I’ll lose the house! And you’ll all be homeless!’

I struggled to my feet and began to jump across the garage. It wasn’t easy—you try jumping with your ankles cuffed together and your hands. But it was all I could think to do.

‘Stop!’ ordered Uncle Carbuncle. ‘There’s no way you can jump all the way back to the mansion.’

‘But I have to try! Maybe a car will pick me up if I can get to the road—’

‘Even a car couldn’t get you there in time,’ said Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Then Mr Nahsti’s won!’ I wailed. ‘He’ll get the house and all the money and—’

I stopped.

Something was coming.







Chapter 17
The Ghost Train Arrives

I didn’t understand what it was at first. I mean, trains run on railway tracks, don’t they? They don’t roar through the sky and come zooming down to your garage door.

Not unless they’re ghost trains…

It was the same sound I’d heard the night before—the chug-chug-chugging and the distant scream of the whistle. It got closer and closer till, with a scream of its brakes, the ghost train stopped right outside.

‘Knock, knock,’ said Knock-knock’s voice cheerfully.

‘Er, who’s there?’ I asked.

‘Owl.’

‘Haven’t we had this one before? Owl who?’

‘Owl aboard!’

‘Wh-what?’ I stammered.

‘All aboard!’ repeated Knock-knock urgently.

‘Come on, niece!’ yelled Uncle Carbuncle. ‘Move!’

So I did. I sort of half jumped, half inched across the garage. My ankles felt as if they were about to snap, and I bumped against so many things I was one big bruise.

‘What about Mr Nahsti?’ I puffed.

‘He can have a nice oozy snoozy till morning,’ suggested Uncle Carbuncle. ‘Then you can ring triple 0 and leave an anonymous tip-off—man trapped in slug ooze in garage. Come on, niece! Hurry!’

I hurried, bobbing and inching. I could just see the train now, a faint shimmer against the metal door of the garage. But when I bumped into it I could feel it all right. It was colder than any metal.

‘Where do I get on?’ I yelled. Ghostly glimmers are all very well, but it’s hard to make out the details.

‘The door’s another metre to the right!’ said Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Come on, Pru,’ urged Underpants Annie. ‘You’re doing fine!’

Another inch…and another…and another…Suddenly my ankles bumped against a step. ‘Ow!’ I said.

‘That’s it, mate! You’re at the door!’ cried Cookie.

But there was no way I could jump up the steps, not with my ankles tied. I tried to slither up them, but discovered that even though snakes can slither up steps, girls can’t.

‘Knock, knock,’ offered Knock-knock again.

‘Who’s there?’ I panted.

‘Grub.’

‘Grub who?’

‘Grub onto this with your teeth!’

‘Wha—’ I began, just as a cloth rasped against my mouth. I grabbed it with my teeth and held on hard.

Up, up, up I went. I could feel the steps even if I couldn’t see them—bump, bump, bump. And then the floor of the train carriage under my head, my shoulders, and finally my legs as well. My teeth hurt. EVERYTHING hurt. But at least I was inside.

I opened my mouth and spat out the scratchy cloth ‘What was THAT?’ I gasped.

‘Underpants,’ said Annie’s voice cheerfully.

‘What? You mean I had someone’s underpants in my mouth!’ I spluttered.

‘This is no time to be squeamish, niece!’ ordered Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Anyway, they were new underpants,’ said Annie hurriedly. ‘Never worn. With lace on them.’

I swallowed, trying to get rid of the odd taste in my mouth.

Tooo-oooot! the whistle screamed.

And we were off.

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

You know how a train goes choofa-choofa-choofa as it rides along the rails, and the scenery flows past outside so you can see into everyone’s backyards and sometimes their kitchen windows too, and sometimes there’s an attendant who brings you drinks or chips?

This wasn’t like that at all.

To start with, there were no rails.

‘Heeelpp!’ I shrieked as we soared up into the air and I rolled backwards and lodged against a seat.

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

There’s only one thing worse than being in a runaway train soaring into the sky, and that’s being in a train you can’t even SEE soaring into the sky!

But there’s one thing even worse than that too! And that’s falling out of one!

‘Hold on!’ cried Annie.

‘How can I hold on?’ I yelled. ‘I’m all tied up!’

‘Well, um…’ began Annie.

‘Hold on a second, girl,’ shouted Jack the Clipper.

I felt my long blonde hair grow even longer (yes, you can feel hair growing when it’s as fast as that—trust me!)

‘There you are, lovey,’ said Jack proudly. ‘You’re tied to the seat by your hair. And it DOES look pretty. That colour really suits you.’

‘Thanks…I think,’ I said, my head was tugged by a thousand tiny ropes as we veered to the right. But it was better than rolling around the floor. Or falling out.

I wondered if anyone had ever been killed falling out of a ghost train. An emu might suddenly learn to fly if it fell out of a plane, but a kid like me didn’t even have wings…

Too-oooot!

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

I tried not to look down. I looked up instead, but that was worse. Those clouds were awfully near. So I looked straight out. An eagle stared at me, eye to eye, then gave a startled squawk and flapped away.

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

I could smell engine smoke, but I couldn’t see it. I could smell oil too, and the faint scent of old leather seats and thermoses of tea and picnic baskets with tomato sandwiches.

‘Next stop, haunted mansion!’ a ghostly voice shouted. ‘All change for the Tunnel of Fear!’

‘What Tunnel of Fear?’ I screeched.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ advised Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Don’t worry about it? I’m tied by my hair to a runaway ghost train filled with ghosts and headed towards a haunted house and you say don’t worry about it!’

‘Wuff,’ said Willie, sitting on my back. At least I hoped he was only sitting.

And then I felt it…I was going to be car sick again!

Well, train sick. Ghost-train sick. I’d never been train sick before, but then I’d never been on a train that went swooping up into the sky…or dooooowwwwnnnnnnnnn!

‘Hel…ooop,’ I finished. ‘Sorry about that,’

I added.

‘No worries, my dear,’ said Uncle Carbuncle kindly. ‘It went right through me. One of the advantages of being a ghost, you know.’

‘Terrible waste of a strawberry milkshake though,’ muttered Cookie.

‘DON’T mention milkshakes,’ I warned him. ‘Oooo…off!’

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…ugga-ugga…uuuuuuu…Then the train noise slowed down to a mutter.

Suddenly I had more urgent things to think about than being sick! I stared down at the ground below. No sign of the mansion yet. Just trees…and more trees…

‘Ch-uu-ggggg…’

The engine noise was just a slow groan now. We were hardly moving.

‘Why are we slowing down?’ I yelled ‘We’re not there yet!’

‘Out of coal!’ cried Uncle Carbuncle.

‘But it’s a ghost train!’

‘And it runs on ghost coal. But there wasn’t time to load on more before we came to rescue you!’

‘But-but…’ I stammered. The train wasn’t just slowing down! it was losing height as well!

And so was I…

‘Do something!’ I screamed. ‘Can’t Knock-knock go and get more coal?’

‘If he vanishes, the train vanishes too,’ said Annie helplessly. ‘We’ll be all right. But you’ll—’

‘I know! I know!’ I yelled. ‘Can’t the train burn something other than coal?’

‘Well, wood, I suppose,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘But none of us are carpenters. We can’t touch wood!’

I could feel a sinking feeling…a REALLY sinking feeling. I tried to think. But it’s hard to think properly when you’re tied by your hair to a ghost train that’s about to fall out of the sky and you’re all chained up and…and…

Suddenly I had it.

‘Think what you CAN touch!’ I yelled. ‘Cookie, what can you cook that burns?’

‘Well, er, um, I don’t know, mate.’

‘Think!’ I screamed. ‘I’m too young to become a ghost! And if I’m a ghost, then you’re all homeless!’

‘Er…olive oil,’ Cookie said. ‘And…and lard. Lard makes great pastry—’

‘Great. Go and get some lumps of lard! BIG lumps! And olive oil! And Annie, go and get all the underpants you can!’

‘Of course!’ shouted Uncle Carbuncle. ‘We can soak the underpants in oil and fat. Then they’ll burn!’

A cold breeze filled the carriage.

You know what’s worse than being in a ghost train that’s falling from the sky? Being ALONE in a ghost train that’s falling from the sky.

I could hardly hear the engine now. The train was falling…falling…falling…

Ch-uu-g-g…ch-uuu-gggg-aaa…chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

Suddenly we stopped falling. We were on the move again, through the clouds!

I looked again!

Those weren’t clouds! They were underpants! Pink ones, green ones, leopardskin; thongs and bloomers and a hundred styles I didn’t know the name of. Underpants with buttoned bums on long ruffled legs and other sort of underpants that I bet would make Amelia sooo jealous. I made a note to ask Annie to make me some…just as soon as I got out of here!

‘You alright, Pru sweetie?’ asked Jack’s voice.

‘I-I’m fine,’ I stammered.

‘Anything I can get you, mate? Nice chocolate ice-cream sundae? Tomato and eggplant quiche with caramelised onions and a green salad?’ enquired Cookie.

‘Er…no. Thank you,’ I said.

Suddenly we began to slow again. My heart went boom, boom, boom. But the train engine was still going chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…cre-ar-arkkk!

It stopped.

We’d landed.

I could see the sun hovering on the horizon above the lake. I had maybe ten seconds, I reckoned, to get into the house by nightfall.

‘Jack!’ I yelled. ‘Get rid of the hair! Now!’

Suddenly the pressure on my scalp lifted. I sat up and wriggled across the floor till my legs found space, then slithered down the outside of the train. I bruised the backs of my legs against the steps, but I couldn’t help that. Then I was bounding—well, bobbing—up the path to the front door. It opened with a proper ghost-house creak.

‘Turned the creak off last time,’ said Uncle Carbuncle beside me. ‘Didn’t want to frighten you.’

I forced my aching feet to jump up the steps. One step…two steps…and then I tripped. I landed on my nose and the world went green and black and red and HURT. But I pulled my legs up and into the house despite the pain, just as the sun slid down past the lake.

I was inside!







Chapter 18
A Long Dark Night

‘Knock, knock.’

‘Who’s there?’ I asked wearily, still lying on the floor by the door.

‘Termite.’

‘Termite who?’

‘Termites the night you get to keep the house,’ said Knock-knock.

But he was trying to keep my spirits up. And he’d rescued me.

‘Ha, ha,’ I said. I wondered how you thanked a ghost who only spoke in knock-knock jokes, then realised.

‘Knock-knock,’ I said.

There was a pause. Then,’Who’s there?’

‘Twip,’ I said.

‘Twip who?’

‘Thanks for the twain twip,’ I said. ‘Thanks for everything, Knock-knock.’

I wondered if there was any way the ghosts could help me to my feet. I supposed Jack could haul me up by my hair, or Annie by my underpants. It seemed easier just to struggle up by myself.

So I did.

What now? I thought. When your hands and ankles are handcuffed and you’re in a deserted ghost house, you don’t have many options.

Sleep was out. YOU try sleeping all tied up. So was dancing, learning to play the harp and playing Scrabble. I couldn’t even ring Mum. Even if I could have worked out how to push the numbers with handcuffed hands, Mr Nahsti still had Mum’s mobile which was presumably all slimed up now.

I wondered if Mum would be angry. Then I decided I was just too tired to think about that now.

Finally I inched along the corridor and into the living room, where I collapsed on the big sofa and tried to make myself comfortable.

None of the ghosts was able to turn on the DVD player. None of them had been into videos or DVDs when they were alive, nor TV either, not enough to be able to turn them on now they were ghosts. But Cookie fed me spaghetti Bolognese—with a spoon, in case you were wondering, like a little kid. He wasn’t able to clean up the splodges on my T-shirt though. And Annie pulled down my trakkie daks for me when I had to hop into the bathroom—it turned out she could do other clothes, not just underpants. Then she let me choose some new ones so cool Amelia would freeze with jealousy. A thong! Hah! Then the Rolling Pebbles sang for me until I very nicely asked them not to, and Knock-knock told jokes till the others told him to shut up.

Then Uncle Carbuncle and I talked.

Not about anything much, to be honest. Just school stuff—EVERY conversation with an adult starts with how you like school, even when they’re a ghost. But after that we got on to life generally, and death particularly, and how each of the ghosts had died, which made me a bit thoughtful actually and determined to be careful not to eat sushi that had been out of the fridge too long, to wear sunscreen, and avoid plugging my electric guitar into an overloaded circuit board or juggling jellyfish.

It was the first person-to-person, serious long conversation I’d had with an adult. Usually it’s just Mum and Dad’s friends being polite, or teachers telling you to follow your dreams (huh, I dreamed of a toe-chomping oyster last week and there’s no way I’m going to follow THAT dream). It was funny, I sort of got an idea of what it was going to be like when all my friends were adults and me too, and maybe one day I’d have a conversation with a kid like me.

You think of things like that, I suppose, when you’re chained up in a haunted mansion with a ghost.

Finally I did sleep a bit, though the cramps in my arms and legs kept waking me up. Willie curled up next to me with his comforting doggie smell. I woke up once, from a nightmare that my arms and legs had fallen off and Mr Nahsti was eating them for breakfast. When I woke up again, my arms and legs hurt so much that I wished they WOULD fall off.

But outside it was daytime. The dawn chorus was singing away in the trees.

The house was mine.

…

Mum and Dad banged on the door two minutes later.

‘Prudence!’ yelled Mum. ‘Prudence, answer me! Are you all right!’

‘Where are you?’ shouted Dad.

They must have been waiting around the corner for dawn, so they could arrive as soon as I’d legally stayed the night by myself.

Willie began barking madly and jumping all over my tummy, which, as he was a ghost, just felt a bit tickly.

‘I’m in here!’ I called out. ‘And I’m fine.’ Well, fine-ish, I thought, if you didn’t count the handcuffs and the pain in my legs and all the bruises.

‘Then open the door!’ shouted Dad.

I considered trying to jump down the corridor again. But my arms and legs were yelling ‘No way’ at me. And the rest of me agreed with them.

‘Can’t right now!’ I called back. ‘I’m a bit tied up at the moment.’ (That joke was getting pretty stale but I couldn’t think of another one.) ‘But there’s an open window in here.’

‘In where?’ demanded Mum.

‘The living room. Go round the house and past the petunias and…’

They found the right window finally. Dad climbed through and gasped a bit when he found me all tied up and bruised, then gasped a bit more when he found out he couldn’t unlock the handcuffs, and Mum was yelling through the window at the same time for him to open the door and…

Well, the rest is pretty boring. Painful too, as it took a lot of tugging for Dad to finally realise he couldn’t just pull my handcuffs off. (Don’t parents EVER watch useful stuff on TV?)

Finally Mum drove over to Mr Nahsti’s place and grabbed the keys and got him to sign a statement saying I’d ‘fulfilled all the conditions in Uncle Carbuncle’s will’ (with the pen in his mouth, as he was still gummed up). Then she sliced through the slime around his arms and legs, just enough for him to struggle into the shower to wash the rest off, then raced back to the mansion and unlocked my ankle and handcuffs and helped massage the cramps out of my arms and legs so I could walk again.

And then I burst into tears. Don’t ask me why, I just did, maybe because of what MIGHT have happened. And Willie snuffled round me and licked my face and I had to explain about him being a ghost dog to Mum and Dad and about Uncle Carbuncle and all the other ghosts…

It’s funny, a year ago I’d have made up some story for Mum and Dad, like Phredde and Bruce and I had been playing dress-ups and the handcuffs had slipped shut, just so they wouldn’t worry. But this time I told them the whole story—and you know something? Mum didn’t faint and Dad just said, ‘Well done, Prudence’ a few times. And I realised that maybe parents are tougher and can cope with things better than I thought.

They had to meet Uncle Carbuncle after that.

We couldn’t see him of course, because it was daytime. But the air sort of shivered a bit, then shivered a bit more, and got really cold again, and I guessed all the other ghosts had come in behind him. Willie was squatting at Dad’s feet—I could see a faint yellow pond around Dad’s shoe, though luckily Dad didn’t notice.

‘I don’t know how I can ever thank you,’ said Uncle Carbuncle’s ghostly voice.

‘It was nothing,’ I said awkwardly. Actually it had been a whole lot, but what are you supposed to say to something like that?

‘I wish there was some way I COULD thank you,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘But,’ he added sadly, ‘there isn’t much you can do when you’re a ghost.’

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie, and hopped up into my arms. Funny, he was feeling more and more solid every time he did that.

I bent down and kissed his nose, which was okay because I couldn’t get any dog germs from a ghost. ‘I’m going to miss you,’ I said to him.

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie again and licked my chin. I even felt the slobber that time too.

‘Take him,’ said Uncle Carbuncle suddenly.

‘What?’

‘Take Willie. As a reward for all you’ve done. He loves you anyway,’ he added.

‘Wuff,’ agreed Willie.

I turned to Mum. ‘Mum, please…?’

‘But you know you can’t have a puppy,’ said Mum helplessly. ‘You know what your brother is like with puppies! Even if he promises not to eat him, he’ll terrify the poor little thing!’

‘But this is a ghost puppy!’ I reminded her. ‘Mark CAN’T eat Willie. I bet even a werewolf can’t eat a ghost.’

‘Please,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘It would mean such a lot to me to know that I was able to thank your daughter. Even if I am just a ghost,’ he added.

I wondered if ghosts could cry. Because Uncle Carbuncle’s voice sounded all choked up and funny.

‘Of course Pru can take Willie home,’ said Mum gently. ‘It’ll be nice to have a puppy around the castle again.’

‘Especially one who can’t chew up the chair legs,’ added Dad.

‘Thank you,’ said Uncle Carbuncle sincerely. ‘If it hadn’t been for her, we’d be homeless. It isn’t easy being a ghost sometimes,’ he added.

I’d been thinking a bit about that during the long night.

‘I’ve had an idea,’ I said.

‘What is it?’ asked Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Yeah,’ said Dad a bit nervously.

‘How about we turn this place into a ghost house? A REAL ghost house. I mean, if people—most people—can get used to phaeries and vampires maybe they can get used to ghosts too. And they could come here to…to get ghostly haircuts or eat one of Cookie’s lunches or have a ride in a really truly ghost train. And it would stop you being bored…’

‘It might even make a bit of money too,’ said Dad thoughtfully.

‘Which we’d give to Prudence,’ said Uncle Carbuncle firmly. ‘Ghosts don’t need money.’

‘I could give their underpants a makeover!’ said Annie excitedly. ‘You won’t believe the ideas I’ve got for new underpants!’

‘Girlfriend, you’re a genius,’ said Jack.

‘Menus! I have to plan menus!’ said Cookie. ‘Mate, this is going to be the most exciting thing that’s happened in all my life. Or death,’ he added.

‘Thank you,’ said Uncle Carbuncle again, softly. Suddenly I wished he wasn’t quite so ghostly so I could give him a hug. And Cookie and Annie and Jack and Knock-knock…

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie. I bent down and scratched behind his ear, then thought, well, if a ghost dog can feel his ear being scratched maybe other ghosts can feel a hug.

And I was right.







Chapter 19
Things are Always Flat when an Adventure Ends

Where was I? Oh yes, hugging a houseful of ghosts. I’d sort of had enough after that. Mum and Dad drove me home to our castle, with Willie on my lap.

I was too tired even to check what the piranhas in the moat were skeletonising—which just shows you how exhausted I was, because that’s one of the first things I do every day when I come home from school. (You’d be AMAZED at the things that fall in our moat. I’d swear one of those skeletons was a diprotodont.)

So I went to bed, with Willie curled up at my feet—at least I think he was, because it’s a bit hard to tell with a ghost. I even slept a bit, because, after all, I hadn’t had much sleep the last two nights. Then I had unpacked my bag and put away my underpants (Annie had made me seven new pairs, with enough frills and lace to keep me scratching all week), and had lunch, and showed Willie around the castle and…well, nothing much.

I was feeling a bit flat, to be honest. All that adventure had keyed me up, and even though I was glad it was over, it just didn’t feel right doing nothing after so much had happened. I missed Phredde and Bruce too. I wondered what they were doing, and that got me thinking.

What WAS going to happen when the three of us grew up? Grown-ups ask you that ALL the time—‘Have you thought what you want to do after school? What are you going to study at uni?’ And I’d thought of lots of things, but I’d never once thought that my friends mightn’t be with me.

What DID I want to do when I left school? I knew you were supposed to work out what it is you really enjoy. Well, I liked rescuing Ancient Egyptian princes6 and exploring the world 100,000 years ago7 and reforming cannibal phaeries.8 But none of those added up to the sort of job you see advertised in the paper.

I couldn’t even get into adventures like that without my friends to PING! them up.

Or could I, I wondered. I’d managed the adventure of the haunted mansion all by myself.

‘Wuff,’ said Willie confidently as he peed near a potted palm, as though to say, ‘You’re my mistress and I think you can do anything.’

What did a ghost puppy know? But I felt better for the bark of confidence. ‘Come on, Willie,’ I said. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

We went up onto the castle battlements and wandered around them. I stared down at the world below. It was a pretty good world, I thought. And even if I wasn’t magic, maybe I could do something to make it even better. Maybe, when I was a ghost, I’d be able to touch the whole world, not just underpants and food, because I loved it all.

PING!

‘Hi!’ It was Phredde.

There was another PING! and Bruce plopped down beside her.

I stared at them. They looked just the same—Phredde in her usual silver and purple shorts and T-shirt and Bruce all googly and frog-like. Of course there was no reason why they shouldn’t have looked just the same. But I’d been through such a lot that I felt different, so I thought they should look different too somehow.

‘How did last night go?’ asked Bruce, gazing round for any passing flies. (Mark leaves his bones up on the battlements and they bring lots of flies.)

‘It was okay,’ I said.

I wasn’t keeping secrets from them, honest. Well, okay, I was, but only so they didn’t feel bad about leaving me to face Mr Nahsti on my own.

‘So the mansion’s yours?’ asked Phredde casually. A bit too casually, I thought. I mean, when your best friend inherits a mansion you should be a bit excited for her! Phredde looked like her mind was on something else entirely.

‘Sort of,’ I said. I looked at them curiously. Maybe there WAS something different about them, I thought. An excited something. A ‘we’re trying to be polite but there’s something really GREAT going on that you don’t know about’ sort of excited.

‘What have you two been doing?’ I asked sharply.

‘Us? Well…’ began Bruce.

PING!

A grandfather clock hovered in the air above us. (Phaeries don’t bother with watches). Phredde glanced at it. ‘It’s nearly four o’clock! Bruce, we’re going to be late!’

‘Late for what?’ I demanded. ‘And don’t give me any of that bumph about homework! What are you two—’

PING!

I was speaking to thin air. Bruce and Phredde had vanished again.

…

I felt tears starting to make a freeway down my nose. I’d saved the ghosts, I’d survived a runaway ghost train, and I sort of had my very own mansion, with lake and graveyard, not to mention a doodle pup called Willie and the coolest new underpants in the universe. But I still wanted my friends!

Not to get me into adventures—and out of them. But because they were my friends!

They HAD been keeping something from me. Just because I was a human, not a phaery. And…

PING!

Suddenly Phredde was back. But the purple pants and T-shirt had gone. So had her green and silver hair. This Phredde wore a gold ball gown, all lace and velvet. Her hair was done up like in those old movies about French kings. She even had glass slippers on her feet.

Phredde hates glass slippers!

‘Phredde!’ I demanded. ‘What’s this all about?’

‘Well,’ began Phredde.

PING!

Bruce popped into the space beside us.

I stared. He was wearing red knee breeches, which looked weird on a frog—though, come to think of it, they’d look pretty weird on anyone. And a red velvet hat with a feather and a gold shirt open at the front to show a red silk scarf thing.

‘Come on!’ he ordered. ‘We’ll be late!’

‘Look, what’s going on?’ I insisted.

‘No time for all that now!’ cried Phredde.

PING!

Suddenly I was in a ball dress too, but mine was pink and silver, and even though I hate pink—well, mostly—this was so super gorgeously wonderful it wasn’t really pink at all.

I touched my head. Yep. Another late-night TV sort of hairstyle, which I suspected looked a lot better with the long blonde hair Jack had given me than it would have done with my own short brown stuff.

I lifted my skirt a couple of centimetres. Glass slippers too! Magic ones, the sort you can walk in without them cracking, so your toes aren’t amputated and left bleeding behind you. And gloves, for Pete’s sake! Elbow-length gloves!

‘Look, you two,’ I squawked. ‘Tell me what this is about at once or I’ll—’

PING!

Suddenly we were in Phaeryland.






6See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.

7See Phredde and the Leopard-skin Librarian.

8See Phredde and the Temple of Gloom.







Chapter 20
A Surprise in Phaeryland

It smelled like fairy bread and lemonade. There were green hills—really green, like a little kid had coloured them in—and flowers everywhere, pink and blue and purple and red and yellow. Lollipops hung from the trees and a few lamingtons as well, pink ones and chocolate. There was a road made of yellow bricks, all higgledy-piggledy (they’ve never heard of bitumen in Phaeryland). And in front of us was the palace of the Phaery Queen.

I’d been there before, of course, when Phredde let off the stink bomb9 and at the Phaery Queen’s wedding.10 Just in case you haven’t taken one of the Phaeryland tours yet (the Phaery Queen is really into tourism these days) just imagine every fairytale castle you’ve ever seen in a book or a movie. Now multiply by 100. And add a ‘Why not visit our souvenir shop’ signpost.

But why had we come here now?

‘Phredde, Bruce…’ I began. But they ignored me.

‘Come on!’ yelled Phredde. ‘We were supposed to be there, like, five minutes ago!’ She raced up the stairs to the palace.

‘WHERE are we supposed to be?’ I roared, clumping after her. (Glass slippers, even magic ones, take some getting used to.)

They continued to ignore me.

Up the stairs we ran. They were magic stairs, so even though we went higher and higher it wasn’t like climbing at all. Which was a good thing as I didn’t think I could have managed the stairs AND my slippers.

Tan-tan-tarraaaaa!

At the top of the steps a row of trumpeters lifted their thingummies (long thin trumpets with sort of tea towels hanging down—you must have seen them in movies) and blew these long blasts, like they’d never heard of playing a tune or something you could dance to.

We kept on running.

Through more doorways, and more thingummy players making even more of a din. Then Phredde stopped and so did Bruce, so suddenly I bumped into them.

‘Bug—’ I began, then hiccuped, because you can’t say rude words in Phaeryland. They’ve got filters that any software company would die for.

We were in the Great Hall, with its ceiling as high as the sky but in colours the sky never dreamed of, even when it felt in a sunrise mood. There was carpet underfoot, as thick as grass, with embroidery of unicorns and deer and…I blinked. Was that Bart Simpson peering round from behind a gryphon? Phaeryland must finally have got TV.

And there was the Phaery Queen, on her giant pearl and diamond throne, with her husband, Dwayne, beside her, reading the paper.

I glanced around the hall and my jaw dropped open.

EVERYONE was there. I mean EVERYONE! There was Mum in a lime-green ball dress with the Phaery Splendifera, Phredde’s mum, and Bruce’s mum too, and Dad in a pair of blue velvet knee breeches! (He looked a bit embarrassed, to be honest.) There was Mark with his fur brushed and fangs gleaming, and Bruce’s dad and Mrs Olsen in her best vampire cloak and Amelia looking sour (because her ball dress wasn’t half as sparkly as mine), Edwin picking his nose and Alexandra and Claudia and Annabelle and Emma from the Elf Orchestra with Jessica the Bogey person hiding behind them. There was even Miss Richards, our librarian in a really tight leopardskin evening dress, and Snow White and her seven quite short software engineers all around her…

…and there were the ghosts, looking more solid than I had ever seen them, even though it was still day, and Prince Peanut and the Phaery Daffodil and King Menes…

‘Wuff,’ said a voice and I looked round to see Willie peeing near a pillar. But he didn’t leave a puddle because things like that don’t happen in Phaeryland.

Everyone I’d ever met was there!

Phredde grinned at me. ‘That’s why we had to vanish,’ she said. ‘It took AGES to get everyone here.’

‘And we couldn’t invite them too early,’ added Bruce. ‘Or someone might have let the cat out of the bag.’

‘What cat? What’s this all—’ I began. But the Phaery Queen was beckoning to us.

‘Shh,’ Phredde whispered. She curtseyed way down low and Bruce bowed.

‘Curtsey, dumdum,’ hissed Phredde over her shoulder at me. So I curtseyed as well. It didn’t quite work, to be honest—I wasn’t sure which foot went where. But it must have looked all right because the Phaery Queen smiled at me. Or maybe she was laughing. It was a friendly sort of a laugh, anyway.

‘Welcome,’ she said. ‘Ethereal, Filbert, Prudence.’

‘Filbert?’ I hissed.

‘Shut up,’ muttered Bruce.

Prince Dwayne put down his newspaper. ‘Hi,’ he said kindly.

‘Er, hiya, Your Majesties,’ I said.

Phredde and Bruce stepped back into the watching crowd. I was about to follow them when the Queen beckoned. ‘Come forward, Prudence,’ she said.

So I did.

It was the longest walk I’ve ever taken, clumping towards the throne in those glass slippers, afraid I was going to trip in front of everyone. I could just imagine Amelia’s delight, and Phredde and Bruce would be embarrassed by their clumsy human friend and wish they’d never brought me.

Why HAD they brought me?

And suddenly I was there.

‘Kneel,’ said the Phaery Queen.

For a moment I thought she’d said ‘Neil’ and was looking round for a Neil-looking kind of a guy. But then I realised. So I kneeled, and my skirts sort of billowed round me, and I thought, Heck! What now?

‘Since time began,’ said the Phaery Queen, her voice echoing all around as if she was speaking into a microphone, but I suppose you don’t need a microphone if you’re the Phaery Queen, ‘humans have envied phaeries, envied their power, envied their magic.

‘Magic is difficult for humans to understand. The most dangerous person in all the world would be someone who only wanted magic for its power to do good for others. If you can’t use magic to create joy in your own life, you are likely to make a mess when you try to make happiness for other people.’

The Great Hall was so quiet you could have heard an emu drop. I bet Edwin had even stopped picking his nose.

‘Despite the differences between humans and phaeries, many of our subjects have chosen to live in what humans call “the real world” rather than our Land of Phaery. As all here know, I’m sure, most choose to live in Ruritania, a land not unlike Phaeryland in many ways. But Ruritania is no longer safe for those of our kind. People have always hated others who are different. Hatred breeds more hatred, especially when there is fear as well.’

I remembered when I’d first seen Phredde sitting on that fence and angry at the world. She and her parents had only just arrived in Australia. I’d been as strange to her as she was to me. Had it really only been a year ago?

‘It isn’t easy to begin a new life with new friends,’ said the Phaery Queen. Her quiet voice echoed everywhere and suddenly she sounded like a real queen. The sort who leads people into battle, I mean. ‘It isn’t always easy for the friends either. But there is one human who has been a true and steadfast friend to all the phaery people she has met. Phaeries, frogs,’ the Phaery Queen smiled at Bruce, ‘zombies, vampires. A person without prejudice, who opens her heart to all the world.’

Wow, I thought, this person sounds COOL! I wonder who she can be talking about.

And then the Phaery Queen said, ‘Prudence, please rise’, and I realised she was talking about me!

Something sparkled in the air above me. It was a wand, like one of those long sticks with a star on the end that little kids play with, but a million billion times more beautiful. And the star came down onto my head and I could hardly see for sparkles.

And something changed.

I didn’t know what it was at first. Just a feeling about the shoulder blades and a sort of…power…behind my eyes. Then I reached back over my shoulder and I had WINGS! And somehow I knew that if I looked a certain way the world would go PING! and things would happen just the way I wished…

The Phaery Queen smiled at me. Forget about any movie star you’ve ever seen. When the Phaery Queen smiles at you, you stay smiled!

‘Your friends, the Princess Ethereal and Prince Filbert, both earnestly beseeched me to grant this boon,’ she said. ‘They even offered a third of their own magic to make up enough for you. But I said no. Phaeryland has magic enough to share with its friends. Only once in 50 years does a human become a phaery, and only a human who has shown that they can use phaery power as well as any phaery. Welcome, Prudence.’

‘Wow,’ I said. Then felt totally dumb because all I could think to say next was, ‘Hey, is this okay with Mum and Dad?’

Prince Dwayne grinned. ‘Don’t worry, kid,’ he said. ‘The Phaery Queen cleared it with your mum and dad first.’

‘Oh, Prudence,’ said Mum tearfully behind me. There was a flash as Dad took a photo.

And then it was over.






9See A Phaery Named Phredde.

10See Phredde and the Temple of Gloom.







Chapter 21
Not the End at All

‘Oh wow,’ I said. It was all that I’d been able to say for the last ten minutes. ‘Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow.’

‘You sound like a pigeon,’ said Bruce.

Phredde kicked him. ‘Give her time to get used to it, Frog-face,’ she said.

‘Hey, how big will I be when I get back home?’ I asked suddenly.

‘Same size you always were,’ said Phredde. ‘The Phaery Queen just made you a phaery, she didn’t change your size.’

I felt relieved. I mean, none of my school uniforms would have fit, or my new fancy underpants.

‘And I can PING! just like you?’

‘Yep,’ said Phredde.

‘Only once we’re out of Phaeryland,’ Bruce reminded me. ‘No one can use magic in Phaeryland except the Phaery Queen. Except to leave or get here, of course.’

I was just beginning to realise what this meant. When Phredde and Bruce went off for their magic training, I’d be going too! And there was something else as well…

‘So next time we’re captured by skull-juggling trolls I can be the one to PING! us free?’

‘Be our guest,’ said Phredde happily.

‘Oh wow,’ I said again.

I looked at them, my two good friends. Then I glanced over at Mum and Dad. They were chatting with Prince Dwayne. The leprechaun musicians were tuning up. Soon there’d be old-fashioned dancing and a feast on the tables on the lawn. The smell of roast gryphon wafted from the palace kitchens and sweetmeats too. I wondered if Cookie was in there helping the phaeries with the feast.

Phaeries. Just like Phredde and Bruce…and me.

Suddenly I could see the future. Not magically see it, because I hadn’t even tried to PING! yet. Just a sort of knowledge that there was something wonderful coming for the three of us, years and years of laughter and adventures together.

‘You know,’ I said carefully, ‘if we were to PING! ourselves away, just for a little adventure, maybe we could PING! back again before they’d noticed we’d left.’

Phredde grinned. ‘Yep,’ she said.

‘Too right,’ said Bruce.

He held out his froggy paw. I grabbed it, then took Phredde’s hand in my other hand.

‘One, two, three,’ I chanted.

PING!!







Get to know the funkiest phaery around…
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Meet Phredde, the coolest phaery in the universe. (And that’s phaery, buster, NOT fairy. Don’t call Phredde a fairy if you value your kneecaps!)

Phredde is tiny, ferocious and Pru’s best friend. And with Pru’s brother turning into a werewolf, and their teacher growing fangs—not to mention wrestling with giant caterpillars, an ogre who loves chocolate cake and a dragon in the rubbish bin—Pru needs all the magic help she can get.

A collection of hilarious stories to read when your brain wants something light to munch on—like a banana.
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When your teacher’s a vampire, your brother’s a werewolf, and your best friend’s a fairy—sorry, phaery—what else can happen?

Well, ferocious girl-eating rose bushes for a start. And a frog named Bruce who refuses to help when you try to save Sleeping Beauty from the Prince. AND a dose of flu that gives all of the world’s computers more than just a runny nose!

When Pru and Phredde are around strange things can happen…but at least you won’t stop laughing!

Another hilarious collection of Phredde adventures to eat with a watermelon.
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There’s a grey-fleshed zombie librarian tending her blood-starved books in the school library…a 5000-year-old Egyptian Mummy roaming the corridors…not to mention giant slugs, the Snot Phaery, piranhas, a few werewolves and a giant sloth.

Can Phredde and Prudence escape?

Well, of course they can, you ding-dong!

But how do they escape? That’s the question.

Another hilarious collection of Phredde stories to eat with a blood plum.
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Phaeryland is the NICEST, safest place in the universe! So what can possibly happen at the Phaery Queen’s wedding to a plumber called Dwayne?

Cannibal phaeries, for a start. Plus Snow White and the seven quite short computer software engineers AND a big bad wolf with a body odour problem.

Then there’s a sweet old lady who wants Pru to take a nibble of her lamington cottage. Will Pru end up as Prudence stew?

And is there a toilet ANYWHERE in Phaeryland?

A thrilling adventure with Pru and her phaery friend Phredde, and a frog name Bruce.
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What happens when you head down the mysterious black tunnel that’s opened up right in the middle of the school oval?

Phredde, Pru and Bruce go WAAAAAY back to Ancient Egypt to choose the next Pharaoh. Ancient messages, murderous plots and a pit full of snakes await them.

Who will be the next ruler of Ancient Egypt? Will it be the handsome Prince Methen, whose roast hippopotamus is to die for? The unkingly and awkward young prince Narmer? Or the gorgeous but sinister Princess Nut with her team of pet crocodiles?

And is Fluffy, Queen of the Nile, REALLY a cat? Then why is her tail tied on with string?

Oh, and a volcano is exploding back in the schoolyard—just to top off the day!

A hilarious Phredde story to eat with a passionfruit!
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Further adventures of Phredde the feisty, funky phaery and her friends Pru and Bruce (the boy prince who’d rather stay being a frog).

It’s a new term, and things look GREAT! The new headmaster has outlawed homework, and every kid will get six free ice blocks a day!

So why is Pru so worried?

Try a blood-sucking footy team for a start.

There’s also an evil kid-eating cow, a mysterious FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!, and a new school rule outlawing magic! Which means that if Bruce wants to stay on the footy team he has to stop being a frog!

A hilarious Phredde story to eat with an orange at half-time.
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