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PROLOGUE

I know what a trap looks like … and this looked like a trap.

A big, fat, walk straight into it with your eyes wide open trap.

That was what the smart half of my brain told me anyway. The not-so-smart half told me there had never been a better time to escape.

And, whether I liked it or not, the not-so-smart half did have a point.

I had been waiting almost twenty hours for an opportunity like this and now here it was. Laid out in front of me like a fluffy freedom-shaped carpet. My exit route. My way out of Elbow’s End once and for all.

I moved the key around my fingertips. A quick calculation told me I could get from the abandoned bus to the gates in eighteen seconds. I’d known burps to last longer than that.

There was no time to waste.

Go … go … go …

I was about to do just that when I felt a tug on my wetsuit.

Okay, so it wasn’t even my wetsuit. It belonged to my father, Dirk Dare. The greatest spy who never was. We had a lot in common, although I’m only thirteen years old and my name isn’t Dirk. Oh, and I don’t need the who never was either. Because I am. A great spy, I mean. And I intend to stay that way for as long as possible (although that largely depends on how well this escape goes).

My name is Hugo Dare.

Agent Minus Thirty-Five.

Codename Pink Weasel. But you can call me Pinky.

I felt another a tug, but refused to turn around. ‘What is it?’

‘Don’t get your flippers in a flap,’ said a voice at my shoulder. ‘Friends don’t talk to each other like that.’

‘Friends?’ After everything that had happened, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Instead, I chose neither and took a huge breath. Surprisingly for somewhere as revolting as Elbow’s End, the air smelled remarkably fresh. Pineappley (if such a word exists. If not, then it smelled a lot like pineapples.)

And that was due largely to the girl who had tugged on my wetsuit.

‘Yes, friends,’ she insisted. ‘Best friends forever. Now, before we race off into the future, there’s something I need to—’

‘You can thank me later,’ I said, butting in. ‘Once we’ve got you out of here. Right, after three … two … one …’

I was about to make my move when I felt another tug.

‘I wasn’t going to thank you,’ she giggled, ‘but I was going to say how much I’ve enjoyed our time together. Running and hiding … fighting and biting … dodging death and dicing with danger. These have been some of the best days of my entire life. Unfortunately, all good things must come to an end, and that’s why—’

‘I’m not listening,’ I said stubbornly. ‘Not anymore. Now, when I run, you run. Got it?’

I put my head down and sprinted towards the gates before she could reply. There was a clear path that ran straight between a raging fire to my right and a huge mound of rubbish to my left.

Fifteen seconds to go …

Something didn’t feel right (and for once it had nothing to do with my underpants). Elbow’s End was silent. Where was everybody?

Eleven seconds …

All I could hear was the splat of my flippers as they pounded on the concrete. Nobody else’s flippers. Or even shoes for that matter. I was running on my own. Which meant that somebody hadn’t done as I had asked.

Seven seconds …

I skidded to a halt and spun around. The girl had barely shifted. If anything, she had gone backwards. I was about to call out to her when two figures appeared from around the back of the bus.

They weren’t alone.

One by one, more and more people began to emerge from every rundown building, every burnt-out car, every over-flowing dustbin, every wonky lamppost. There were rogues and wrong ’uns everywhere I looked. I was surrounded.

I was still holding the key, but any chance I had of escaping had vanished.

‘Stinky!’ The girl gave me a little wave to get my attention. ‘I’m sorry,’ she shouted. ‘Do you think you could ever find it in your heart to forgive me?’

She started to laugh before I could say no.

Then they all started to laugh. Everybody in Elbow’s End.

Everybody … except me.


1.‘WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN MY RUBBISH BIN?’

Let’s turn back the clock …

Not literally. I haven’t got a time machine. But I do want to rewind. Thirty-four hours and nineteen minutes to be precise.

It was a Friday night and I was stuck in the middle of a farmer’s field wearing nothing but my school uniform and a pair of purple wellies. The Cold Crooked Carnival had been on for three days already. This was the fourth. There was one more day after today and then it would all be over. And I, for one, couldn’t have been happier (unless it had never started in the first place, of course).

To truly understand the Cold Crooked Carnival you first have to understand the town of Crooked Elbow. Basically, it’s not very good. And neither is the carnival. Now, that didn’t take much understanding, did it?

Since the beginning of time (or twenty-three years ago, whichever came first), the carnival had been a regular staple in the Crooked Elbow entertainment calendar. Anybody arriving at the fields of Crooked Green on the third week of November expecting an abundance of stalls, colourful costumes, raucous music and a plentiful supply of food and drink, however, would have been sorely mistaken. What you did get was a sea of grim and gloomy faces gathered around one solitary food wagon that sold nothing but fish heads and pickled snails, both of which you could wash down with a lovely drop of cauliflower juice. And the most satisfying attraction on show was a man with a trombone and his trumping dog, Wendy (oddly enough, I have no idea what the man was called; or his trombone.)

And to cap it off, as if all that wasn’t bad enough already, there was one disastrous difference that made this year’s carnival worse than any other in history.

I was there.

Although, thankfully, I was there to spy.

My target was a gangly lamppost of a man called Peregrine Sneak. A low-level criminal, Sneak wore gloves in summer so that others got their hands dirty and a stiff coat-hanger under his raincoat to stop his body from flopping about like the spineless slimeball he undoubtedly was. His hair was patchy, his nose was hooked and his eyes were practically non-existent. Secret spy organisation, SICK, were well aware of his existence, but he had stayed under the radar in recent times, choosing instead to blend into the background like mould in the corner of a damp room.

That all changed, though, on the first day of the carnival when Sneak had been spotted acting in a manner that suited his name to a tee. At seven thirty-two in the evening he had walked slowly up to a rubbish bin and then stuck his hand inside for almost a minute. That was strange enough in itself, but when he did the exact same thing at the exact same time for the next two days running, people began to get suspicious.

And those same people reported it to the Big Cheese.

He was the Chief of SICK and the man I called boss. He had suspected Sneak of using the bin for a dead drop. That was a method of passing information between two individuals – in this case criminals – without ever actually having to meet.

And that was where I came in. It was my job to discover what Sneak was dropping off and then remove it before it fell into the hands of someone equally undesirable.

The rubbish bin that he had been using was situated between a bouncy castle without any bounce and a Ferris wheel which, curiously enough, wasn’t a wheel at all, but oval-shaped like an egg. By seven twenty-nine I had taken up my position behind a particularly timid coconut shy. My view wasn’t great, but I figured that if I balanced on one knee with my left eye closed I could just about see what was going on through the legs of everyone who passed. Unfortunately, those same legs didn’t appear to be able to see me. Before Sneak had even arrived, I had been trampled on, kicked, cuddled, kissed and licked all over. All I could think about was my shedroom (shed-cum-bedroom. I’ll explain later) and how desperate I was to get back there as soon as was possibly possible.

As luck would have it, as soon as was possibly possible wasn’t such a distant dream.

My target had been spotted.

With his head tucked inside the shoulders of his raincoat, Peregrine Sneak resembled every other sad individual in sight as he trudged slowly through the sodden grass. Like me, he didn’t look particularly pleased to be there. Unlike me, however, his next course of action was to wander straight up to his favourite bin and thrust his hand inside as if it was the most natural thing in the world. I started to count. Fifty-seven seconds later Sneak pulled it out and wiped his gloves on his trousers. He turned to leave. Whatever he was doing was now well and truly done. I could’ve followed him, but they weren’t my instructions. Instead, I waited until he was gone before hurrying over to the bin.

Four days out of four Sneak had put his hand where he shouldn’t. Now it was time to find out why.

Up close, the bin looked exactly like it had from a distance. Small and fat with a narrow opening near the top where people could put their rubbish, it reeked of the same fish heads and pickled snails that I had spoken so highly of. Revolting, yes, but perfectly safe.

Without thinking, I plunged my hand inside the opening and began to rummage through the rubbish. I felt lots of things I wished I hadn’t, but nothing that would’ve been dead dropped inside for anyone with criminal intentions to pick up. What now? It was time to think outside the box. I needed a slightly different approach. Something a little more in your face.

With that in mind, I removed my hand and thrust my head inside instead. It was a tight fit, but I wasn’t planning on leaving it there for long. The smell had intensified tenfold, but neither that, nor the darkness of my new surroundings, were enough to stop me from making out the same things I had been blindly fondling. I rolled my neck and tried to look beyond what had been thrown away. I wasn’t there for the rubbish. There had to be something else. Something that Sneak would’ve deliberately left behind.

And then I spotted it. It was stuck to the top of the bin, concealed completely from view (unless you just happened to have your head inside, of course).

An empty crisp packet.

Yes, I know what you’re thinking, but this wasn’t any old crisp packet. This one was cheese and onion. No, that’s not important. I meant to say that this one had writing on it. A message from Sneak perhaps. If this was his way of communicating, I had found what I was looking for.

My first thought was to try and remove it with my hand until I remembered it would no longer fit inside whilst my head was filling the space. Never one to be outdone, I used my teeth instead and the packet peeled off. Now all I had to do was get out of there before anybody noticed me.

‘What are you doing in my rubbish bin?’

Too late.

I jumped at the sound of a surly voice behind me. My eyeballs shook and my jaw wobbled as my head collided with the top of the bin, but somehow the crisp packet stayed where it was.

‘I said, what are you doing in my rubbish bin?’

I didn’t need to look to know that it was Peregrine Sneak who was asking the question and it was aimed at yours truly.

‘I didn’t know it was your bin,’ I mumbled through gritted teeth. ‘My mistake. Maybe I should look where I’m going in future.’

‘I don’t believe you.’ Sneak grabbed hold of my shoulders and gave me a sharp tug, but my head refused to pop out of the opening. ‘You may look like a schoolboy,’ he began, ‘but that doesn’t mean you are! Who do you work for? Don’t tell me that SICK have started using kids.’ Sneak hesitated. ‘They haven’t, have they?’

‘I thought you didn’t want me to tell you,’ I replied. ‘In fact, I won’t talk to you at all if that’s okay. I’ll just hang around in here and take in the wonderful sights and smells until the fire brigade arrive.’

‘That’s not going to happen.’ I clung onto the sides of the bin as it started to rise. By the feel of things, Sneak had lifted it up off the ground with me still attached. ‘You’re coming with me,’ he announced. ‘I have a car waiting to take me back to Elbow’s End—’

‘Elbow’s End?’ I cried. ‘Thanks, but no thanks. I won’t survive a minute in that appalling place!’

‘If you want to keep that tongue of yours I’d suggest you keep quiet!’ hissed Sneak.

I closed my mouth for the first time and felt the bin begin to loosen around my jaw. ‘I can feel movement.’

‘I said … keep quiet,’ panted Sneak, as we made our way through the carnival. ‘A man … carrying a bin … looks strange enough … already … without it being … a talking bin!’

‘On your head be it,’ I muttered. ‘Or, in this case, my head … oh, there she goes!’

I let go of the bin as it finally slipped past my ears. I had tried to warn him, but Sneak hadn’t listened. If he had, he would’ve seen it coming. And if he had seen it coming, he wouldn’t have let the bin hit him full in the face, knocking him backwards on to the grass.

‘My eyes,’ he moaned, struggling to sit up. ‘I can’t see!’

I removed the crisp packet from my teeth as I crept towards him. ‘But you can see me, right?’ I asked, once we were nose-to-nose.

‘I can’t see anything!’ cried Sneak, snatching blindly at thin air.

‘In that case, see you later.’ With that, I stood up and ran. Or I would’ve done. It’s not that easy when you’re wearing wellies and the ground beneath you is soft and squidgy. The force of the bin may have momentarily slowed him, but soon Sneak would regain his sight and come again. And I couldn’t be here when he did so.

I swerved around a corner, ducked under a passing armpit and spotted a red curtain ahead of me. It was the entrance to a tent. I kept on moving and disappeared inside without thinking. The last thing I saw before I entered was the sign. White swirly paint on a wooden board.

 

Madame Isabella, Fortune Teller.



 

As hiding places went, this one would do nicely.

After all, what could possibly go wrong inside a fortune teller’s tent?


2.‘DO YOU WANT TO KNOW YOUR FUTURE?’

A lot.

That’s the answer to what could possibly go wrong inside a fortune teller’s tent.

Still, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’re in no rush. Whatever happens, I’m sticking around for the length of this entire book (probably). And so should you.

As soon as I had slipped inside the tent I turned around and made the slightest of gaps in the curtain. The first thing I saw was Peregrine Sneak. He was closer than I had hoped. Right outside the tent close, in fact. Although, that’s not to say that he knew how he had got there. With his hands pressed to his face, he couldn’t see a thing as he wandered up and down in pursuit of yours truly. The bin must have hit him harder than I had thought. Never mind. I wouldn’t be losing any sleep about it.

Clearly frustrated, Sneak ambled away in the opposite direction before eventually being swallowed up by the crowd. Satisfied that he wasn’t about to stumble upon me any time soon, I stepped back from the curtain and opened my fist. To my relief, the crisp packet was stuck to my palm, scrunched up tight but still in one piece.

I was about to read what was written on it when I was interrupted by a croaky voice behind me.

‘Do you want to know your future?’

I pushed the crisp packet into the pocket of my blazer before turning slowly. The only light in the tent was coming from a single candle in the centre of a small circular table. There were two chairs on either side of it. One was occupied by a man, but all I could see was the back of his head. My gaze shifted to the woman sat opposite him. Hunched over the table, her entire face was hidden by a thick mass of straggly black curls. Despite the cold, she was dressed in nothing but a white, flowy dress that dragged along the grass beneath her feet. Her bare feet. Wow. This woman was clearly tougher than she looked.

‘Don’t mind him,’ she rasped. ‘He’s just leaving.’

The man rose from his chair and barged straight past me before I could move to one side. The last thing I heard before he left the tent was the sound of laughter.

‘Another happy customer?’ I asked.

‘He was neither happy nor a customer,’ muttered the woman. She waved a hand at the empty chair. ‘Do not stand in the shadows. Take a seat and we can begin. My name is Madame Isabella. And you … let me think … you are Hugo Dare.’

‘That’s incredible,’ I blurted out. ‘How did you know?’

‘I know everything,’ said Madame Isabella smugly. ‘I know your past, your present and your future.’

‘Oh, I know my future,’ I replied. ‘Any second now I’m about to walk right out of here.’

‘Think again,’ argued Madame Isabella. ‘You cannot enter my tent and then leave without a reading. It goes against everything a fortune teller stands for.’

‘And sits for,’ I said, nodding towards her chair.

‘Precisely,’ said Madame Isabella. ‘I’m sat down because I’m about to do a reading. Your reading. So, I shall ask again. Do you want to know your future?’

‘If I have to,’ I sighed. ‘Just tell me what you see and then I can split.’

‘What I see?’ Madame Isabella lifted a bony hand and swept her hair to one side. I turned away in horror at the sight that greeted me. Then I turned back again for another look. Just to make sure, of course.

Yes, I was right first time. Madame Isabella was missing something from her face. No, make that two things.

Her eyes.

‘As you can see, I cannot,’ said the fortune teller, her long fingernails jabbing at the two black holes that disappeared into her skull. ‘That is a joke. You may laugh.’

So I did. Kind of. It was a nervous little giggle, but it was the best I could muster under the circumstances. ‘This is awkward,’ I mumbled. ‘I wasn’t trying to be … I wouldn’t have … maybe I should just—’

‘Sit!’ Madame Isabella kicked at the empty chair and it slid across the grass. ‘And don’t forget to put your money on the table.’

I did half of what she asked and sat down. ‘Money may be a problem,’ I had to admit. ‘Largely because I don’t have any.’

‘Unbelievable,’ muttered Madame Isabella. ‘How do you expect to pay for a reading if you haven’t got any money?’

‘I don’t,’ I shot back. ‘I don’t even want a reading. I just want to go home.’

‘Not yet,’ insisted Madame Isabella. ‘Not until I’m done with you. Okay, what have you got if you haven’t got any money?’

‘Nothing,’ I shrugged. ‘Just the clothes I’m wearing now. You can have my socks if you like, but I don’t suppose …’

Madame Isabella started to nod.

‘Oh, you do.’ I reluctantly removed my wellies and pulled off my socks one at time, tossing them across the table towards the fortune teller’s hands. ‘Don’t get too close,’ I said, as Madame Isabella wafted them under her nostrils. ‘I’ve been wearing them all day. And yesterday. And the day before that. If I’m being honest I was hoping to wear them tomorrow, but you seem to have put a stop to that.’

‘They’ll do.’ Madame Isabella rolled the socks into a ball and threw them over her shoulder. ‘Right, shall we proceed? I specialise in tea leaves, but palms can be just as accurate. Which do you prefer?’

‘Neither,’ I said stubbornly. ‘I don’t drink anything that looks like a bird bath and you’d struggle to find my palms under all the dirt I’ve built up there over the years. Is there anything else you can use?’

‘Hmm, not really.’ Madame Isabella took a moment to think. ‘Perhaps … if the moon is full and the stars are aligned … I could always read your … teeth!’

‘My teeth?’ I instantly ran my tongue around my mouth to check they were still there. ‘I didn’t know teeth reading was a thing.’

‘It is now,’ said Madame Isabella under her breath. She reached out and grabbed hold of my blazer. ‘Come closer,’ she said, pulling me towards her. ‘Your words are wasted on my ears. No, what I need to do now is feel you. Well, your teeth, at least. Although, there is a chance I may stick a finger up your nose by accident. Don’t take it personally if I do …’

That didn’t sound good. Not with those fingernails. Nevertheless, I had paid for a reading so a reading was what I was going to get, however uncomfortable it may be.

Leaning forward, I put my elbows on the table and looked straight into the fortune teller’s sockets.

‘Your face is not what I was expecting,’ began Madame Isabella, as she placed her hands on my cheeks. ‘If anything, it reminds me of a dead wasp that’s been scrunched against a car window.’

‘You’re not the first person to say that,’ I remarked.

‘That’s not to say it’s ugly,’ the fortune teller continued. ‘Just … different. Like hideously different. In a stomach-turning kind of way.’

‘You’re no oil painting yourself,’ I murmured.

‘I heard that,’ snapped Madame Isabella. ‘Just because my eyes are no longer there, it doesn’t mean my other senses have deserted me. My sense of smell, for instance, is in perfect working order.’

‘Don’t blame me,’ I said, shifting uncomfortably in my chair. ‘It’s not my fault the sewers are bad around here … urrggghhhh!’

I almost choked as Madame Isabella forced her fingers into my mouth. Things only got worse when she took hold of my tongue and squeezed it.

‘A darkness surrounds you,’ she said sombrely.

‘A darkness surrounds you too,’ It was a struggle to speak, but that’s never put me off in the past. ‘You should really think about getting some more candles in here—’

‘The darkness haunts you day and night,’ said Madame Isabella, as she poked and prodded at my teeth. ‘It’s everywhere. You can run, you can hide, but you will never be free of it.’

‘Oh, that’s just my mother,’ I said, backing away. ‘Don’t worry about her. She’s not so bad when you get to know her. Given the choice, of course, it’s probably better if you never have to meet her at all, but—’

‘The darkness is not your mother!’ cried Madame Isabella. She pulled me towards her and stuck her fingers back in my mouth. ‘The darkness is like nothing I have ever felt before. It’s the darkest dark of all. The darkness of danger. The darkness of doom. The darkness of … death.’

‘Wow! That’s cheery,’ I mumbled. ‘Don’t bother to sugar coat it, will you? Right, can I have my socks back now?’

Madame Isabella let out a high-pitched squeal as she leapt up from her chair. Unfortunately, she forgot to remove her hands from my mouth so I leapt up with her.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked, once I’d spat her fingers out. ‘It’s not my breath, is it? I did try to clean my teeth this morning, but I couldn’t find my toothbrush. Or the toothpaste. And I’ve no idea where my mother keeps the sink these days—’

‘It is not your breath,’ panted Madame Isabella. ‘Although, that is bad … really bad … like rotten eggs in a rabbit hole. This, however, is worse. Much worse. The reading is over. I demand that you leave. Now!’

‘Make up your mind!’ I grumbled. ‘I’ve been trying to leave ever since I first got here.’

‘Circumstances have changed.’ Even though she couldn’t see, Madame Isabella peered around the tent. ‘You are no longer safe to be around.’

‘Tell me about it,’ I moaned. ‘Some days I can’t even put my head in a rubbish bin without getting it stuck.’

Madame Isabella lunged forward and grabbed me by the shoulders. She was shaking uncontrollably. Which meant that I was too.

‘Death is just around the corner,’ she screamed in my face.

‘I think it’s already arrived,’ I said, putting a finger in each ear. ‘I can barely hear a thing anymore—’

‘This is no laughing matter,’ insisted Madame Isabella.

‘Isn’t it?’ I said, trying not to smile. ‘I mean, anyone would think I was going to die the way you keep barking on about it.’

Madame Isabella stopped suddenly and fell back on to her chair. ‘Yes, that is it exactly,’ she said, nodding. ‘I have read it in your teeth. Before the weekend is out, you will cease to be. Death is coming for you, Hugo Dare … and there’s nothing you can do about it!’


3.‘YOU CAN’T HIDE FROM ME FOREVER.’

I was going to die.

That was a fact. One hundred and sixteen per cent official. I mean, why else would Madame Isabella have revealed such devastating news if it wasn’t true? She was a fortune teller, after all. She had read my teeth and I had paid her in socks, both of which meant that she had to be telling the truth.

If my first reaction to dying was one of complete and utter earth-shattering horror, then my second was a little more practical.

Call me foolishly optimistic, but surely all I had to do was delay my death and then the reading would be wrong. If I managed to stay alive for the entire weekend then I had reversed the fortune. It was that simple. So that was what I would do.

Starting from …

I was out of the Cold Crooked Carnival and heading for home less than twenty-one seconds after Madame Isabella had foreseen my unfortunate future. I tried to run, but my senses, now on red alert, had turned me into a nervous ninny. The last thing I wanted was to stumble across anything that helped the reading to come true. With that in mind, I refused to cross any roads or stand on any manhole covers, whilst parked cars and low hanging branches were definitely best avoided. If anything moved, I twitched. If I heard a sound, I whimpered.

By the time I turned on to Everyday Avenue I was a twitching, whimpering mess. I lived at number thirteen with my mother, Doreen (also known as the nosey nuisance), and my father, Dirk (the greatest spy who never was). As I rushed onto the driveway, I side-stepped the front door and disappeared down the side of the house instead. I’ve got nothing against grass, but the garden wasn’t my destination either.

No, I was heading for my shedroom.

That’s a shed-cum-bedroom for those of you who don’t know.

Every good spy needs somewhere to go where they can do everything that a good spy needs to do. Like sleeping. And laying on their bed. And sleeping. And closing their eyes. And mostly just sleeping if I’m being honest. And that’s why the shed was the perfect fit.

Okay, so it was my choice to move out there, but my mother had hardly put up much of a fight. Even before the words had left my lips she had single-handedly taken my bed apart, carried it downstairs and then built it back up again. It was just a shame she wasn’t so keen to shift all those other sheddy bits to make my stay there a little more comfortable. That was why the lawnmower was now my bedside table and I hung my clothes over the hedge trimmer. And, no, I don’t use an old plant pot as a toilet before you ask. Well, not always. Only when I’m desperate.

In fact, the only real drawback I could see to living in the shedroom was that it could only be locked from the outside. With that in mind, I wedged a spade beneath the handle and then crawled under the bed.

There. I had done it. I had picked the best – or, more accurately, the only – hiding place available to me. It was hardly the plan of the century, but it was the best my frazzled mind could come up with after Madame Isabella’s shocking revelation.

Now what? I was safe – kind of – but at what price? There was no chance of me getting comfortable (the cold, wooden floorboards saw to that) and I had nothing to do except think of ways I could possibly die if I ever dared to step outside again. If I’m being honest, I was so desperate to hide under my bed that I had failed to consider how long I was going to have to stay there for? A whole weekend was at least two days too long for anybody to manage. No, don’t think like that, Hugo. All I had to do was relax. I took a deep breath and started to count. Each minute that passed was sixty seconds closer to survival.

As luck would have it, I fell asleep before I ran out of fingers.

Now all I had to do was make sure I woke up again (gulp).

 

I did. Almost twelve hours later, in fact. It was enough to turn Friday into Saturday, dark into light and me into the stiffest spy in the whole of Crooked Elbow.

Yes, I know what you’re thinking. How could I possibly sleep for that long in such an unusual position? Truth is, I can sleep anywhere. Up a tree. On a roller coaster. Around the bend. I once fell asleep in a cemetery, but that’s another story altogether (no, really, it is. You can read it if you like.)

Unfortunately, I now had another problem. I had been under the bed for so long that my bladder was primed to pop. Now, I’ve known pain in all shapes and sizes, but nothing compares to that of a long overdue tinkle. Not even the prospect of death.

I was halfway out from under my bed when I heard something shuffling about in the garden. The curtains were closed, but I knew that if I squinted hard enough I could just about see through them. Sure enough, my shuffling suspicions were proved correct when I spotted a shadowy figure pass the window.

There was somebody outside.

And now they were knocking on the door.

It was a knock that demanded my attention, so, naturally, I ignored the demand and slid back under the bed as quietly as possible.

I held my breath as the spade fell away and the door was pushed to one side. Then I held it a little bit more as a pair of shabby shoes crept slowly into my shedroom. They paused for a moment before the mattress dipped and the springs pressed down on to my chest. As far as I could tell, whoever had entered had sat down in the middle of the bed.

But not for long.

Shabby Shoes shuffled to one side and the springs shifted from my chest to my face, flattening my nose, pinning me to the floorboards. Both moving and breathing were now an impossibility. I thought I was safe, but I was wrong.

Was this how I was going to die?

Squashed under my own bed by a mystery intruder with fraying footwear?

Thankfully not.

‘You can’t hide from me forever,’ said Shabby Shoes.

I wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but that wasn’t going to happen (not whilst the springs were pressing down on me, at least). I just hoped that the postman would realise that sooner rather than later and stand up.

Yes, the postman. Not only did he spend his days sticking his fingers into small, dark holes, but he also delivered things as well. In my case, they were messages from the Big Cheese.

‘Suit yourself,’ the postman sighed. ‘I’ve got a letter for a Master Hugo Dare, that’s all. I’ll just leave it on your bed, shall I?’

If he was waiting for an answer then he’d be waiting a long time.

‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ he muttered eventually. As he spoke, the springs lifted and I could finally breathe. Before I could roll out from under my bed, however, the shedroom door had opened and then closed in quick succession.

The postman had gone, but he had left something behind. The letter. It was resting on my pillow like he had said.

I picked it up and read the envelope.

 

Master Hugo Dare aka Pink Weasel,



Under his bed,



The Shedroom,



13 Everyday Avenue.



Crooked Elbow.



 

It always amazed me how the Big Cheese knew exactly where I was and what I was up to. I guessed he had special skills that I could only dream of. Not to mention an enormous droopy moustache that still gave me nightmares.

I ripped the envelope apart and found a slip of paper inside. The message, like a pencil that had spent too long in a sharpener, was short and to the point.

 

Come to the SICK Bucket.



It’s a matter of life and death.



Not yours; somebody else’s.



The Big Cheese.



P.S. Prepare for the worst because the worst is about to happen.



P.P.S. Don’t let that put you off.



 

I read it twice to be sure and then once more to be certain. I was about to read it for a fourth time when the door to the shedroom flew open. Without thinking, I tossed the letter into the air and got ready to crawl back under my bed. The face that greeted me, however, was friendly in a tired, weather-beaten kind of way.

‘One last thing,’ said the postman. ‘That message will set alight in five seconds … oh, too late!’

He was right. It was too late. I was about to blow on the slip of paper when I realised I no longer needed to. Not now it had burnt down to nothing.

The message, just like the postman, had gone.

I scrambled up from the floorboards and raised my arms above my head. A moment later my spine clicked back into place. Now I was ready for anything. Well, almost anything. Okay, just some things, although judging by the pain in my bladder, the first thing I should think about doing was heading for the lavatory …

Don’t you dare, Hugo.

For the time being at least, toilet duties – not to mention my inevitable death – would have to wait.

According to the Big Cheese, I had somebody else to take care of.

And something told me I was about to find out who that was in the very next chapter.

Note to reader – I don’t. It’s actually the chapter after that. But that’s not to say that the next chapter isn’t a cracking good read because it is. Now turn the page.

You’re still here, aren’t you? Why? I said turn the page.

It’s time to move on.


4.‘A MAN WITH A LAMPSHADE ON HIS HEAD!’

Ah, thanks for joining me.

I knew you’d get here in the end. You just needed a little persuasion. A gentle push. Nothing too painful.

Right, shall we begin?

If you looked for the SICK Bucket, the secret headquarters of SICK, on a map of Crooked Elbow, you wouldn’t find it. Not even if you used a magnifying glass. And that’s because it’s not there. It doesn’t exist. Destination unknown. The address you require cannot be located.

Not to the untrained eye, anyway. As luck would have it, however, both my eyes are fully qualified. To find the SICK Bucket you first have to look beyond your nose. Or anybody’s nose, in fact. You have to go deeper. Deeper underground.

I arrived at The Impossible Pizza takeaway almost twenty-four minutes after the postman had dropped the letter onto my pillow. It wasn’t that long a walk, but I did half of it backwards. It seemed safer that way somehow. Okay, so I couldn’t see where I was going, but at least no one could creep up on me from behind. But that’s not to say that they couldn’t creep up on me from the front. Twelve minutes it took me to realise that. After twelve minutes and three seconds I decided to turn around and walk forwards like a normal person.

The Impossible Pizza was, as usual, closed for business. I say as usual because it had never been open. Not once. Yes, they made pizzas, but they had never been sold to the public. Which probably explained why it was called The Impossible Pizza and I always left there feeling hungrier than when I had first walked in.

I opened the door using the secret twist (three times to my left and then twice to my right) and stepped inside as quietly as possible. I had a bad case of the jitters, due largely to The Impossible Pizza’s head chef, Impossible Rita. Rita had jet-black hair that had been cropped short, wild eyes and an even wilder temper. Not only was it her job to pretend to make pizza (most of which she didn’t pretend to feed to the Big Cheese), but she was also the SICK Bucket’s first line of defence. Her methods were simple yet undeniably effective. Whenever anyone entered the building, she would get as close to them as was humanly possible. And, no, I don’t mean close as in friendly. This was stamp on your toenails close. Pull on your earlobes close. Stick a finger up each nostril and then drag you across the floor close.

And that was why I feared Impossible Rita the same way that a cobweb fears a feather duster.

At first glance, the takeaway was a Rita-free zone that morning, but I had fallen into that trap before. My biggest worry was that the squeak from my wellies would alert her to my arrival. Then she would appear from nowhere and pounce. Pounce on me. The thought of that alone was enough to make my tonsils tremble.

And yet that never happened. To my amazement, Rita was still nowhere to be seen by the time I had got to the counter. With nothing to lose, I reached over and let my fingers search for the secret button that was hidden underneath.

I found it, pressed it and waited.

Right on cue, the takeaway began to shudder before a small square hole appeared in the wall.

To those who didn’t know, it was nothing more than a rubbish chute.

To those who did, it was the only way to get into the SICK Bucket.

I was about to lift a leg and climb into the chute when a drop of water splattered against my blazer. I wiped it away and looked up. I was half-expecting to see something as innocent as a leaking pipe above my head.

What I didn’t expect to see was Impossible Rita hanging down from the ceiling, sweat dripping from her face as she clung on to the light fitting.

‘I’m sure there’s a perfectly good reason why you’re up there,’ I said, trying (and failing) to hide the panic in my voice. ‘A perfectly good reason that doesn’t involve you jumping on me—’

‘Jumping on you?’ Rita began to grin. ‘That’s a good idea. Why didn’t I think of that?’

I turned to run, but didn’t get far before my body slumped, my knees buckled and my legs gave way. Next thing I knew I was flat on my stomach and Rita was on top of me.

‘Do you wanna’ pizza me?’ she cried, whilst pushing my face into the floor.

‘Do we really have to do this?’ I mumbled. ‘I’m Hugo Dare. You know me—’

‘I know nothing and no one,’ spat Rita. ‘Now, do you wanna’ pizza me or not?’

I gasped for breath. ‘No, I do not want a piece of you … but I do want a SICK stuffed crust.’

That was the new codeword. It was also the cue for Impossible Rita to scramble to her feet and walk back behind the counter as if nothing had happened. ‘You can never be too careful,’ she said, wagging a finger at me.

‘Nobody would ever excuse you of that,’ I grumbled back at her. Pushing myself up, I climbed into the rubbish chute before Rita decided to knock me over for a second time. I let go almost immediately, but then held on to my stomach as I hurtled downwards. I was dropping into the bowels of the building. Deeper and deeper. Until …

My landing, when it came, was big and soft and incredibly bouncy.

Oh, and human.

One-time wrestling champion, Roland ‘Rumble’ Robinson, was both the SICK Bucket’s second line of defence and a safety net-cum-trampoline for new arrivals. Without uttering a word, he put me back on my feet and gave me one of his special cuddles. Okay, so it was actually an all-over body search, but I quite enjoyed it if I’m being honest so I didn’t complain.

Cuddling complete, I left Rumble where I had found him and made my way across the SICK Bucket. Try as I might, I couldn’t stop myself from shivering at the thought of the Big Cheese’s former secretary, Miss Felicity Finefellow. Then I shivered again at the sight of his new one sat behind her old desk. It was almost as if Finefellow had returned but with shorter hair, bigger shoulders and a much hairier face.

‘You look familiar,’ I said.

‘That’s because I am,’ replied the man behind the desk. ‘My name is Felix. Felix Finefellow. My twin sister used to work here before me.’ Felix took a moment to study me. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but you look nothing like a spy and yet you’ve somehow managed to get this far into the building,’ he said suspiciously. ‘May I ask your name?’

‘You may.’ There was an awkward silence before the penny dropped. ‘Oh, you want to know my name,’ I said eventually. ‘It’s Hugo. Hugo Dare—’

‘You!’ Felix Finefellow’s chair toppled backwards as he leapt to his feet. ‘You’re Hugo Dare!’

‘The one and only,’ I said proudly. ‘Your sister must’ve mentioned me. We used to be very close until … you know … she tried to steal everything in sight and then kill me in the process!’

‘My sister hated you!’ raged Felix.

‘There’s a fine line between love and hate,’ I said.

‘No, there’s not,’ argued Felix. ‘You could drive a bus through it. No, a fleet of buses. And a tractor. With wings. I made a promise to Felicity that, if I ever met you, I would gain revenge for what you did to her.’

‘Revenge is a strong word,’ I said warily. ‘Maybe you could just shout at me until your tongue goes numb. Or stamp your feet until you feel light-headed. Or—’

‘Or finish you forever,’ snarled Felix.

‘Finish me forever?’ I gulped. ‘Yes, that’s one option. Probably not the best one available, but it’s a start.’ I glanced nervously at the watch I wasn’t wearing. ‘Oh, look at the time,’ I said. ‘This has been … yes, it has … but now I really must dash. See you soon. Or maybe not. Cross fingers.’

I hurried away from the desk with one eye on Felix Finefellow in case he did something that we both regretted (although mostly just me if truth be told). I was so desperate to get into the Big Cheese’s Pantry (that’s his tiny office; not where he keeps his snacks) that I burst in first and then tried to knock after I had shut the door behind me.

‘Enter,’ shouted the Big Cheese, about two seconds too late. He was sat behind his writing table surrounded by pizza boxes of all sizes. With his square, balding head, round eyes, huge teeth and droopy moustache that hung below his chin, he bore more than a passing resemblance to a walrus. Albeit a smartly dressed walrus in a tweed jacket with matching waistcoat and silk cravat.

‘Pizza for breakfast, sir?’ I said, nodding towards the boxes. ‘That can’t be good for you.’

‘Think again, young Dare,’ the Big Cheese argued. ‘This is a breakfast pizza. There are kippers on it, muesli, a slice of toast and marmalade, coffee, milk and grapefruit juice.’ The Big Cheese took a huge bite before he spoke again. ‘It sets me up for the day.’

‘Sets you up for what?’ I said, frowning. ‘A day of vomiting? Talking of which, I almost had my insides removed by your new secretary. Do you think it’s wise to replace Miss Finefellow with her twin brother? Especially after what happened. I don’t need to remind you about Wrinkles, do I, sir?’

The Big Cheese’s moustache started to twitch. ‘We do not talk about Wrinkles,’ he barked. ‘We’ve drawn a line under that. With permanent marker. So it cannot be erased. No, trust me, young Dare, Felix is nothing like his sister. Besides, one rotten egg doesn’t make the Finefellows a smelly family. As far as I’m aware Felix doesn’t hold a grudge against you. Well, no more than anybody else who works here. Even the most patient of us finds you a little irritating.’

I was about to ask what he meant by that when I spotted movement in the corner of the room.

‘Right, shall we stop nibbling around the edges and take an enormous chomp out of the real reason you’re here, young Dare?’ began the Big Cheese. ‘I told you to prepare for the worst …’

It moved again and I refused to keep quiet any longer.

‘Sir,’ I said, raising my hand to get his attention.

‘Not now, young Dare,’ scowled the Big Cheese. ‘Just cross your legs and try not to think about running water.’

‘It’s not that, sir,’ I insisted. ‘I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s somebody else in your Pantry.’

I pointed at the thing that had moved in the corner of the room. From the floor up, all I could see was a pair of shiny shoes, black trousers and fingernails that were chewed to the quick.

‘I think it’s a man,’ I said. ‘A man with a lampshade on his head!’


5.‘MISSION UNACHIEVABLE.’

‘I know.’

That was all the Big Cheese said before he stuffed another slice of pizza into his mouth. He wasn’t shocked, stunned, surprised or any other words beginning with s. He was just … normal. Or as normal as a man who looks like a walrus can ever be.

‘I know, you know, we all know,’ he continued. ‘Or, at least, we think we know. But we don’t. Not really. Because the man in the corner of the Pantry, the human lampshade, isn’t really there. He doesn’t exist.’ The Big Cheese stopped and winked at me. ‘Do you understand, young Dare?’

‘Not in the slightest, sir,’ I admitted.

‘Jolly good,’ the Big Cheese boomed. ‘Sometimes that’s the best way to be. Completely in the dark. Absolutely clueless. Right, let’s talk turkey. I haven’t invited you here today because I like you. Far from it, in fact. You’re here because you’re special.’

Special.

That didn’t sound good.

‘Not again, sir,’ I sighed. ‘This happens all the time.’

‘What happens?’ asked the Big Cheese.

‘You tell me how special I am, how I’m so different from all your other spies, and then you send me somewhere incredibly dangerous with very little chance of surviving,’ I said. ‘If I was as special as you claim then you probably wouldn’t send me to such places.’

‘Codswallop,’ hollered the Big Cheese. ‘Someone’s got to go and do the dirty jobs … and we both know that someone won’t be me! I’m far too important to stick my moustache on the line. You, however, are Agent Minus Thirty-Five. That’s a long way down the pecking order—’

‘Ahem. May I speak, please?’

I stepped back in horror as the man in the corner of the Pantry with a lampshade on his head, the man who wasn’t really there, decided it was time for him to join the conversation.

‘If you must,’ groaned the Big Cheese.

‘Yes, I must.’ Lampshade sounded weary, almost as if he was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. Or maybe it was just the weight of the lampshade. ‘You told me he was the best that SICK has to offer,’ said Lampshade, his hand trembling as he pointed straight at me.

‘I am,’ I said.

‘I don’t believe you,’ argued Lampshade. ‘You’re Agent Minus Thirty-Five.’

‘Yes, but I could be Agent Minus Thirty-Six,’ I said. ‘Or Agent Minus Thirty-Seven. And, whilst we’re at it, don’t worry about the minus bit. It shouldn’t really be there.’

‘Yes, it should,’ insisted the Big Cheese.

‘Just as I thought,’ cried Lampshade. ‘This is serious, Mr Cheese. I don’t really think a dribbling little drip of a schoolboy is up to the task, do you?’

‘Bit rude,’ I said. ‘It’s not me who has to wear a lampshade because my face is so revolting.’

‘That’s … that’s … that’s not why I’m wearing it,’ spluttered a flustered Lampshade.

The Big Cheese bounced his forehead off the writing table to get our attention. ‘Stop squabbling you two!’ he barked. ‘Yes, on the surface young Dare may not seem to fit the bill, but dig a little deeper and you’ll find someone who can do what is required. I trust him … not with my life … but with my laundry at the very least. Now, if you’ll just go back to not being here then I can crack on.’

‘Very well,’ sighed Lampshade. ‘From now on I’ll keep my mouth shut.’

‘Good,’ I said under my breath.

‘I heard that,’ snapped Lampshade.

‘You were supposed to,’ I said quietly.

‘And that,’ snapped Lampshade again.

The Big Cheese bounced his forehead two more times. ‘Please you two,’ he groaned. ‘Right, young Dare, concentrate. This is important. What do you know about Elbow’s End?’

And there it was. The crux of the conversation. The reason I had been summoned.

Something bad was heading my way and I should’ve seen it coming. Unfortunately, I didn’t. Instead, I just answered the question like the good little spy I am.

‘I know it sticks out like a bunion on the foot that is Crooked Elbow,’ I replied. ‘It’s where all the rogues and wrong ’uns gather together. Nobody with even a hint of decency would ever go anywhere near there if they could help it.’

‘All true,’ nodded the Big Cheese. ‘It’s the battle we face every day, young Dare. Good versus bad. Right versus wrong. Honourable versus horrible. Anything else?’

‘I know that if anybody … normal … does ever wander into Elbow’s End then they very rarely come out alive,’ I remarked.

Lampshade seemed to visibly shake when I said this.

‘Oh, I was hoping you didn’t know that,’ frowned the Big Cheese. ‘Still, don’t let it put you off.’

‘Put me off what, sir?’ I wondered.

‘Put you off going to Elbow’s End,’ said the Big Cheese matter-of-factly.

‘And why would I possibly want to go to Elbow’s … oh!’ Suddenly I knew why I had to prepare for the worst. Not only that, but Madame Isabella’s reading was starting to seem more and more accurate. ‘You want me to go to Elbow’s End, don’t you, sir?’ I said nervously.

‘Think of it as a free holiday,’ suggested the Big Cheese. ‘A short holiday. One day and one day only. Twenty-four hours to find a girl and bring her back to Crooked Elbow.’

A girl.

Things were going from bad to terrible.

‘Who is she?’ I asked.

‘He can’t tell you that,’ said Lampshade.

‘I can’t tell you that,’ echoed the Big Cheese.

I screwed up my face. ‘Well, what can you tell me? Has she got a name?’

‘Of course she’s got a name,’ boomed the Big Cheese. ‘Just not one that I’m prepared to say out loud.’

‘Well, have you got a photograph?’ I asked.

‘Yes, I’ve got a photograph,’ nodded the Big Cheese. ‘It’s of me cuddling a polar bear. The girl, however, shall remain faceless.’

‘So, let me get this straight,’ I began. ‘You want me to go to Elbow’s End and find a missing girl—’

‘Not missing – kidnapped,’ insisted Lampshade.

‘Okay, a kidnapped girl,’ I said, ‘but I’m not allowed to know her name or what she looks like. That can’t be right, can it, sir?’

The Big Cheese pulled on his moustache. ‘You make it sound worse than it is, young Dare,’ he shrugged. ‘It shouldn’t be too much of a problem for a spy like you.’

‘Not too much of a problem?’ I cried. ‘It’s impossible. Mission unachievable. With bells on. Hopeless bells. And a little name tag that reads cannot be done under any circumstances.’ I stopped ranting and looked at the man wearing the lampshade. He was shaking his head, but that wasn’t what caught my eye. No, what caught my eye was the thick gold chain that was rattling around his neck.

‘You can come out now,’ I said.

‘I’m not even in!’ said the Big Cheese, confused.

‘Not you,’ I said. ‘I’m talking to the Lampshade. I know who he is.’

‘That’s not possible,’ Lampshade whined. ‘You can’t know that I’m the Mayor of Crooked Elbow.’ There was a moment’s silence. ‘Did I just say that?’

The Big Cheese rolled his eyes, whilst I settled for a simple smirk. My suspicions had been proven correct.

‘So, Mr Mayor, you’re here in the SICK Bucket, but you don’t want anyone to know so you’ve worn that ridiculous lampshade to disguise yourself,’ I began. ‘Then the Big Cheese wants me to go to Elbow’s End to rescue a girl … a girl who you want to remain a secret … so that must make her someone you know … like a member of your family … maybe she’s your wife … no, not your wife … someone younger than that … maybe your—’

‘Don’t say it,’ whimpered the Mayor.

It was on the tip of my tongue but I couldn’t quite spit it out. ‘Your … your …’

‘This is top secret stuff, young Dare,’ warned the Big Cheese. ‘You’re not supposed to know.’

‘Your … mother?’ I guessed.

‘My mother?’ The Mayor turned his lampshade towards the Big Cheese. ‘Is he really the best you’ve got?’

‘He’s better when he’s not talking,’ mumbled the Big Cheese.

‘Ah, your daughter then,’ I said. ‘I knew it had to be one of the two. So, Mr Mayor, your daughter has been kidnapped and you want me to get her back. Why didn’t you just say that in the first place? But I really do need more to go on. Like a name perhaps.’

‘You’ve got a name,’ scowled the Big Cheese. ‘Hugo Dare. I thought even you would know that by now—’

‘Not my name,’ I frowned. ‘His daughter’s name.’

The Mayor took a breath. ‘Let’s just say that if I had a daughter who had been kidnapped and taken to Elbow’s End then she might be called something like … Maya.’

‘Something like Maya?’ I repeated. ‘Or just Maya?’

‘Don’t try and be clever, young Dare,’ blasted the Big Cheese. ‘It doesn’t suit you. And neither does that school uniform. Not when you’re going deep undercover in Elbow’s End. If I was you I’d go home and ditch it for something a little more unsavoury. Dress like a criminal so you can blend in. And don’t take anything that identifies you or links you to SICK. No mobile phones or dental records. And definitely don’t write your name on your underpants. Your transport will pick you up from the corner of Everyday Avenue at exactly eleven thirty-seven this morning so make sure you’re ready.’

‘What have you prepared for me, sir?’ I asked. ‘A limousine? Fighter jet? Hovercraft?’

‘Bin lorry,’ revealed the Big Cheese. ‘After it’s picked you up it’ll make its way to Elbow’s End, where it’ll dump all of its rubbish just inside the gates at midday. If everything goes to plan you can leave the same way twenty-four hours later. If it doesn’t and you miss it then you’ll have to spend another day in Elbow’s End and that’s not advisable. No one can survive in that hellhole for an entire weekend. Still, it probably won’t come to that.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ I moaned.

‘Not now, it’s not,’ laughed the Big Cheese, as he stuffed another slice of pizza into his mouth. ‘Right, enough of this idle chit-chat. Take care of yourself, young Dare. Don’t talk to strangers, always wash your hands and try to make it back in one piece.’

‘Cross fingers, sir,’ I said. With that, I turned around and left the Pantry. Well, that was my intention. Unfortunately, I couldn’t open the door with my fingers crossed.

‘Oh, one last thing.’ The Big Cheese beckoned me back before placing something small and transparent on the table. ‘Do you know what that is?’ he asked.

I picked it up and studied it. ‘A fingernail, sir.’

‘Yes and no,’ said the Big Cheese smugly. ‘It’s actually a tracker designed to look like a fingernail. Now, I’m not overly fond of gadgets, but this is one of your father’s better efforts. All you have to do is stick it on your forefinger and bite on it as soon as you get to Elbow’s End and the tracker will come to life. Then we’ll know.’

I placed the false fingernail over my real one and pressed down until it slotted firmly into place. ‘What will you know, sir?’

‘We’ll know you’ve arrived,’ said the Big Cheese. ‘Or, to put it another way, the Weasel has landed.’


6.‘YOU COULD PUT YOUR BACK OUT DOING THAT.’

.

Nineteen and a half minutes after leaving the SICK Bucket, I was stood on my own doorstep with my nose inside the letterbox.

‘Hello,’ I called out. ‘Is there anybody home?’

I waited for an answer, but it never came. My parents didn’t appear to be in. Good. That suited me just fine. I unlocked the door, stepped inside and walked slowly along the hallway. Just in case, of course. The last thing I wanted was for somebody to leap out on me. And when I say somebody, what I really mean is my father, Dirk. He had a tendency to do that sometimes. That and a whole lot worse. He said it was for my own benefit. That he was making me faster, sharper, smarter. An all-round better spy.

What it actually made me, however, was a nervous wreck who jumped at the sight of his own shadow.

My mother’s absence from home was easily explained. Doreen spent much of her weekend nursing garden gnomes back to full health at the local hospital (yes, you did just read that correctly). My father, though, wasn’t so easy to figure out. Monday to Friday you’d find him drowning teabags in the SICK Bucket, but his weekends were his own. He could’ve been in, he could’ve been out or he could even have been hiding, ready to attack when I least expected it. Yes, that seemed most likely. Dirk was good at hiding and even better at attacking. And that was why I took to the stairs faster than a rodent on roller skates before coming to a halt under the hatch to the attic.

This was the entrance to my father’s Inner Sanctum. The place where he invented things that a spy like me could only dream of, the most recent of which – the false fingernail – was currently resting on my finger.

Dirk didn’t like me to go up there by myself (or even with him if I’m being honest), but I needed a change of outfit before I went to Elbow’s End so I had no other choice.

I hurried up the ladder, pushed open the hatch and climbed inside before I could talk myself out of it. It was dark so I flicked on the light switch. The attic was a complete mess, a chaotic clutter of all manner of things that should never have been put in a room together. The first thing I spotted was a huge cannon pointing straight at me. I had no idea how my father had got it up there (or how he was planning on getting it back down again), but he had painted it yellow and filled it with cabbages. Obviously! To my right there was a row of tables bestrewn with everything from hand grenades to lemonade, sharpened spears to garden shears, whilst the floor was covered in a jumble of wires and cables and rubber ducks and things that I couldn’t describe but would most probably explode if I dared to tread on them.

Maybe I had bitten off more than I could chew.

I thought about leaving in case my jaw began to ache, but then remembered the bin lorry. It was passing Everyday Avenue at eleven thirty-seven. I had to get changed and I didn’t have long.

I spied the clothes rail to my left and stumbled towards it. It was packed tight, not with anything you’d wear through choice, but with some of my father’s curious inventions. If I was going to blend in with the rogues and wrong ’uns of Elbow’s End then I was going to have to find something dark and menacing to wear. That ruled out the bizarre rainbow suit, the cow costume and the adult nappy that were all hanging from the rail. Then I saw it. It was exactly what I was looking for. Black and shiny and, for the time being at least, completely dry.

It was a wetsuit.

As far as I could tell it ticked all the boxes with one added bonus. When it rained – because it would rain – it always did – I’d be ready.

I lifted the wetsuit off its hanger and read the label that was attached to it.
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Pain-proof wetsuit



Untested



Do Not Remove



 

Pain-proof. That was another unexpected bonus, even if it was still yet to be tested. Not that a tiny technicality like that would ever stop me from taking … no, borrowing it. Yes, I know what you’re thinking, but I was sure my father would understand. He did work for SICK, after all, albeit in a refreshment capacity. Secretly, of course, I hoped he would never notice it was gone and I could return it before he ever did. Not that anybody needs to tell him that. Especially not you.

I stumbled back to where I had first stumbled from and got out of the attic before I lost a leg, or all my teeth fell out, or something equally as horrific happened. Back on the landing, I was about to change out of my school uniform when I remembered the crisp packet I had found in the rubbish bin at the Cold Crooked Carnival. In all the confusion I had forgotten to give it to the Big Cheese. Not to worry. He could have it the next time we met.

If we ever did …

Straightening the packet out on the carpet, it took me a while to figure out the various swirls and squiggles until, finally, I had something that seemed to make sense.

 

Saturday 2pm The Meaner Arena.



No entry without this crisp packet.



The bad are rising. Do not be left behind.



Young Papa Pitt.



 

Interesting. I had never heard of the Meaner Arena or Young Papa Pitt, but then why would I have? Peregrine Sneak had been leaving messages for rogues and wrong ’uns to collect, not me. I was just an unexpected interference. An unexpected interference who now had more important things to worry about than empty crisp packets.

And that was why I turned my attention back to the wetsuit. Getting dressed has never been one of my strong points. You might want to come back in a bit …

 

Several minutes of squeezing, shuffling and sliding about later and I was finally in. It was a tight fit and I did start to wonder how I was going to go to the toilet, but that was a problem for another time. Now all I needed were a pair of flippers to top things off. I found one in my father’s sock drawer and the other under his pillow. Obvious really. Where else would they have been?

The flippers completed the look.

I was still admiring myself in the mirror when I heard the doorbell.

The worst thing I could do now was race downstairs and answer the door without thinking.

So that was what I did.

Without thinking, I raced downstairs and answered the door. There was a man on the doorstep. He was dressed in black with a balaclava over his face. The sight of him should have been both out of the ordinary and utterly terrifying, but it was neither.

And that’s because I knew who it was. My father. Dirk Dare. He had a history of dressing that way. Unfortunately, he also chose to attack me whenever he did so.

‘You don’t have to ring your own doorbell,’ I said, shaking my head at him.

Dirk didn’t answer. Instead, he charged into the house and lunged straight at me. Luckily, I saw him coming and swerved to one side.

‘Careful,’ I said, as he slid across the hallway on his stomach. ‘You could put your back out doing that.’

Dirk ignored me as he clambered to his feet. He looked around frantically, almost as if he had forgotten what his own hallway looked like. I was surprised when he snatched a vase from a side table. I was even more surprised when he got ready to throw it.

‘Don’t do that,’ I warned him.

I ducked as the vase flew through the air and then watched in horror as it smashed against the wall.

‘Okay, so you did,’ I said, standing up. ‘Doreen will go bananas when she sees the mess you’ve made.’

I was on my way to the kitchen to fetch a dust pan and brush when I heard footsteps coming up behind me.

‘What’s got in to you today?’ I cried. ‘Don’t you know I’m busy? I’ve got a bin lorry to catch in a few minutes.’

I was still speaking when Dirk took a running jump and grabbed the top of the kitchen door frame. I hopped back in horror as he swung with his legs outstretched, his feet only inches from my face.

‘Oh, I know what it is,’ I said, holding my hands up to defend myself. ‘You’re mad because I took … borrowed your wetsuit. Don’t worry; I’ll bring it back in one piece.’

Dirk let go of the door frame and picked up the teapot.

‘Thirsty?’ I asked.

Then he picked up the toaster.

‘Hungry?’ I asked.

Then he threw them both at me. I bent backwards to avoid the teapot before diving for cover as the toaster missed me by a breadcrumb.

This had gone too far.

I was about to give Dirk a piece of my mind (preferably a piece I wouldn’t miss too much) when a sudden vibration stopped me pre-rant.

‘Wait!’ I said angrily. Thankfully, my father did as I asked.

My phone was still vibrating when I picked it up off the kitchen table. I looked at the screen and froze. That wasn’t possible.

It was Dirk Dare who was calling me.

The same Dirk Dare, in fact, who was currently stood in his own kitchen with a food mixer in one hand and a fruit bowl in the other.

More confused than ever, I answered the call. ‘How are you doing this?’

‘The workings of a telephone will have to wait,’ replied my father urgently. ‘I don’t mean to alarm you, Hugo, but you’re in grave danger. I’ve heard a whisper on the spy-vine that—’

‘Don’t tell me,’ I said under my breath. ‘A mystery assassin is on their way to Everyday Avenue to inflict some kind of serious pain upon my person.’

‘Wow!’ gasped Dirk. ‘How did you know?’

‘Just a guess,’ I said, glancing over my shoulder at the man in the balaclava.

‘Well, whatever you do, stay out of your shedroom and get in the house,’ stressed Dirk. ‘I think you’ll be safer in there.’

‘You think?’ I said, screwing up my face.

‘Definitely,’ insisted Dirk. ‘It might be nothing so I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Just don’t answer the door to anyone. I’ll see you when you get back from Elbow’s End.’

‘I’ll have to get there first,’ I muttered.

I ended the call and turned around.

The man in the balaclava who wasn’t my father was staring straight at me. As luck would have it, he was no longer holding the food mixer or the fruit bowl.

No, it was worse than that.

Now he was armed with a knife instead.


7.‘THIS ISN’T MY HOUSE!’

Okay, so I was wrong.

It wasn’t a knife. It wasn’t even a fork or spoon. And there was no way you could eat your dinner with it.

It was a knitting needle.

I had no idea where the man in the balaclava had pulled it from, but there it was, in his hand, long and sharp and ready to strike. It reminded me of another time when a knitting needle had been used as a weapon against me. A coincidence perhaps. Or maybe not (or maybe I should look up what the word coincidence actually means before I start bandying it about willy-nilly).

Balaclava took a step towards me.

I tried to think of a way out of this mess without looking at the clock on the wall.

I didn’t succeed in either.

It was eleven thirty-four. In three minutes the bin lorry would pass the entrance to Everyday Avenue and I had to be on it. Where I couldn’t be was still in my kitchen.

Balaclava took another step forward. He was almost upon me. I had nowhere left to run and hiding in the sink wasn’t really an option.

‘Don’t you think this has gone far enough?’ I pleaded. Balaclava shook his head. ‘Oh, you don’t. Great. I suppose you’re not going to stop until I’m … whoa!’

I leapt back as Balaclava thrust the knitting needle towards my chest. It missed me by a fraction. About one quarter. If I’d been any slower my wetsuit would’ve been wet with something other than water.

Think, Hugo, think.

I strained my brain until it began to throb. Balaclava was coming again. I had to do something. Something unexpected. Something completely and utterly ridiculous. Something like …

‘This isn’t my house!’ I blurted out.

Balaclava stopped suddenly and looked around.

‘It’s true,’ I continued untruthfully. ‘You might think I live here, but I don’t. I just wandered in by accident. It’s not my fault all the houses on Everyday Avenue look the same. Maybe we should think about leaving before the real owners come back and find us here. That’s not to say we can’t carry this on – whatever this actually is – outside in the street, though. You can stand in the road whilst I watch from the pavement. I’ll tell you when any cars turn up. Honestly. Right, after you …’

I gestured towards the door. Balaclava didn’t move and I started to wonder if he entirely believed me. Don’t ask me why. It all seemed perfectly convincing to my ears. Didn’t it?

‘Oh, you’d like me to go first.’ I avoided eye contact with both Balaclava and his knitting needle as I tip-toed out of the kitchen. I was halfway along the hallway when he finally decided to follow, albeit some distance behind me.

I didn’t take it personally.

But I did take one last look at the clock on the wall as I opened the door.

Eleven thirty-six.

Time was running out … and so was I.

Balaclava was all set to join me outside when I slammed the door in his face. I heard a strange crunching sound followed by a loud squeal, but ignored both as I raced … no, slapped along the driveway. It’s not easy running in flippers, but if you lift your feet higher than usual and don’t get easily embarrassed then it’s not impossible. Sure enough, I was out of sight by the time Balaclava had recovered enough to peel his face off the glass and open the door.

Yes, I know I’ve just left a knitting-needle wielding maniac (try saying that with your tongue between your teeth) on my own doorstep, but I had no other option. You’ve got to believe me. We could spend all day arguing about this. No, really. We’re arguing already.

The time was now. I just hoped that when the Big Cheese said the bin lorry would pick me up at eleven thirty-seven, he didn’t mean at eleven thirty-seven exactly.

Oh, turns out he did …

I was two houses away when the bin lorry zoomed straight past the entrance to Everyday Avenue without slowing. I was close enough to shout at the driver – a bushy-haired, ruddy-faced woman – but too far away for her to hear me.

I didn’t think about slowing. Instead, I stayed on the pavement and kept moving, straight on to Brief Street in pursuit of the lorry. Brief Street was the longest road in Crooked Elbow, a fact that didn’t help me in the slightest. I was losing ground and there was nothing I could do about it. I tried to speed up, but I only had one pace. Running-in-flippers pace. It wasn’t that fast, but at least the flippers made a humorous splatting sound as they slapped down on the concrete.

Splatting or not, if I couldn’t keep up with the bin lorry then I needed something to slow it down or, better still, stop it completely. Something like an earthquake perhaps. Or a tornado. Or just a set of traffic lights.

Yes, that wasn’t too much to ask for, was it?

I swerved to one side for a better view of the road ahead. As luck would have it, I could see some lights in the distance. They were on green.

Maybe it was time for a change.

‘Red,’ I muttered to myself. ‘Red … red … red …’

The bin lorry was approaching fast, but the lights refused to switch. Maybe they couldn’t hear me.

‘Red!’ I shouted.

And finally they listened.

To my delight, they turned from green to amber to red. For a moment I thought the bin lorry wasn’t going to stop, but the moment passed as the brakes were squeezed and the vehicle came to a loud, shuddering halt.

Now it was a race. Me versus the traffic lights.

‘Don’t change,’ I panted. ‘Don’t change … don’t change … don’t change …’

If my arms had been several metres longer then the bin lorry would’ve been well within touching distance. They weren’t, but I still knew that if I took five more flipper strides I would be there.

‘Don’t change!’ I cried.

Four strides … three … two …

I took the one more stride required and threw myself at the back of the bin lorry.

I was in mid-air when the traffic lights changed to green.

Green for go.

The bin lorry shunted forward and I fell flat on my face. I rolled out of the road and tried to push myself up so I could go again, but it was no use. My arms and legs had already given up the fight. I had missed my chance.

The bin lorry had gone.

And so, too, had my only way into Elbow’s End.


8.‘SOMEONE LIKE A SPY.’

A lot can happen when you turn a page.

Time moves on. Seconds … minutes … hours pass. Entire universes can be created. And destroyed. Life can simply cease to be.

Nothing like that happened to me, though. All I got was a deafening screech. It was coming from the bin lorry.

I lifted my head out of the road and saw that it had come to a halt.

‘That’s no place to sunbathe!’ shouted the driver, as she poked her bushy head out of the window. ‘Now stop feeling sorry for yourself and get in!’

I clambered to my feet and hurried towards the lorry before she changed her mind.

‘Not in the front, you doughnut,’ laughed Bushy, as I opened the door to her cabin. She pointed at a sign hanging down from her windscreen. ‘This is Mabs’s Cab and you’re not Mabs. I am. Short for Mabel. I just hope that you’re called Jack.’

‘Jack?’ I said, confused. ‘No. Why?’

‘Because you’re going in the back, Jack,’ grinned Mabs. ‘With the rest of the rubbish. I’m not saying they’re the friendliest bunch, but if you introduce yourself first and promise not to sit on them then I’m sure they’ll leave you alone.’

I tried not to let that put me off as I climbed into the back of the bin lorry. As soon as I was ready, I banged my fist on the side. The smell hit me the moment we started to move. It was appalling, so bad, in fact, that I could barely breathe as I settled down amongst the rubbish bags and did as Mabs requested.

‘I’m Hugo,’ I said. ‘Hugo Dare. Also known as Pink Weasel, but you can call me Pinky. I would tell you that I’m Agent Minus Thirty-Five, but it’s not something I’m especially proud … oof!’

The lorry hit a bump and I was thrown backwards. Several bounces later I was upside down and the smell was burning my eyeballs. It seemed the more you moved it around, the worse it got. Just like Mabs had said, none of the rubbish bags paid me the slightest bit of attention, which suited me just fine. I could easily sit in silence for the next twenty minutes. That’s how long it would take us to get to Elbow’s End, give or take.

What I had failed to consider, however, was how often we would have to stop and pick up rubbish.

Because we did. Stop, I mean. Lots of times. And lots of times meant lots of rubbish. Bag after bag after bag after bag …

You get the picture. And what an incredibly smelly picture it was too.

Curiously, every bag that ended up in the back of the lorry seemed to be tipped in my direction. Something told me that Mabs was doing it on purpose. The something being Mabs herself. If nothing else, at least she was honest.

Thankfully, before I was drowned in a sea of scraps and sweepings, the bin lorry ground to a juddering standstill. This time it felt different.

This time we had arrived.

Destination Elbow’s End.

I listened carefully as the engine was turned off and the cabin door opened. It was followed by a combination of voices and footsteps. It suddenly struck me that I didn’t know Mabs and Mabs certainly didn’t know me. What would stop her from handing me over to the first rogue or wrong ‘un she stumbled upon for a pocketful of coins and a new hairbrush?

Nothing, that’s what.

With that in mind, I quickly buried myself under the mound of bags until I was completely hidden from view. As the back of the bin lorry opened, I saw a glimmer of daylight coming through a slight crack. It was a risk, but I pushed my nose through and the crack widened. I could see two people outside. One was Mabs, whilst the other was a tall, scruffy boy with a thick helmet-head of hair, heavy eyebrows and particularly craggy features for someone of his age.

Scruffy plunged his hands into the pockets of a blue boiler suit as he stared at all the rubbish bags on show. ‘What you got in there?’ he asked.

‘Unicycles!’ replied Mabs. ‘Come on, Spike, ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer—’

‘Watch your tongue, waste woman!’ warned Spike, the scruffy boy. ‘I know there’s rubbish, but you can never be too careful. You might be trying to smuggle something else in here. Or someone.’

Mabs seemed to suddenly tense up. And she wasn’t the only one.

‘Smuggling someone into Elbow’s End?’ she repeated. ‘What? Like a spy?’

Spike raised an eyebrow. ‘Maybe.’

‘Or maybe not,’ replied Mabs. ‘I’m not being rude, but most normal folk aren’t that keen to get into Elbow’s End. Besides, you know me, Spike. I’m just here to dump the rubbish and run. That’s why you trust me.’

‘Do I?’ Spike hesitated for a moment before sticking his thumb over his shoulder and gesturing towards something I couldn’t see. ‘Yeah, I do,’ he grinned. ‘So, what are you waiting for, waste woman? Get dumping and then get gone!’

‘Just give me a minute,’ said Mabs, as she walked back towards her cabin. ‘I just need to let that spy out before anybody notices.’

The two of them started to laugh, although I didn’t find it funny in the slightest. Thankfully, Mabs was back in her seat and we were on the move before I let it irritate me. I knew I didn’t have long before the rubbish was dumped so I crawled out from under the bags and made my way towards the back of the lorry. Spike had said that he thought a spy was coming, but he was wrong. The spy wasn’t coming at all – I had already arrived. Although I had no intention of hanging around for long.

Just twenty-four hours.

Starting from now.

The bin lorry stopped and I began to tip forward. Before the bags could slide towards the exit, I swung my legs over the edge and jumped out of the back. I stumbled slightly, but stayed on my feet as I made my way around the side of a huge mountain of rubbish that Mabs was about to add to. As tall as a house and as wide as two bungalows, it reminded me that however bad I smelled, it was nothing compared to what I was now hiding behind.

Dumping over, Mabs reversed the lorry straight out of the gates. Back on the right side of Crooked Elbow, she promptly drove off as quickly as possible. Spike gave her a rude hand gesture and then secured the gates with an enormous padlock.

No way in, no way out.

Just how I didn’t like it.

So, this was it. Elbow’s End. Not only was the sky an uninviting grey colour and the air much colder than it had been back home, but there was also a thick fog blurring my vision, making it almost impossible to see much beyond my own eyelashes. I took a big sniff and realised it wasn’t fog at all, but smoke. It was easily explained when I made my way around rubbish mountain and spotted a raging fire in the distance. Beyond that I could see a double decker bus minus its top deck. Just a decker then. And beyond that a house. And next to it another house. And another. And …

I put my head down and set off for the first of these dilapidated dwellings. Yes, it was rundown and in need of a complete makeover, but I had to start somewhere if I was going to find Maya, the Mayor’s daughter. And the house was somewhere.

I didn’t run; I just walked. Slowly, so as not to draw attention to myself. As far as I could tell Spike was nowhere to be seen, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t pop up at any moment. If he did, my only hope was that he would assume I was just another rogue or wrong ’un wandering the streets, making mischief. If he thought differently, of course, I was in trouble.

I kept moving and reached the house with no complications. Satisfied that no one had seen me, I sat down with my back against a low wall that was directly in front of the door. Once I was comfortable I stuck my forefinger in my mouth and bit down on the false fingernail. There was a strange, whirring sound as the tracker came to life. As far as I could tell, the message had sent.

The Weasel has landed.

I was about to stand up, but decided against it when I heard the repetitive sound of heavy footsteps coming from somewhere behind me. With the rest of my body out of sight, I turned around, lifted my head and peeked over the top of the wall. That was when I saw them. Hordes and hordes of people. They were emerging from every building and gathering in the street. Without saying a word, they began to walk like zombies in the same direction, away from where I was hiding and deeper into Elbow’s End itself. There were both men and women of all ages, shapes and sizes. Some were pushing and shoving to get to the front, whilst others just hung back. I counted eighty-seven and then gave up as more and more people merged with the ever-increasing crowd.

My knees were throbbing by now so I ducked down and turned back towards the house. The first thing I saw was a pair of hairy hands in front of my eyes.

The second was a frying pan.

My natural reaction was to shield my face. Sure enough, the pan slapped against my palms, knocking the false fingernail clean off my finger. There was no time to see where it had landed as Hairy Hands swung again. Lifting a leg, I lashed out with my flipper, sending the pan spinning over the wall and into the street. Like my false fingernail, it had gone.

But Hairy Hands was still there.

‘Yer comin’ with me!’

Before I knew it, I was being dragged along the ground by my ankles. I tried to kick out, but the grip was too tight.

‘It’s a kind offer,’ I said, struggling to sit up, ‘but I’d rather not—’

‘Ya don’t get to choose,’ insisted Hairy Hands.

I wriggled one last time, but it was all in vain.

I had crossed the threshold.

I had entered the house.

And the door had closed behind me.


9.‘NOBODY LEAVES HERE ON AN EMPTY STOMACH.’

Hairy Hands released my ankles the moment the door closed.

The room I found myself in was small and shrouded in darkness, neither of which were enough to stop me from scrambling to my feet.

‘Ya’ve made a big mistake comin’ ’ere, but it’ll be even bigger if ya try to leave,’ roared Hairy Hands. I thought about that for less than a second and sat back down again. ‘I’m dangerous,’ Hairy Hands continued. ‘I put people in hospital … and not through choice. Now, if ya don’t wanna’ get whacked ya better answer one simple question.’

‘Ask away,’ I said quickly.

Hairy Hands crouched down. ‘Are ya hungry?’ she shouted.

I screwed up my face. Of course I was hungry. I’m always hungry. I thought everyone knew that. Even people who had never met me before.

Still, daft or not, the question seemed to somehow slip my mind as I pulled Hairy Hands towards me for a closer look.

‘You seem oddly familiar,’ I said. ‘Or maybe just odd and familiar. Either way, I think our paths have crossed before.’

‘Doubt it,’ muttered Hairy Hands, pushing me away. ‘Not many who’ve walked past me live to tell the tale.’

‘What? You … kill them?’ I asked nervously.

‘Not on purpose,’ revealed Hairy Hands. ‘But I do poison ’em.’

And that was when it hit me. No, not the frying pan again, but a thought. Suddenly I knew who I was talking to.

‘You’re Grot,’ I said.

‘Never said I wasn’t,’ mumbled Hairy Hands, as she shuffled towards the corner of the room.

‘You run the Bulging Bellyful Cafe in Crooked Elbow,’ I continued. ‘Admittedly, the one time I went there I did leave without eating, but it was nothing to do with the food.’

‘That’s not what the other customers reckon,’ moaned Grot, the woman with the hairy hands. ‘Blames everythin’ on me, they do. It’s not ma fault they don’t like exotic food … ah, there it is!’

Right on cue, a light above me flickered into life as Grot found the switch. At last, I could see. And so could Grot.

‘Now I’ve had a good look at ya, I reckon we have met before,’ she said. ‘I never forget a face as revoltin’ as yours.’

‘You’re a fine one to talk,’ I blurted out. I wasn’t being rude – just stating a fact. Grot, in the nicest way possible, resembled a sack of potatoes that had been squeezed through a cat flap. That’s if potatoes had purple hair. Because Grot did. Hers hung limply over her eyes, both of which pointed in opposite directions. Beneath that, her nose was home to more warts than your average warthog and her numerous chins were stubbly with at least a week’s worth of growth. Further down and her neck had been completely swallowed up by shoulders that almost touched the lobes of her crumpled cauliflower ears. At first glance she appeared to be wearing a grubby white apron and little else. Call me overly nervous, but I didn’t bother with a second glance. Just in case little else turned out to be nothing else.

‘Ya never answered ma question,’ said Grot, wagging a furry finger in my direction. ‘Are ya hungry?’

‘I’m hungry,’ I nodded. ‘For both food and information. Why don’t I eat whilst you tell me everything you know about Elbow’s End?’

‘Deal.’ Grot spat into her palm and then held her hand out for me to shake. The thought of touching it repulsed me so I lifted my flipper instead. ‘Sit,’ ordered Grot, once she’d let go of my foot. ‘I know just the thing to fill that belly of yers. I call it ma Bulgin’ Bucketful. It’ll get yer guts groanin’, make no mistake. Better than that, though, ya can puke it straight back into the bucket when ya’ve finished!’

‘It sounds … heavenly,’ I lied.

‘Never said it was heavenly,’ argued Grot. ‘Didn’t even say it was hellish. Because it’s not. It’s worse than that. But if ya want me to talk then ya better eat up. Got it?’

‘Got it,’ I reluctantly agreed.

I climbed on to the nearest chair and then almost fell off as Grot banged her fist three times on the wall behind her.

‘We’ve got a customer, lover boy,’ she hollered. Lover boy was Grot’s husband, Gristle. I had never met him in the flesh and was in no rush to do so. ‘He wants a Bulgin’ Bucketful,’ continued Grot. ‘He says he’s hungry so get him double portions.’

‘That really won’t be necessary,’ I insisted.

‘Have it yer way,’ shrugged Grot (which, as we all know, is practically impossible without a neck). ‘Get him triple portions,’ she called out.

‘A triple Bulgin’ Bucketful comin’ up,’ Gristle yelled back. ‘Let me just tip ma toenail collection out the bucket and then I’ll see what I can find scurryin’ about in the garden.’

The whole house shook as the back door opened and then slammed shut in quick succession.

‘Ya wanna’ drink?’ asked Grot, hovering over me.

‘Maybe,’ I replied warily. ‘What have you got?’

‘We’ve got a wide selection of waters,’ said Grot proudly. ‘We got rainwater … toilet water … and bath water. Just so ya know, the toilet water we had to bring in from another toilet, but the bath water is most definitely mine. I had a good gulp of it maself only this mornin’. It’s a bit sour, but I’ve drunk worse. Smell ma breath if ya don’t believe me.’

Grot blew in my face before I could close my nostrils.

‘If it tastes like it smells then I don’t think I’ll bother,’ I moaned. Bad start. I hadn’t even eaten yet and I was already on the verge of throwing up. ‘Why are you here?’ I asked, trying to change the subject. ‘In Elbow’s End, I mean. You’re not a rogue or a wrong ’un. You’re just a bad … no, badly advised cook.’

I backed away as Grot sat down in the chair opposite me. ‘I was tellin’ the truth earlier when I said I put people in hospital,’ she began. ‘Lots of people. Some of ’em don’t even come out. Now I’m not one to point fingers, but it’s all because of Gristle’s cookin’.’

‘And that’s the same cooking you want me to eat now, right?’ I said.

‘Well, ya wouldn’t want to hurt his feelin’s, would ya?’ insisted Grot. ‘Gristle doesn’t know how bad he is. He just thinks we’ve come to Elbow’s End for a holiday. A permanent holiday. Truth is, we’ve been banished here by the Crooked Council and we can’t go back home until we’ve been properly punished.’

‘Well, your loss is my gain I suppose.’ I leant in to get Grot’s full attention and then remembered why I had backed away in the first place. ‘Can I trust you?’ I asked.

‘Probably not,’ admitted Grot.

‘That’s good enough for me,’ I said. ‘Listen carefully. I’m here to find a girl. Her name is Maya. She’s the Mayor’s daughter and I need to get her home.’

‘Reckon I’ve heard somethin’ about that.’ Grot stuck her tongue between her last remaining teeth and tried to think. ‘It’s the talk of Elbow’s End,’ she remarked. ‘The girl strayed too close to the gates and got nabbed. That’ll teach her.’

‘Do you know where she is?’ I asked excitedly.

Grot shook her purple head. ‘Nope.’

‘Well, do you know who’s got her?’ I asked.

‘Nope,’ repeated Grot.

‘You must have some idea,’ I said, frustrated. ‘Who’s the boss around here?’

‘There is no boss,’ revealed Grot. ‘No law and order. No rules and regulations. Everybody just does what they want to survive. Some steal and fight. Some even kill. But nobody tells nobody what to do.’ Grot stopped and looked under her chair in case anyone was listening. ‘There is someone,’ she said quietly. ‘Someone they all fear. He’s badder than bad and twice as horrible. His name is Deadly De’Ath, but there’s no way he’s got the girl.’

‘Why not?’ I asked.

‘Because he’s locked up in the Crooked Clink,’ explained Grot. ‘It’s a seventy-three-year sentence. It’ll be a long time before we see him out an’ about.’

I breathed a sigh of relief. Whoever this Deadly De’Ath fellow was, I had no wish to cross him. And, as luck would have it, I wouldn’t have to. Well, not for a few years anyway.

A loud crashing sound at the front of the house made Grot jump up from her chair and hurry across the room so she could peek through the curtains. Not one to be left out, I crept up behind her (not too close, obviously) and took a look myself. As far as I could tell, some roaming rogue had wandered off course and crashed into her wall. I had been in the house for some time now, but the numbers outside didn’t appear to be decreasing in the slightest.

‘Where are they all going?’ I wondered.

‘There’s a meetin’ at the Meaner Arena,’ revealed Grot, as she stomped back to her chair. ‘Two o’clock today. Ya need an invite to get in.’

A meeting. Of course there was. I had read about it on the empty crisp packet that Peregrine Sneak had hidden at the Cold Crooked Carnival. The same crisp packet that was now stuffed down the front of my wetsuit for safekeeping.

‘I’ve got an invite,’ I said.

‘Good for ya,’ grumbled Grot. ‘I’ve not, but, like ya said, I’m no rogue or wrong ’un. I’m just unlucky.’

‘A lot like all the people you’ve poisoned,’ I muttered. At the same time, I shuffled over to the door. ‘This has been nice and everything, but there’s somewhere I need to—’

‘Sit down, shut up and get set,’ demanded Grot. She put a hand to her ear. ‘That’s Gristle now, back from the garden. Nobody leaves here on an empty stomach.’

Grot waited for me to do as she asked before she disappeared into the kitchen. When she returned she was carrying a red bucket. The smell hit me the moment she plonked it down on the table. It was so incredibly unpleasant that it even managed to overpower the smell of Grot herself.

‘What’s in it?’ I asked nervously.

‘A good cook never gives away their secrets,’ Grot grinned.

‘So, what’s in it?’ I repeated.

‘Cheeky.’ Grot punched me playfully on the arm. It hurt – a lot – but I tried not to let it show. ‘Go on then,’ she said, pushing the bucket towards me. ‘Eat up … eat up … eat up—’

Grot was stopped mid-chant by the sound of smashing glass. Whilst she just stood there stunned, I dived out of my chair and rolled across the floor. Something had come flying through the window. It was the frying pan. It had been returned (although simply knocking on the door and handing it over clearly wasn’t an option in somewhere like Elbow’s End).

With Grot distracted, I saw my chance and crept over to the door.

‘Where do ya think yer going?’ She grabbed the pan off the floor and swung it wildly in my direction. ‘What about yer food?’

‘What food?’ Then I remembered the red bucket. ‘Oh, that food,’ I grimaced. ‘Can you save it for later? Much later. When I build up the courage to come back. I can’t promise it’ll be soon – maybe not even this lifetime – but I will return … eventually.’

I blew Grot a kiss and scrambled out of the door. Without breaking stride, I hopped over the wall and merged with the rest of the crowd. They were an ugly bunch, but somehow I managed to blend in. Now all I had to do was follow the pack and I would get there.

There being the Meaner Arena.

Two o’clock was fast approaching. If the rogues and wrong ’uns of Elbow’s End were coming together for a meeting, then I had to be there.

The hunt for Maya had begun.


10.‘NO CRISP PACKET, NO ENTRY.’

The Meaner Arena was a stone’s throw away from Grot’s temporary cafe in Elbow’s End.

That’s if you can throw a stone a whole lot further than the eye can see. Which I can’t. Sometimes I can’t even throw one behind me without hitting myself in the head.

No, the Meaner Arena was actually quite a long way away. At the end of a road, in fact. A long road.

I had no idea where I was going so I followed the unruly horde of rogues and wrong ’uns the best I could whilst trying to effortlessly blend in. With any luck, nobody would notice me. Especially if I kept my head down, my mouth shut and didn’t draw attention to myself.

‘Nice wetsuit. Can I have it?’

My eyes shifted to my right as a man with a squashed face and huge flappy ears drew level with me.

‘No, you can’t,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘I’ve got nothing underneath.’

‘Fair enough, mush,’ shrugged Flappy. ‘So, let me guess – are you planning on stealing a surfboard or just robbing a rowing boat?’

‘Neither,’ I replied quickly. Too quickly. I was supposed to be undercover. ‘No, not neither – either. Or maybe a bit of both. Or maybe I’ll just wander off with all the water from the Crooked Canal.’

The man nodded. He seemed to believe me. Enough for him to go and pester somebody else at least.

I was still pondering how bad I could actually pretend to be when the crowd pressed together and formed a surprisingly orderly queue. I looked beyond the swell of people and saw the Meaner Arena for the very first time. A large, domed-shaped blob in the distance, it had no visible windows and thick metal shutters where the entrance should have been. Barbed wire was wrapped around the outside of the building from the base to the roof, which itself was covered in sharp spikes like a giant porcupine.

I took one step forward and came to a halt. Thirty seconds later I did the same again. The queue was barely moving and I knew why. The metal shutters had been raised, but now there were two people stood in their place. They were dressed from head to toe in black. Hired goons, no doubt. There to provide muscle and very little else.

I shuffled to one side for a better view. One was a man and the other was a woman. He had a shaven head, tree-trunk neck, huge shoulders and hands like shovels. And so did she.

‘Wallop and Drub don’t seem in the best of moods today.’

I didn’t need to turn around to know that Flappy, my wetsuit admirer, was resting his nose on my shoulder.

‘Wallop and Drub?’ I said, confused.

Flappy snorted loudly in my ear. ‘You can’t have been in Elbow’s End long if you’ve never come fist to face with Wallop and Drub,’ he said, jabbing a finger at the two goons. ‘Wallop’s so nasty she once swallowed an entire bird’s nest just because the bird woke her up one morning. Still, that’s nothing compared to Drub. He just ate the bird.’

‘Nice,’ I said, screwing up my face.

‘That’s the norm round here,’ grinned Flappy. ‘Nearly every rogue and wrong ’un would rob their own mothers if they could get away with it. They’ve got no standards. Most of them haven’t even got their own underwear. Not me, though. I’m better than that. I wear my pants with pride and, given the choice, I’d rather rob someone else’s mother—’

‘Stop talking and start walking!’

A shove in the back sent me stumbling forward. The queue was growing increasingly rowdy with every passing second. The closer we got, the more desperate people became. Desperate to get inside the arena. And I was no different.

I ignored the nudges and bumps and pushes and thumps and waited my turn until there was only one other person ahead of me in the queue.

It was an elderly lady with a walking stick and rollers in her hair. When it was her turn she took a moment to study both goons before eventually choosing Wallop.

‘Hullo, gal,’ croaked Walking Stick. ‘Long time no see.’

Wallop looked her up and down and then thrust out her hand. ‘Crisp packet,’ she demanded.

‘Oh, don’t be like that.’ Walking Stick changed tack and turned her attention to Drub instead. ‘You know me, don’t you, big boy?’ she said softly. ‘I’m Patty the Snatch. Elbow End’s favourite pickpocketing pensioner. I used to change your nappies when you were nothing but a tiny—’

Drub put a hand over Patty’s mouth.

‘Crisp packet,’ repeated Wallop.

‘You know I haven’t got one,’ mumbled Patty. ‘So, can I come in or not?’

‘Not,’ said Wallop. With that, she nodded at Drub, who picked the old lady up by her armpits.

‘I’ve got cabbage,’ pleaded Patty. ‘Lots of it. You can have some. Just let me in.’

‘You know the rules,’ said Wallop sternly.

Without warning, Drub took a step to one side and then tossed Patty as far as he could. I held my breath as the old lady flew through the air before she eventually landed in a huge pile of mud not far from the arena entrance.

‘Thanks for nothing,’ she growled. ‘That’s the last time I change your nappies …’

Wallop waved her away before beckoning the next one in line to come forward.

Oh, that was me.

‘Crisp packet,’ said a dead-eyed, stern-faced Wallop.

‘Not today, thank you.’ I kept on moving and aimed straight for the gap between the two goons. It was only thin, but then so was I. If I sucked in my eyeballs and forgot to breathe I could just about squeeze through.

Everything changed, however, when Wallop and Drub both shifted to one side. Now they were touching shoulders. And I was squashed somewhere in between them.

‘Where is it?’ asked Wallop.

‘If you mean me then I’m down here,’ I replied. Wallop gave me a look, which, in turn, gave me the shivers. ‘Oh, you want my crisp packet,’ I said. I took a moment to extract myself from the gap I had squeezed into before patting myself down. ‘Of course you do. My mistake. And I’ve got it … right here … somewhere … why can’t I find it?’

I turned around and saw Flappy grinning straight at me. ‘Sorry,’ he mouthed. At the same time, he held up an empty crisp packet. My empty crisp packet. ‘I couldn’t help myself when I saw it sticking out of your wetsuit,’ he confessed.

I tried to grab it, but Flappy was too quick and pulled it away. I was about to try again when I felt myself being scooped up off the ground.

‘No crisp packet, no entry,’ said Wallop, as Drub lifted me above his head.

‘Whoa! Don’t do that!’ I had to say something before I followed Patty into the mud. ‘I’m … I’m … I’m on the list!’ I spluttered.

Wallop raised a hand before Drub could launch me like a human rocket through the air. ‘What list?’ she asked, confused.

‘What list?’ I repeated. Then I repeated it again to give myself even more time to make something up. ‘What list? Just … the list. The only list that matters. That’s the list I’m talking about.’

‘And what list would that be?’ growled Wallop.

‘The list … erm … with everybody’s name on it,’ I blurted out. ‘Everybody who’s got an invitation. You have got a list like that, haven’t you?’ I said, crossing my fingers.

Wallop hesitated for a moment before disappearing into the Meaner Arena. When she returned she was carrying a single piece of paper. ‘This is the only list I could find,’ she said, waving it in my face. ‘What’s your name?’

‘I’ve … um … forgotten,’ mumbled. ‘But if you tell me some of the names on there then I’m sure I’ll remember.’

Drub tensed up as if he was about to throw me.

‘Oh, it’s just come back to me,’ I said hastily. ‘It’s Pink Weasel. But you can call me Pinky.’

‘Pink Weasel?’ Wallop pressed the list up to her nose. ‘I can’t see you.’

‘I’m here!’ I said. ‘In the arms of your colossal companion. Oh, you mean on the list. Well, that’s not right. I must be on it. Check again. If Pink Weasel’s not there then it must be a spelling error. Have a look for something that sounds similar. Something like … John Smith.’

‘John Smith doesn’t sound like Pink Weasel.’ Wallop paused. ‘But Wink Diesel does.’

‘Wink Diesel?’ I cried. ‘Yes, that’s me. Easy mistake to make. Put me down gently and I won’t say another word about it.’

To my surprise, Drub was about to do just that when Wallop raised her hand.

‘Not yet,’ she insisted. ‘I think I know Wink Diesel.’

‘Of course you do,’ I said. ‘He’s me … I mean, I’m him … no, I’m me … that’s not—’

‘I thought Wink was a big guy,’ continued Wallop. ‘He was also a getaway driver for every bank robber in Crooked Elbow.’

‘No, that can’t be right,’ I muttered. ‘You must be thinking of someone else. Stink Measles perhaps. Just not Wink Diesel. Because Wink Diesel is yours truly. Wink Diesel … Pink Weasel … they’re much the same when you think about it. And now Wink Diesel wants to go inside the arena … please … when you’re ready … in your own time … thank you kindly.’

Wallop let out a huge sigh before nodding at Drub, who finally put me down without throwing me. ‘Get in, Weasel … Diesel … whatever your name is,’ she spat. ‘Just stay out of my sight and I’ll try not to think about you.’

‘That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me,’ I beamed. I tried again to squeeze between Wallop and Drub and on this occasion they let me through.

I had done it. I had made it inside the Meaner Arena.

Now it was time to see what all the fuss was about.


11.‘THE GIRL FROM THE OTHER SIDE.’

At first glance, the inside of the Meaner Arena seemed quite impressive.

A huge open space, with a high glass ceiling that eventually formed into the dome that you could see from outside, it had luxurious golden curtains adorning the three walls that faced me, and a small stage, slap bang in the centre, that all those who had entered could easily gather around.

That was at first glance.

Second, third, fourth and every glance thereafter, however, weren’t quite so impressive.

On closer inspection, the glass in the ceiling was covered in a combination of chips, cracks and bird droppings, the fraying curtains had only turned yellow, not golden, from years of staining, whilst the stage wasn’t actually a stage at all.

It was a wrestling ring.

Leant up against the ropes, all alone except for a microphone on a stand, was a man who definitely wasn’t there to wrestle.

His chest was barrel-like, his chins were numerous and his pumpkin-shaped head was home to a furious mass of fluffy black hair. He was dressed in a grubby brown suit that had seen better days long before the man himself had even been born. Curiously, the jacket was incredibly tight-fitting, making it bulge in all the wrong places, whilst the trousers were the exact opposite and dragged along the ground.

Pushing himself off the ropes, Brown Suit shuffled across the canvas before he stepped up to the mic. ‘Have you come to watch me fight?’ he asked. Two seconds later he seemed to change his mind. ‘Only joking,’ he said awkwardly. ‘To tell you the truth I can barely punch my way out of a paper bag. And don’t get me started on plastic wrappers …’

By now Brown Suit was practically shouting to make himself heard above the crowd, most of whom had swarmed around the ring, if not to listen, then at least to point and stare.

I decided it was time to join them.

I was in Elbow’s End so it was only right that I used both my elbows and my end (rear, naturally) to force my way through the assembled throng.

Back in the ring, Brown Suit wiped the sweat from his brow before he took the mic from its stand. ‘Friends and family,’ he began, ‘and even my enemies – who, if I’m being brutally honest, are most probably my friends and family – welcome one and all to this specially arranged meeting of the foul folk of Elbow’s End. For those of you who don’t know, my name is Young Papa Pitt. And for those of you who do, let me remind you that we Pitts stand for one thing and one thing only … anyone wish to hazard a guess?’

There were hundreds and hundreds of rogues and wrong ’uns crammed inside, but listen carefully and you could’ve heard a moth yawn. I figured that their sudden lack of volume must have had something to do with them all being deep in thought (a process that doesn’t come easily when you haven’t got that much to think with in the first place).

‘Bad breath?’ shouted a woman from the back of the arena.

‘Begging your pardon,’ muttered Young Papa Pitt, the man in the brown suit, as he squinted out at the sea of grim and grisly faces.

‘The Pitts stand for bad breath,’ the woman repeated. She was tall and wiry in both body and hair. I looked a little closer and spotted something furry nestling under her chin. It was either a small animal or a beard. I tossed an imaginary coin and opted for the latter. ‘Well, you do at least,’ insisted Beardy. ‘You, Young Papa Pitt, have been standing for bad breath all your life. And sitting for it. I’m right, aren’t I? What’s my prize?’

‘You are not right and there is no prize!’ argued Young Papa Pitt. ‘But thank you for the compliment. We Pitts do stink – that much is true – and, as head of the family, I am the stinkiest. Let us not forget, I haven’t cleaned my teeth for over fourteen years now. In six days’ time I break the record and that’s something I’m extremely proud of. You, however, are a ridiculous woman with even more ridiculous facial fur. Don’t you think there are more important things to stand for than bad breath? And one such thing is being naughty. Because that’s what we are. I’d even go as far as to say that we Pitts are so naughty that we invented the art of bad behaviour.’

With that, the voices came thick and fast (although mostly thick if I’m being honest).

‘The art of bad behaviour? I don’t think I’ve ever seen his work. Is he a painter?’

‘Hope so. My ceiling needs a fresh coat. A nice lime green should do the trick.’

‘Nah, diarrhoea brown is more your colour. Match your teeth.’

‘We Pitts are lawless lawbreakers,’ persisted Young Papa Pitt, as he tried to restore some kind of order. ‘We are devious delinquents. Mischievous miscreants and unscrupulous scoundrels. Our name stands for everything that is wilfully wicked. We are, to put it bluntly, rotten to the core.’ Young Papa Pitt opened his sweaty palms to the crowd. ‘That is why I feel proud to stand amongst all of you today,’ he announced. ‘You are some of the most unpleasant, unethical and – no offence intended – unhygienic criminal families to have ever walked the filth-ridden streets of Elbow’s End. All of you would scrape the scraps from your own grandmother’s dentures if the chance arose. I consider myself to be your equal. I, too, am despicable. I, too, am not to be trusted. And that, my fiendish friends, is why I’ve been asked to chair this meeting.’

There was a huge groan from the crowd, whilst the rogues and wrong ’uns around me began to mutter amongst themselves.

‘What’s that smelly old flump on about now?’

‘I reckon he’s trying to flog us some paintings by this Bad Behaviour geezer.’

‘Well, I ain’t buying nothin’. Not when I can nick it myself.’

I covered my ears as a chorus of boos rang out around the arena.

‘Settle down, settle down,’ shouted Young Papa Pitt. ‘We are gathered here today for two reasons. The first of which concerns our special guest. I think you all know who I’m referring to … the girl from the other side.’

The crowd let out an audible sigh. Shock and horror mixed with trapped wind by the sound of things. I, however, had no such worries as I weaved my way closer to the wrestling ring. The girl from the other side. Surely that had to be Maya, the Mayor’s daughter. She was a girl and the other side of Elbow’s End was Crooked Elbow. Makes sense, right? Yes, that’s what I thought.

‘I’m not exactly jumping for joy about it, but I’ve been asked to take care of her,’ Young Papa Pitt grumbled. ‘She’s currently trapped at the top of the Snot ’n’ Spittle. Hopefully being locked away in the pub’s attic will be enough to hold her and she won’t get out. If it’s not, and she does, then none of you will have anything to worry about anyway, because it’ll be me who gets it in the neck. And the stomach. And the side of the head. And up the—’

‘Get to the point, Sweaty Pitt. There’s money to be made once you’ve finished rabbiting.’

‘Pockets to be picked and pennies to be pilfered.’

‘Notes to be nabbed and wallets to be whisked off with.’

An edgy Young Papa Pitt glanced over at the entrance to the arena. ‘You can all leave soon enough … very soon, in fact … just not yet … not until somebody else has arrived … he should be here by now … he said he had something important to tell us … oh, where is he?’

His mumbling words started to fade as I turned away from the wrestling ring. I had no interest in the rest of the meeting. Not now I knew everything I needed to know.

Maya was trapped at the top of the Snot ’n’ Spittle pub. Now I just had to get her out of there.

I had almost reached the exit when a man passed under the metal shutters. Dressed in a long raincoat and gloves, he was staggering from side to side as if he could barely walk. I spun around and headed back into the arena before he had chance to recognise me. Yes, my face had been hidden the only time we had met, but, as everyone knows, you never forget someone who hits you in the face with a rubbish bin.

‘At last,’ called out Young Papa Pitt. ‘I’m over here, Brother Sneak. Come join me.’

Peregrine Sneak lifted his head and peered over at the wrestling ring. It was only then that I saw he was wearing sunglasses. ‘If I must,’ he grumbled.

I hid my face as he trudged past me. When I looked again, he had already made it to the ring and was climbing clumsily over the rope.

‘Give me that!’ Sneak missed several times before he finally grabbed the mic from Young Papa Pitt’s grasp. ‘Last night I was violently attacked with a rubbish bin at the Cold Crooked Carnival and I’ve been trying to get back to Elbow’s End ever since,’ he said, addressing the crowd. ‘That’s easier said than done, however, when you can’t see where you’re going. Nevertheless, I made sure I wasn’t followed … but that’s not to say there isn’t somebody here now.’

‘You don’t say,’ Young Papa Pitt snorted. ‘I can see lots of rogues and wrong ’uns … at least eighty-three … eighty-four … eighty-five … eighty—’

‘Pipe down, Brother Pitt, and let me explain,’ snapped Sneak. ‘We’re being watched. Watched by … another. Another who isn’t one of us.’

Young Papa Pitt took a moment to rub his belly. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked, confused. ‘Surely we’ve not been infiltrated by a normal, law abiding citizen.’

‘No, this is much worse than that.’ Peregrine Sneak crouched down and stuck his head between the ropes. Despite the sunglasses, he seemed to be looking for something.

Or someone.

‘SICK have sent a spy into Elbow’s End,’ he revealed. Without warning, he raised his glove and pointed straight at me. ‘And that spy is here amongst us now!’


12.‘HOW DARE YOU!’

The Meaner Arena fell eerily silent.

At the same time Peregrine Sneak stopped pointing and collapsed onto the canvas. He looked exhausted.

‘Did you just say that the spy is here now?’ Young Papa Pitt strolled over to Sneak and poked him with his foot to check that he was still alive. ‘Here as in here?’ he asked. ‘In the arena?’

It took a while, but Sneak finally sat up and removed his sunglasses. I knew the rubbish bin had hit him hard, but not two black eyes hard, both of which had now almost completely closed.

‘Here in Elbow’s End,’ Sneak explained. ‘Maybe in the arena as well. I don’t know. I can’t see him, but then I can’t see much, can I? All I know is what my informant told me. He said that the spy was arriving in the bin lorry at midday.’

‘The bin lorry?’ Young Papa Pitt shook his fluffy head. ‘No, Spike searched in there. He always does.’

‘Maybe the spy was hiding in the back with all the rubbish,’ guessed Sneak, uncomfortably close to the truth for my liking. A loud gasp rose up from all those who had gathered around me. They were both stunned and disgusted in equal measures. Which, coming from this stinky lot, was quite insulting.

‘We’ve had spies in Elbow’s End before,’ said Young Papa Pitt, as he tried to hush the crowd. ‘And, as far as I’m aware, they’ve never returned to Crooked Elbow to report what they’ve discovered. Why would SICK risk another spy now?’

‘This one’s risk-free,’ said Sneak. ‘Largely because they don’t really care if he comes back or not. He’s … disposable. Like a used nappy. That’s why they’ve sent him here to rescue the Mayor’s daughter.’

‘Rescue the Mayor’s daughter?’ Young Papa Pitt looked out at the crowd and let out an enormous belly laugh. ‘I don’t think that’s possible, do you?’

‘You know that, I know that, but I don’t think he does,’ sniggered Sneak.

I didn’t understand the joke, but everybody else in the arena seemed to find it extremely amusing.

‘Wait!’ Young Papa Pitt held up a chubby hand to silence the laughter. ‘You said he, Brother Sneak. So, the spy is a man, yes?’

‘Not a man as such – more a boy,’ Sneak revealed. ‘He’s the same boy who attacked me with a rubbish bin. His name is Hugo Dare.’

A chill ran down my spine. Or maybe somebody had just dribbled down the back of my wetsuit.

‘What does this boy look like?’ asked Young Papa Pitt.

Peregrine Sneak threw his hands up in annoyance. ‘How am I supposed to know? I can’t see, can I? He probably has a face that makes even his own mother weep.’

‘Bit rude,’ I muttered to myself.

‘Ugly or not, if SICK have sent their best boy to Elbow’s End then surely we should go and tell the Governess,’ insisted Young Papa Pitt. ‘Or even get word to Deadly De’Ath—’

‘You’re not listening,’ cried Sneak. ‘Dare isn’t their best boy. He’s Agent Minus Thirty-Five. And, as if that’s not bad enough already, there is no Agent Minus Thirty-Six. According to my informant, he’s the worst spy they have. A complete calamity. By the sound of things, he’d struggle to stay undercover if he was tucked up in bed—’

‘How dare you!’

I heard the words before I realised it was me who had spoken them. They were louder than I would’ve hoped too. So loud that the entire arena turned to look at me. I tried to stand tall, but I was hardly that tall to begin with. I tried again, but my knees buckled and I actually seemed to shrink in size.

‘Who said that?’ The ropes began to strain as Young Papa Pitt leant over for a closer look. ‘Have you got something to say, brother … brother … who are you?’

‘Who am I?’ I wanted to shout out, Hugo Dare. After that I could fight my way up to the wrestling ring and demand that Young Papa Pitt take me to the Snot ’n’ Spittle so I could free Maya and get her back to Crooked Elbow as soon as possible.

Then I thought about it again and decided it was probably the worst plan I had ever come up with.

‘I’m Wink Diesel,’ I said, remembering the name that had got me inside the Meaner Arena in the first place. ‘But you can call me Winky.’

‘Wink Diesel?’ repeated a husky voice somewhere behind me. ‘But I know Wink Diesel. He always wears a leather jacket.’

‘So I fancied a change of clothing,’ I shrugged. ‘Big deal.’

‘And he’s got a beard,’ said Husky. ‘A big, bushy one.’

‘So I shaved it off,’ I replied smartly. ‘It’s not that strange.’

‘And he’s got tattoos,’ Husky insisted. ‘Lots off them. All over his neck and face.’

‘So I’ve had them removed,’ I said, trying not to smile. I was getting good at this thinking on my feet malarkey. There was no catching me out.

‘And he’s got a leg missing,’ added Husky.

‘Really?’ I screwed up my face and tried to re-start my brain. Think, Hugo, think. ‘Oh, I’m not that Wink Diesel,’ I said eventually. ‘He’s my … father. Which makes me his … son. Probably.’

‘Wink doesn’t have any children,’ remarked Husky.

‘Of course he doesn’t,’ I muttered through gritted teeth. ‘And that’s because I didn’t mean son. I meant … nephew. Wink Diesel is my uncle. Although I’m called Wink too. What a coincidence, eh? Still, at least it makes sense now … I think.’

‘Wink Diesel’s nephew?’ There was a slight pause before Husky spoke again. ‘Yes, that makes sense I suppose.’

‘Indeed, it does,’ agreed Young Papa Pitt. ‘The Diesels have a long tradition of giving their family members the same names. So, Wink Diesel’s nephew who’s also called Wink, what do you have to say about the spy, Hugo Dare?’

Hugo Dare. Of course. I had become so tangled in my own web of lies that I had completely forgotten about him. I mean me.

‘I just can’t believe that SICK would send someone as bad as Brother Sneak makes out,’ I began. ‘Now, I don’t know this Hugo Dare boy – I’ve never seen him, spoken to him, been in his shedroom, or even sat on the toilet with him – but I’d imagine he must be one highly-skilled, extremely handsome, unnaturally powerful, super-human individual to come to Elbow’s End all by himself. Wouldn’t you agree?’

The combination of hisses and boos that rang out around the arena seemed to suggest otherwise. I wasn’t expecting that. Nor was I expecting to be prodded in the head and shoved in the back by the rogues and wrong ’uns who surrounded me.

‘No, I do not agree,’ spat Sneak. ‘Any spy of SICK is our natural enemy.’

‘Brother Sneak speaks the truth,’ nodded Young Papa Pitt. ‘Tell us you feel the same, Wink Diesel’s nephew, because if you don’t—’

‘But I do,’ I insisted. ‘I … um … hate spies as much as the next man.’ I looked at the next man and realised it was a woman. ‘And as much as her,’ I said, correcting myself. ‘As much as all of you, in fact. Given the chance I’d do lots of horrible things to this Hugo Day boy. I’d … erm … push him in a puddle … or poke him with a stick. Not a sharp stick, of course—’

‘Would you … kill him?’ asked Sneak.

‘Yeah, something like that,’ I mumbled.

I breathed a sigh of relief as the boos turned to cheers and the prods and shoves turned to pats on the back and the occasional shoulder squeeze. I would have to remember that in future. I was undercover and, however bad things got, I couldn’t defend Hugo Dare. I mean myself. Because if I did, then I knew what would happen. Madame Isabella’s reading would come true. And I would be … (gulp).

‘This is all well and good,’ said Young Papa Pitt, ‘but first we have to catch the spy before we can do anything unpleasant to him.’

‘No chance,’ I muttered, forgetting everything I had just told myself. ‘I mean … there’s no chance that the spy will get out of Elbow’s End alive. Especially when I tell you that I saw a boy leaving the arena when I first arrived. And not just any old boy either. This one would definitely attack someone with a rubbish bin given the chance.’

The crowd gasped in disbelief.

‘So everything Brother Sneak says is true,’ cried Young Papa Pitt. ‘The spy is here already. But where has he gone now? Surely not to the Snot ’n’ Spittle?’

‘No, anywhere but the Snot ’n’ Spittle,’ I replied hastily. ‘Hmm … let me try to remember … I think he turned left … then right … then left … then right … then left … then right—’

I was grateful when Young Papa Pitt finally interrupted me. ‘But that’s … that’s the way to the old toilet factory.’

‘Is it?’ I said, more than a little surprised. ‘That’s a stroke of luck. Still, if that’s where he’s heading—’

‘Then I’d better get down there as soon as possible,’ remarked Young Papa Pitt. He pulled up his trousers so he could squeeze between the ropes. ‘Right, I declare this meeting over,’ he called out. ‘Undesirables depart!’

I watched as he hopped down from the wrestling ring and pushed his way through the crowd. Unfortunately, he was heading straight for me.

‘Would you like to tag along, Wink Diesel’s nephew?’ Young Papa Pitt asked. ‘We’ll make a great team. We can catch this spy together. You, me … and one or two other bigger, much stronger people, of course!’

‘It’s a kind offer,’ I lied, ‘but I wouldn’t like to piddle on your parade. You go and catch the spy and I’ll do something else entirely. Something that a rogue like me does naturally. Something like … let me think … flicking peanuts at an old woman’s kneecap.’

‘Hmm, I suppose you’re right, Wink Diesel’s nephew,’ agreed Young Papa Pitt. He was on the move before he had even finished speaking, swept along by the crowd towards the exit. ‘Nice wetsuit by the way,’ he added, as he passed under the metal shutters.

I waited seventeen seconds and then followed him outside. If everything went to plan I could rescue Maya and then hide out with Grot until midday tomorrow when the bin lorry arrived to pick us up.

That was in twenty-one hours’ time.

I just hoped it wouldn’t take me that long to find the Snot ’n’ Spittle.


13.‘IT’S PARTY TIME IN THE SNOT ’N’ SPITTLE.’

It didn’t.

It actually took me four seconds to find the Snot ’n’ Spittle.

Two to turn around and then another two to see that the pub was right next door to the Meaner Arena. Which was fortunate for me.

Or so I thought.

There was a man, a woman and a dog lurking around outside the pub’s entrance. The dog was being sick in the gutter, whilst the woman was scooping it up into an empty pint glass. The man, meanwhile, was swinging a cricket bat wildly above his head. It was him who interested me the most. Not because he was a threat – well, only to himself perhaps – but because he was wearing nothing but a tiger-print leotard. A moment later he swung the bat a little too low and the handle collided with his head. He cried out, staggered forward and then fell flat on his face.

Game over, Tiger Print. Better luck next time.

‘I used to be a teacher,’ howled the woman, as I crept past her. ‘Thirty-four years at the Crooked Comp’ and this is what I’ve become. School kids are enough to turn anyone crazy.’

I kept moving until I reached the door to the pub. I pushed it with both hands, but it wouldn’t budge. Not one to give up easily, I tried again with my shoulder. Then my bum. Then my elbow. As a last resort, I used my head. I was bruised all over by the time I realised you had to pull, not push.

Unfortunately though, the door was locked.

I was about to knock when a small hatch just above the handle fell open and a face appeared in its place. It belonged to a man with long, straggly hair draped over gaunt features and a wispy ginger beard.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said politely.

‘Weally?’ Wispy Beard spoke with a lisp. ‘Because from where I’m standing, it’s anything but. And I’m not entirely convinced it’s the afternoon.’

‘It is, trust me,’ I insisted. ‘My name is Wink … no, Pink Weasel. But you can call me Pinky. Now, would you be so kind as to open the door so I can speak to the landlord?’

‘Half Pint?’ said Wispy Beard.

‘No, I’m not thirsty,’ I replied. ‘Now, if I could just see the landlord—’

‘Half Pint is the landlord,’ Wispy Beard explained.

‘In that case, yes, I’d like to speak to Half Pint,’ I said. ‘Then he can let me up to the attic—’

‘Attic is unavailable!’ hissed Wispy Beard. ‘Out of bounds. Off limits. Stwictly no go. That’s not to say that you can’t come in the pub, though.’ He squeezed his entire head through the hatch and looked me up and down. ‘You remind me of a walking, talking eel,’ he remarked. ‘We can have some fun with you.’

‘Fun?’ I said nervously. ‘That sounds … interesting.’

‘Doesn’t it just?’ grinned Wispy Beard. ‘Don’t look so nervous. It’s party time in the Snot ’n’ Spittle.’

With that, his face vanished and the hatch slammed shut. A second later the door creaked open. I took a deep breath and pushed it to one side.

Three things struck me the moment I set foot in the pub. The first was the smell. Stale alcohol mixed with sour sweat. So incredibly unpleasant that it made the inside of the bin lorry seem like a perfume factory. The second was the noise. My ears began to vibrate as booming speakers pumped out screeching guitars and pounding drums that still somehow failed to drown out the shouts and screams of all those inside. And it was all those inside that formed the third. At a guess, there was room for about one hundred people in the pub. Double that and then multiply it by two and you were closer to how many were actually crammed inside. Both men and women. Young and old. Drunk and even drunker. Packed tight and squashed together, they were all either jostling for position around a long, curved bar or stood with their backs pressed firmly against the wall. It was so full in there that breathing was a luxury, whilst moving was practically impossible.

Not that I let it stop me from trying.

I felt something crunch beneath my flippers as I shuffled forwards. Not only was the floor covered in broken glass, cracked teeth and thick clumps of hair, but it was also red in colour and extremely sticky. Blood most probably. And lots of it.

I was still gazing at my feet when the music came to an abrupt halt. As did the shouts and screams and all the other noises inside the Snot ’n’ Spittle.

I glanced up, my fingers crossed that every set of eyes weren’t pointing in my direction.

Unfortunately, they were.

I tried to ignore the stares and glares as I lifted a shaky leg, ready to take another step forward. I didn’t get far, however, before my path was blocked by something round and hairy and uncomfortably sweaty.

It was a man’s belly.

His big, blubbering bare belly.

‘Me is Lump and me not like you!’

I stepped back and saw that the belly was attached to an equally big and hairy and uncomfortably sweaty head. If this was Lump then his parents had guessed correctly when they had first named him. Everything about him was huge, including his nostrils which were like two black holes set deep into his face. If it wasn’t for all the knotted hairs and crusty bogeys that Lump had collected inside, I might even have climbed up there myself (albeit only for safety reasons).

‘You not welcome here.’ Lump put his hands on my shoulders and began to push. ‘Me wants you to leave.’

‘It’s not only you who wants me to leave – I want me to leave too!’ I cried, powerless to stop myself from sliding across the floor. ‘But I can’t. Not until I speak to Half Pint.’

Lump stopped pushing. ‘You know Half Pint?’

I shook my head.

‘That big shame,’ frowned Lump. ‘If you knew Half Pint then me take you to him. He behind bar. But it not easy to get to.’

‘In that case, yes, I know Half Pint,’ I blatantly lied. ‘He’s both the father I never asked for, and my best friend for at least the last three seconds.’

‘That not big shame,’ grinned Lump. ‘Me take you to Half Pint now. Me carry you there.’

‘That’s not necessary,’ I said, waving him away. If I had spoken a second earlier I’d have been okay. Unfortunately, I didn’t. So I wasn’t. To my dismay, the music started up at exactly the wrong moment and Lump didn’t hear a word I uttered. Instead, he grabbed me around the waist and threw me over his shoulder. I stayed liked that whilst he made his way slowly through the unruly mob of drinkers. Then he dropped me without warning. Thanks for that. Luckily, I landed on both flippers and not bottom-first in the pool of blood, sweat and tears that had formed on the floor beneath us.

‘This the bar,’ said Lump.

I had figured that out for myself, but I didn’t make a big deal about it. Instead, I focussed on a woman sat beside me on a stool. Despite the noise, her eyes were closed and she was fast asleep with her head in a puddle of murky brown liquid that had been spilt in front of her. It seemed strange, although nowhere near as strange as the man sat next to her. He, too, was face down in the liquid, but instead of taking a nap he had decided to slurp it up like an over-eager hippo at a watering hole.

Lump pushed them both out of the way before slamming his fist down on the bar. ‘Half Pint, you got visitor.’

A head popped up from behind the bar.

It belonged to a man with long, straggly hair draped over gaunt features and a wispy ginger beard.

A man I had seen only a few minutes earlier when he had stuck his head through the hatch.

‘You’re … you’re Half Pint,’ I said, barely able to believe my eyes.

‘Always have been, always will be,’ nodded Half Pint. ‘So called because of my height. Or lack of it. Still, what I’m missing in millimetres I make up for in mind matter.’

Now I had a better view of him, I could see that the landlord of the Snot ’n’ Spittle was wearing a string vest under a pair of faded dungarees. His wrists were skinny, his elbows were bony and the rest of him was even scrawnier.

‘Now, Weasel, are you a dwinker or are you a stinker?’ asked Half Pint, rubbing his hands together. ‘There’s enough stinkers in here alweady, but dwinkers I can always make woom for. Dwinkers I like. Dwinkers give me money. So, what do you want to wet your whistle?’

I pulled a face that suggested I hadn’t heard correctly. ‘Wet my what?’

‘Whistle, Weasel,’ repeated Half Pint. He gestured towards the wide array of half empty bottles that were lined up behind him. ‘What’s your favouwite tipple? What do you want to dwink?’

I shivered at the thought of Grot and her bathwater. ‘I’m not thirsty,’ I said. ‘I just need to go up to the attic—’

‘No way,’ cried Half Pint. ‘I’ve told you that alweady. Besides, I’m far too busy to—’ He stopped suddenly and ducked down behind the bar. A moment later a pint glass flew over his head and smashed against the wall. ‘Told you I was busy,’ he grimaced. ‘Busy staying alive.’

Half Pint ducked again and, this time, I ducked too. There was another loud smash and we were both showered with broken glass.

‘Listen, there is a way I could let you up to the attic,’ whispered Half Pint, his eyes darting around the pub. ‘But first you’ve got to do something for me.’

‘Anything,’ I said. ‘Well, some things. Nothing dangerous. Or difficult. Or—’

‘I like you,’ cut in Half Pint. ‘You’re a lot like me. You’re diffewent. Diffewent to all these other … undesiwables. Pwoblem is, these same undesiwables are getting more and more undesiwable with every passing second. I need something to distwact them otherwise the Snot ’n’ Spittle might not be standing come last orders. I’m thinking entertainment. Nothing too extwavagant. Just something to take their minds off smashing the place up.’ Half Pint reached over the bar and squeezed my arm. ‘Bit weedy,’ he moaned. ‘Still, I’m always pwepared to give youth a chance. How do you feel about a spot of arm-westling?’

‘Westling?’ I repeated. ‘Do you mean wrestling?’

‘That’s what I said,’ replied Half Pint, nodding his head.

I did the exact opposite and shook mine. ‘In that case, no, I don’t feel anything about a spot of arm-westling … or arm-wrestling … or—’

‘Not even if you’re up against the wife?’ pressed Half Pint.

‘Your wife?’ Then I said it again to make sure. ‘You want me to arm wrestle your wife?’

‘Why not?’ grinned Half Pint. ‘Just say yes.’

‘Why would I possibly say yes for?’ I argued.

‘You just said it!’ cried Half Pint. ‘I heard it with my own ears. You agweed to westle.’ With that, he leapt up onto the bar. ‘Ladies and gentlemen and evewybody in between,’ he shouted. ‘Today, for one afternoon only, arm-westling is back on the bill at the Snot ’n’ Spittle.’

A loud guttural roar went up around the pub.

‘We have a challenger,’ announced Half Pint, pointing at me. ‘Some folks weckon he’s fwesh out of nappies, whilst others call him the baby-faced bulldog. I, however, simply know him as the Westling Weasel.’

‘So long, Weasel,’ yelled a voice behind me. ‘It’s been nice knowing you …’

Laughter spread around the pub. A toxic, threatening blast that made the hairs on the back of my neck curl up in fear.

‘No, you’ve got it all wong,’ insisted Half Pint. ‘Weasel’s tougher than he looks. I’ve got faith in him … even if no one else has! Now, who wants me to bwing out the wife.’

The floor shook beneath my feet as the roar went up again.

‘Undefeated in four hundwed and thirty-seven bouts,’ began Half Pint, his hands cupped together like a megaphone so he could be heard above the din. ‘The undisputed champion of Elbow’s End. Full Pint, come on down. You’ve got yourself a challenger.’

I tugged on Half Pint’s dungarees until I got his attention. ‘Undisputed champion?’ I frowned. ‘Full Pint? What are you talking about? I thought I was going to arm-wrestle your wife?’

‘Full Pint is my wife,’ grinned the landlord of the Snot ’n’ Spittle. ‘Good luck, Weasel. You’re going to need it!’


14.‘WE HAVE A WINNER.’

I could hear Full Pint before I could see her.

It started with a deafening creak from the floorboards above my head, followed by the thud of heavy feet as she stomped down the stairs. A loud snort accompanied every step. Like a bull with a runny nose. And I had no intention of wiping it for her.

I was still waiting for Full Pint to appear when a hand dropped down on to the shoulder of my wetsuit.

‘Don’t do it,’ whispered Lump in my ear. ‘Me’s arm-wrestled Full Pint before. She broke every bone in hand. Then every bone in other hand, just for fun of it. If me was you then me’d be gone. Me thinks me can get you out of here, but must leave now.’

I nodded so hard my neck began to ache. That sounded good to me. Worst case scenario, I could find another way into the attic (and preferably one that didn’t involve broken bones and an arm-wrestling champion called Full Pint).

Lump used his belly to shield me from view as he turned towards the exit.

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa, Weasel!’ cried Half Pint, as he leapt over the bar. ‘Stop wight there!’

‘Me? Stop?’ I said, pleading ignorance. ‘You have to be going somewhere to stop. And I wasn’t going anywhere. I just got caught in the slipstream of my bulging buddy here. Not that I’m complaining, of course. If I’m being honest, I’m not really in the mood for arm-wrestling. Don’t take it personally … I’ve got nothing against Full Pint … not yet, anyway—’

‘You wowwy too much,’ said Half Pint, as he ushered Lump out of the way. ‘The wife’s not that bad. Take a look for yourself if you don’t believe me …’

I turned around just in time to see the landlady of the Snot ’n’ Spittle emerge from behind the bar. She was huge. No, scratch that. Lump was huge. Full Pint, however, was so big she made Lump look like a kitten in a pothole.

‘Here she comes,’ shouted Half Pint joyously. ‘The love of my life. My wonderful wife.’

Full Pint was wearing an enormous billowing night dress. By the look of things she’d been dragged straight out of bed. Not that anybody would actually be able to drag her. Not without the aid of a tractor and tow rope.

I watched as Half Pint pushed his way through the crowd and stopped at his wife’s feet. ‘Your challenger awaits,’ he said cheerfully.

The building shook as Full Pint stomped straight past her husband. Anybody who was even vaguely in her path was either barged over or swatted away like a pesky fly. Before she could do the same to me, I was lifted off my feet, carried across the pub and plonked down on a stool by unknown hands. There was a round table in front of me, overflowing with empty glasses. A moment later the table was clear and the floor was covered with even more broken glass.

Full Pint stopped when she reached the table and kicked the other stool to one side.

‘Please be gentle with me,’ I mumbled. ‘I don’t normally do this sort of thing.’

Full Pint refused to meet my gaze as she knelt down. Or so I thought. Her forehead was so large it was impossible to tell where she was looking or even if her eyes were open or closed.

‘You know the wules,’ shouted Half Pint, as he circled the table. ‘No punching, no kicking, no biting, no spitting … and definitely no wetting yourself!’

‘Too late,’ I frowned. ‘Only joking, but I do actually need a quick pee stop. And I know just the toilet. Don’t worry; it’s not far from here. Only a few miles away. I’ll be back as soon as—’

‘Tough cheese,’ smirked Half Pint. ‘You can go when this is over. It shouldn’t take long. Although lifting the toilet seat won’t be easy once the wife has finished with you.’ Half Pint winked at me before turning towards the drinkers. ‘Wight, this is a one westle contest,’ he announced. ‘If Pinky Weasel is the winner – which he won’t be – but if he is, then he can go up to the attic and do whatever he likes. But if he loses … well, that means he’ll have lost. Pretty obvious weally.’

The pub shuddered as the landlady of the Snot ’n’ Spittle slammed her elbow down in the centre of the table. Her forearms were covered in tattoos. Mostly demons and dragons, neither of which did much to reassure me.

‘There’s just one thing I need to know,’ I said, as the crowd jostled for position around us. ‘Was there any mention of tickling in the rules?’

‘Tickling?’ A confused Half Pint pulled on his wispy beard. ‘Not that I can wemember. Why?’

‘No reason,’ I said innocently.

Full Pint clenched her teeth as we locked hands.

‘If we’re all set,’ bellowed Half Pint, ‘then let’s get weady to westle!’

I tensed up and tightened my grip, but it was all to no avail. No amount of tensing or tightening was going to be a match for the power that Full Pint possessed. Sure enough, as soon as she increased the pressure my arm began to bend and my wrist folded like paper. If Lump was telling the truth then Full Pint was going to break every bone in my hand before moving on to other parts of my body. For all I knew she might not stop. Not ever.

Not until Madame Isabella’s reading had come true at least.

‘This is too easy,’ cried Half Pint, bouncing up and down with excitement. ‘Win it for the Snot ’n’ Spittle! Win it for Elbow’s End! Win it for women with big foreheads all over the world!’

I had to bite my lip to stop myself from screaming as my knuckles edged closer to the table. The pain was unbearable. It hurt so much that I wanted it to end.

Oh, I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong.

Yes, I wanted it to end, but that’s not to say that I wanted to lose.

I had a plan. It wasn’t pleasant – or hygienic – but it was still a plan.

Without drawing attention to myself, I raised my leg under the table until my flipper popped out the other side. Perfect. Now my foot was in prime position.

Right under Full Pint’s armpit.

I snatched a nervous breath and tried not to think about what horrors might lurk inside such an uninviting crevice, choosing instead to concentrate on the job in hand.

Except it wasn’t a job in hand at all – it was a job in foot. Let me explain.

My plan was to beat Full Pint using something other than brute force. I was going to tickle her into submission … with my flipper!

The crowd were so tightly packed inside the pub they had no idea what I was up to. And neither did Full Pint. Lifting my flipper, I slipped it into her armpit and set to work immediately. I moved gently at first, round and around in slow circles. The last thing I wanted was to make her jump in shock or, worse still, get even angrier than she was now.

As luck would have it, Full Pint’s grip began to weaken on the third rotation. I glanced over at her and saw that she was rocking back and forth on her stool. And what was that across her face? A smile? It was impossible to tell, but one thing was certain.

My plan was working.

I stretched a little more, all the while wiggling my flipper like my life depended on it. Without warning, Full Pint threw back her head and laughed out loud. My foot was getting weary, but this wasn’t the time to let up. I was proven right less than five seconds later. That was when her wrist trembled and her arm turned to jelly.

This was it. The chance I had been waiting for. But I had to move quickly.

Before Full Pint could recover, I pushed with all my might, forcing her hand down until I could force it no more. She held out for as long as she could, but it wasn’t enough. When I looked again the back of her hand was resting against the table.

The arm wrestle was over.

And I had won.

The Snot ’n’ Spittle fell silent as I let go of Full Pint’s hand and stood up. Everybody in there was too stunned to speak. Almost everybody. Lump was whooping and hollering, his bare belly wobbling with delight as he jumped up and down on the spot.

‘We have a winner,’ muttered Half Pint, his mouth agape in disbelief.

I didn’t hang around to enjoy the moment. ‘Take me to the attic,’ I demanded. ‘Now!’

True to his word, Half Pint gestured for me to follow him as he made his way through the pub. To my surprise, the crowd parted for us without exception.

‘You cheated,’ said Half Pint, as we moved around the back of the bar. ‘I just don’t know how you did it.’

‘I was hoping to forget myself,’ I said, wiping my flipper across the floor. ‘I’ve not forgotten about how you tried to set me up, though.’

‘No, I didn’t,’ argued Half Pint, as he closed a door behind us. We were in a tight corridor with a narrow staircase in front of us.

‘Yes, you did.’ I gave Half Pint a prod in the back and he set off up the stairs. ‘You thought Full Pint would beat me easily and then you wouldn’t have to let me up to the attic,’ I said, following close behind.

‘What can I say?’ shrugged Half Pint. We had reached the first floor, but he kept on going up. ‘She’s my wife. And she loves arm-westling.’

The stairs came to a sudden halt on the next floor, only to be replaced with a white door.

‘Listen,’ began Half Pint, as he rummaged around in the pockets of his dungarees. ‘You might think that we’re the lowest of low, stuck in this pub, dwinking and fighting, but there are far worse than us in Elbow’s End. If I was you I’d leave right now and never come back. It’s not a warning; just a fweindly piece of advice.’ Half Pint nodded towards the door. ‘I only say that because of what awaits you in the attic.’

‘She’s just a girl,’ I said.

‘That’s what you think.’ Half Pint removed a key and stuck it in the lock, turning it gently until it clicked. ‘She’s the girl from the other side. Don’t blame me when it all goes howwibly, howwibly wong.’

The landlord of the Snot ’n’ Spittle pushed the door to one side and then set off down the stairs as fast as his feet would take him.

I, meanwhile, did the exact opposite.

I took a breath, rearranged my wetsuit and walked straight into the attic.


15.‘HAVE YOU HAD A KNOCK TO THE HEAD?’

The attic was empty.

Not completely empty – a bed, a dressing table and a wardrobe saw to that – but empty of humans. A Maya free zone. I was about to turn around and walk straight back out again, but then decided against it. It wasn’t the time to leave. Not yet. Not until I had checked for sure.

Three pieces of furniture meant three potential hiding places.

This wouldn’t take long.

I took four-and-a-half steps forward and stopped at the bed. The floorboards creaked as I knelt down and looked underneath. There was nothing there except a half-eaten sandwich, the odd pile of dust and several creepy-crawlies.

Standing up, I moved over to the dressing table and gave it a thorough inspection. There were two drawers attached to it, both of which were far too narrow to squeeze into. I opened them nevertheless. I had never met Maya before, but she would have to be really small to fit inside. The drawers were empty, so I guessed that she wasn’t.

That just left the wardrobe.

My heart was hammering a hole in my wetsuit as I crept towards it. I couldn’t explain why, but it was almost as if something bad was about to happen. With that in mind, I pulled open the doors and looked inside before I could talk myself out of it.

The wardrobe was empty. That was the good news. The bad news was that I was still no closer to finding the Mayor’s daughter. Half Pint had unlocked the attic to let me in – I had heard the click myself – so she couldn’t have escaped before I had arrived.

So, where was she?

I closed the doors and turned away from the wardrobe. There was a black sheet hanging down from the wall in front of me. If that was the curtain then there had to be a window hidden behind it. Maybe Maya was sat on the windowsill. Or, worse still, maybe she had already jumped.

I was halfway across the attic to investigate when something heavy landed on my back. I staggered forward as it wrapped itself around my body, but there was no way I could stay on my feet forever. My hands softened the fall as I dropped to the floor, but, before I could stand back up again, both my arms were swiped out from under me and my face hit the floorboards.

‘Stop sneaking and start speaking.’

It was a girl’s voice. As far as I could tell, it belonged to the same person that was now sat on my back, preventing me from moving.

And that person had to be Maya.

‘What are you doing in my attic, boy?’ she hissed in my ear.

‘I’m here to rescue you,’ I moaned.

‘Rescue me?’ The girl began to giggle. ‘Why do I need rescuing?’

‘Because you’re being kept here against your will,’ I explained. ‘You’ve been kidnapped.’

‘I’ve been kidnapped,’ repeated the girl slowly. A moment later she climbed off me and I rolled on to my back for a better view.

The girl was roughly the same age as me, but that was where any similarities ended. She had silver-white hair tied into pigtails, pale skin, wide eyes and a gap between her two front teeth. She was dressed in a pink flowing dress which reminded me of a giant meringue and a pair of big black biker boots. They didn’t remind me of anything. But they did look as if they would hurt if she decided to kick me.

‘You are Maya, aren’t you?’ I asked.

‘Leave the questions to me,’ replied Pigtails. I gasped as she stood on my chest. I knew those boots would hurt. ‘If you’ve come to rescue me then you’d better start talking,’ she said sternly. ‘Who are you?’

‘Pink … Weasel,’ I said, struggling to breathe. ‘But you can … call me … Pinky.’

‘Pinky.’ The girl pointed at her dress. ‘I like pink. And pink likes me. Do you like me, Pinky?’

‘Probably.’ That wasn’t true. I barely knew her. And, if first impressions counted for anything, then I actually found her quite irritating. ‘That’s why I’m here to rescue you,’ I insisted. ‘I’m a spy. I work for SICK. Your father wants me to get you out of Elbow’s End.’

‘My father?’ frowned Pigtails.

‘The Mayor,’ I said.

‘The Mayor?’ repeated Pigtails.

‘Yes, the Mayor,’ I said. ‘You’re Maya, the Mayor’s daughter.’

‘I’m Maya, the Mayor’s daughter,’ echoed Pigtails, parrot-like.

I screwed up my face. ‘Have you had a knock to the head?’ I asked. ‘There has to be some reason why you keep on repeating everything I say.’

Pigtails began to grin. ‘I’m Maya, my father’s the Mayor and you’re Stinky Weasel. That’s right, isn’t it?’

‘Almost,’ I said. ‘Now, if you don’t mind …’ Maya read my mind and took her boot off my chest before offering me her hand. ‘We need to find somewhere to hide,’ I said, sitting up. ‘We’ve got a long time to wait until the bin lorry comes back to pick us up—’

‘I am not leaving in a bin lorry!’ cried Maya. ‘I’ll get my dress dirty. And it’ll make me smell.’ She edged towards me and sniffed. ‘Did you arrive in the bin lorry, Stinky?’

‘It’s better to be smelly and still alive than daisy fresh but as dead as a door knob,’ I argued. ‘Because that’s what I’ll be if anybody finds me in this attic. The rogues and wrong ’uns are already out searching for me. They’ve been tipped off. So, if it’s alright with you, I think we will find somewhere to lay low before we catch the bin lorry back to Crooked Elbow.’

‘Well, it’s not alright with me,’ Maya snapped back. ‘I know a much better way to get out of Elbow’s End than hanging around for a rotten bin lorry.’

I waited with bated breath whilst Maya fiddled with her pigtails.

‘Is it a secret?’ I asked eventually.

‘Oh, did I forget to say?’ laughed Maya. ‘Silly me. I do that sometimes. You’ll find that out for yourself soon enough.’

‘I’d rather find out how to get out of Elbow’s End,’ I said, rolling my eyes.

‘There’s a key,’ revealed Maya. ‘A key that unlocks the gate.’

Of course there was. Obvious really. Strangely enough, though, I had never thought of it before. ‘And where is this key?’

‘Oh, that’s the fun part,’ said Maya excitedly. ‘The new Governess at Seamus O’Shameless’s School for the Seriously Sinful has it. Unfortunately, she keeps the key close.’

‘How close?’ I asked. ‘In her ear? Between her teeth? Up her nose?’

‘She wears it around her neck,’ revealed Maya. ‘It won’t be easy, but I think we can take it from her without too much fuss.’

‘Are you sure about that?’ I said sceptically. ‘People don’t tend to let you put your hands around their throat if they can help it.’

‘The Governess won’t even realise,’ insisted Maya. ‘Not if we’re careful. From what I’ve heard she’s got a funny tummy and can’t get out of bed. Hopefully she’ll be fast asleep when we go and visit her. That way we can slip into the basement where she sleeps and take the key without her even waking. Easy-peasy, right?’

I half-nodded, half-frowned. As ideas go, it wasn’t too bad. Not that I would ever tell Maya that.

‘For a hostage, you seem to know a lot about what’s going on in Elbow’s End,’ I remarked.

Maya winked at me. ‘It pays to keep your ears open at all times,’ she said. ‘People talk and I listen.’

I couldn’t really disagree with that so I moved over to the door. I was all set to leave when a thought crossed my mind. ‘Does the name Deadly De’Ath mean anything to you?’ I asked. ‘I’ve heard it several times today already. I think he may be—’

‘I don’t think he is,’ said Maya, interrupting me. ‘You don’t need to worry about him. Trust me. Shall we go, Stinky?’

I opened the attic door and peeked outside. It seemed oddly quiet compared to earlier. The noise from downstairs had stopped completely and now all I could hear were footsteps. They were growing louder with every step. I stayed where I was and saw the outline of four people.

One was Young Papa Pitt, his barrel-shaped body leading the way as he made his way up the staircase. Behind him was Peregrine Sneak. He was still wearing sunglasses and seemed to have both hands pressed against the wall for fear of falling over. And then came Wallop and Drub, the two goons from the entrance to the Meaner Arena.

I gently closed the door. At the same time I felt something poke me in the side of the head.

It was Maya.

Or rather, her finger.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

‘We’ve got company.’ I hurried over to the bed and got ready to crawl underneath. ‘Whatever happens, they can’t find me here.’

‘Well don’t hide in such a ridiculous place then,’ blurted out Maya. ‘Why don’t you get on top of the wardrobe like I did?’

I looked up and then looked back down again. ‘I don’t think I can climb up there.’

‘Get in it then!’ ordered Maya.

I did as she asked and clambered inside the wardrobe. I sat down, pressed my knees under my chin and wrapped my arms around my ankles. It was a tight squeeze, but I’d known tighter.

‘Don’t get too comfortable,’ remarked Maya. ‘This won’t take long.’

I was about to speak when she slammed the door in my face. I was immediately plunged into the kind of darkness you only get inside a wardrobe. I couldn’t see a thing. But I could still hear.

First there was a knock.

‘Enter,’ called out Maya at the top of her voice. ‘I have something in here you might be interested in …’


16.‘WHERE ARE THE OTHERS?’

I pressed my ear to the side of the wardrobe and listened.

I expected voices, but nobody else spoke after Maya. All I heard, in fact, was silence. And even that wasn’t particularly loud.

I strained my brain and tried to make sense of what was happening. I had definitely seen Young Papa Pitt, Peregrine Sneak, Wallop and Drub coming up the stairs to the attic. That was a fact. And I had certainly heard one of them knock on the door. So, why hadn’t they entered like Maya had told them to?

I began to count. It didn’t take long for me to run out of fingers, but I carried on regardless. Six hundred and thirty-three seconds later I was both bored stiff and stiff with boredom. If ever there was a time to see what was going on, it was now.

So that was what I did. Except I didn’t. Because I couldn’t.

I tried to open the wardrobe doors so I could take a peek outside, but they refused to budge. I pushed a little harder, but the result was the same.

I was trapped.

Don’t panic, Hugo.

I repeated this over and over until I started to panic that I had forgotten what it was I was supposed to not be panicking about.

‘Maya,’ I whispered. ‘Maya … are you there?’

She didn’t answer. Either Young Papa Pitt and his cronies had taken her or she had somehow escaped. Either way, I had to get out of the wardrobe and find out.

Don’t panic, Hugo.

I pressed my shoulder to the doors and pushed against them with as much force as I could muster. They rattled, but that was all. Not to worry. I had another plan.

Shifting on to my bum, I lifted my legs and got ready to kick out when something extraordinary happened.

The wardrobe began to rock from side to side.

Don’t panic, Hugo.

I waited for it to stop, but all it did was speed up. Before I could swap positions, I was thrown backwards.

The wardrobe was out of control.

Which meant that any second now it was going to …

Whoa!

I bounced and then bounced again as the wardrobe fell on its side, smashing against the floorboards with an almighty thud. A moment later the doors swung open and I rolled out into the attic.

I couldn’t move. Not yet. Instead, I blinked several times until my eyes stopped spinning. If I looked hard enough I could just about make out the outline of the attic door. It was closed. I slowly turned my head and spotted the dressing table. Then the bed.

Then a pair of big black biker boots.

‘Maya,’ I whimpered.

‘Who? Oh, yeah. Me.’ Maya knelt down and rested her chin on the floorboards. ‘Are you okay, Stinky?’ she asked.

‘Don’t call me that.’ I wanted to sit up, but decided to give it a few more seconds. ‘Where are the others?’

‘What others?’ shrugged Maya.

‘The others I was hiding from,’ I explained. ‘The others who were coming up the stairs. The others who knocked on the attic door. The others you told to enter.’

‘Oh, those others have gone,’ said Maya. ‘Truth is, they weren’t here long. Nobody likes to spend too much time with me if they can help it. Nobody except you, of course!’

She leapt to her feet and then pulled me to mine. I closed my eyes for a moment as my stomach turned cartwheels.

By the time it had settled, Maya was at the door.

‘What are you waiting for?’ she cried. ‘I thought we were in a hurry to leave before you decided to get yourself stuck in the wardrobe.’

‘We were … I mean, we are,’ I mumbled. ‘And, for your information, I didn’t get myself stuck – you got me stuck!’

‘Same difference.’ Maya pulled open the door and looked outside. She waited for me to join her in the doorway and then shoved me in the back. ‘After you …’

I stumbled slightly before eventually regaining my balance half way down the staircase. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that Maya was right behind me, skipping from step to step without a care in the world.

‘Why did the wardrobe fall over?’ I whispered.

‘Earthquake,’ replied Maya matter-of-factly.

‘An earthquake?’ I frowned. ‘In Elbow’s End?’

‘Yes, an earthquake in Elbow’s End,’ insisted Maya. ‘You do believe me, don’t you?’

No.

I didn’t say that, of course. She was the Mayor’s daughter and I was just a humble spy. Oh, and she was a little bit odd. No, let me rephrase that. Maya was a lot odd. Odd with a capital O. So odd, in fact, that there was no way I dared to tell her that I didn’t believe her.

I stopped when I reached the bottom step. Now we were right outside the bar, I expected the noise levels to be louder than ever and yet I couldn’t hear a thing. ‘How are we going to get through the Snot ’n’ Spittle without anybody noticing us?’ I wondered.

‘Simple,’ insisted Maya. ‘Just close your eyes and they can’t see you.’

‘I don’t think it works that way,’ I frowned.

‘I don’t think you know which way it works,’ argued Maya. At the same time, she pushed past me and disappeared into the pub. I tried to grab her, but her dress slipped through my fingers. Without thinking, I charged after her. It could’ve been the worst decision I had ever made.

But it wasn’t.

Maya was stood in the middle of the Snot ’n’ Spittle with her eyes shut and a smile on her face. She was surrounded by upturned tables, broken chairs and the same sticky floor, but that was it. No Half Pint or Full Pint. No Lump. And definitely no other drinkers.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked, confused.

‘I told you nobody could see me if I closed my eyes,’ she replied.

‘Nobody can see you because there’s nobody in here,’ I said, walking towards her. ‘Only me. And I don’t count.’

Maya’s eyes flicked open. ‘Did I make them all vanish?’ she cried, clapping her hands together. ‘I didn’t know I was magic—’

‘You’re not,’ I said bluntly. ‘If you were magic I wouldn’t have had to come and rescue you, would I?’

‘Spoil sport.’ Maya was still smiling as she tucked her arm through mine. ‘This is fun, isn’t it, Stinky?’

‘Yeah, something like that,’ I mumbled. I moved towards the door with Maya stuck closely to my side and opened it slowly. Like the pub, the streets of Elbow’s End seemed largely deserted. ‘Where is everybody?’ I asked.

‘It’s nap time,’ explained Maya. ‘Rogues and wrong ’uns can’t be rotten for twenty-four hours a day. Sometimes they need to go and have a little rest. Recharge those bad batteries. Which makes now the perfect time to go and visit Seamus O’Shameless’s School for the Seriously Sinful and snatch the key from the Governess. If we’re lucky, that’s where we’ll find her.’

‘And if we’re unlucky?’ I wondered.

‘If we’re unlucky she’ll find us first,’ grinned Maya. ‘Then she’ll probably eat us!’

‘Not funny,’ I said, shaking my head at her. ‘I still can’t believe you know all this stuff.’

‘I make a lot of it up as I go along,’ admitted Maya. She ducked down and squeezed between my legs before popping up right in front of me. ‘The school’s somewhere over there,’ she said, pointing to her left. She quickly changed her mind and pointed to her right. ‘Or maybe it’s over there. Yes, that’s more like it … I think.’

I grabbed Maya by the shoulders and pulled her back towards the door. The last thing I wanted was for either of us to get spotted out in the open. ‘This is a first,’ I said. ‘You don’t actually know where the school is, do you?’

‘I don’t need to,’ replied Maya smugly. ‘A bus comes past here every few minutes. All we have to do is jump on that and we’ll be there in no time. Take a look if you don’t believe me …’

With that, I heard the roar of a ragged engine. Maya was right. There was a bus. And it was coming straight towards us.

‘Told you so,’ grinned Maya, as she marched into the road. ‘If we’re going to be the best of friends then you need to start trusting me.’

It was only when the bus drew closer that I realised it was the same one I had seen by the gates when I had first entered Elbow’s End. The double decker without its top deck.

‘Is it my imagination or does it seem to be speeding up?’ I asked warily.

‘Oh, it’s definitely speeding up,’ said Maya calmly. ‘We just have to stand our ground. Show no weakness. Why do you look so scared, Stinky?’

‘Why do you think?’ I snapped back. ‘It’s not going to stop.’

‘No, probably not,’ agreed Maya. ‘Bus drivers can be awkward like that sometimes.’

I pulled on her arm, but she wouldn’t budge. ‘You have to get out of the road,’ I insisted.

‘Really? Because I’m not sure I do …’ Maya pushed me away and I tripped over the kerb. I was flat on my bum and there was no time to stand back up again. All I could do was look on in horror.

The bus was still coming.

And Maya wasn’t about to move.


17.‘IT CAN BE OUR LITTLE SECRET.’

Maya held up her hand.

The message was clear.

Stop.

The bus, however, didn’t appear to be listening.

‘Move!’ I cried.

‘No, thank you,’ said Maya, as she held up her other hand as well.

Double stop.

I was about to look away when I heard the shrill squeal of skidding tires. The bus jerked and I winced. It shuddered and I flinched. Then it ground to a grinding halt only a few inches from Maya’s boots and I breathed a massive sigh of relief.

‘That was close,’ I panted.

‘You worry too much, Stinky,’ shrugged Maya, as she stepped out of the road. At the same time, the door to the bus rattled to one side and the driver slipped out from behind the wheel. He was a fusty old man with creases all over his face, a tangled mess of hair and a moth-eaten uniform.

‘Apologies are all mine,’ he muttered in a grovelling tone. ‘I didn’t know it was you, m’lady … but then I did have my eyes closed so it’s hardly surprising!’

Maya stared at him for a moment and then started to laugh. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Buzz,’ replied the driver. ‘Not through choice, mind. I blame me Ma and Pa. They wanted to call me Bus, but they didn’t know how to spell it.’ Buzz crept forward and grabbed Maya by the hand. ‘You won’t tell anyone what happened, will you, m’lady?’ he begged. ‘This bus is the only thing I’ve got going for me. That and head lice.’

‘I won’t tell a soul,’ insisted Maya, as she pushed him away and climbed onboard. ‘It can be our little secret. But only if you promise not to tell anyone that you’ve seen me out of the attic.’

‘Can’t argue with that,’ grinned Buzz. He shuffled back to his seat and started the engine. ‘Make yourself comfortable, m’lady, and we’ll get going. What about your pal?’ he asked, gesturing towards me. ‘Does he fancy a ride?’

‘Probably not,’ replied Maya. ‘But he hasn’t got a choice. Stop shaking, Stinky, and get on!’

‘Yeah, get on, Stinky,’ sniggered Buzz. ‘I can’t promise you’ll ever get off, but it’s better than walking!’

I wasn’t exactly overjoyed about it, but I still did as they both asked. Before I knew it, I was stood next to the driver and Maya was sat down behind me.

‘You’d better hold on,’ said Buzz, nodding towards a pole beside me. ‘I only drive one way … and that’s badly. Nice wetsuit by the way.’

Buzz slammed his foot down on the accelerator and the bus jerked forward. I made a move for the pole, but missed it and fell flat on my face.

Maya began to giggle. Which was always a bad sign.

‘You don’t know where we want to go,’ I said, pushing myself up.

‘Don’t need to,’ cackled Buzz. ‘We’re all going to the same place in the end so we might as well get there early.’

The bus driver looked back at me and smiled. Half his teeth were missing and the other half were a revolting brown colour. ‘We’re going to the dentists, aren’t we?’ I guessed.

‘Nah, this is somewhere much more horrible than that,’ rasped Buzz. ‘We’re going to Hell!’ With that, he spun the steering wheel and the bus took a sharp right. Thankfully, my hands were wrapped around the pole otherwise I would’ve disappeared out the door. ‘Hell’s where we’re going,’ Buzz cried. ‘And there ain’t nobody who can stop me!’

I was about to protest when Maya leapt up from her seat and stepped over me. ‘Leave this to me, Stinky,’ she said calmly. ‘There is somebody who can stop you,’ she said, placing a hand on Buzz’s shoulder. ‘And she’s talking to you now.’

‘No, not you, m’lady,’ yelled the driver, his eyes wild as he pressed his nose up to the windscreen. ‘I’m out of control.’

‘Oh, let me just correct you there.’ Maya let go of his shoulder and grabbed his ear instead. ‘I can stop you. And I will stop you. Now, look at me when I’m talking to you!’

It was the first time I had heard Maya raise her voice, but it seemed to have the desired effect. Buzz shivered in his seat, let out a little squeal and then began to slow the bus down.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whimpered. ‘That’s always happening … it’s why I got sent to Elbow’s End … because I can’t be trusted … and we’re not really going to Hell … that was just a joke … not funny … besides, I’ve not even got the diesel to get us that far … so, we’ll start again, shall we? Where to, m’lady?’

‘Seamus O’Shameless’s School for the Seriously Sinful,’ demanded Maya. ‘It’s not Hell, but it’s close enough.’

‘Yes, m’lady. Certainly, m’lady. The school, m’lady. I’m on my way, m’lady.’ Buzz couldn’t stop nodding as the bus trundled along at a much slower pace. Maya had already sat back down again and beckoned me to join her by the time I had finally managed to clamber to my feet.

‘You look cold,’ said Maya. ‘Do you want a cuddle?’

‘Not in the slightest,’ I replied bluntly. I took a seat and shivered as the wind blew in through the open window. ‘I’d rather you kept your hands to yourself. Although I am interested in how you got Buzz to do what you wanted without having to strangle him.’

‘Good manners,’ revealed Maya. ‘Even rogues and wrong ’uns tend to do as they’re told if you … duck!’

The last thing I saw before my head disappeared between my legs was something fly through one window and straight out another. It was both hard and round and, if I wasn’t mistaken, edible.

‘Was that a swede?’ I asked, once I’d dared to sit up again.

‘No, it was a turnip,’ said Maya, correcting me. ‘But they hurt much the same. If I was you I’d keep my head down. Bus battering is a popular sport around these parts and they’re not picky about what they throw. Rotten vegetables … empty bottles … dead animals—’

‘Dead animals?’ I spluttered.

‘Dead and alive,’ insisted Maya. ‘And zombies … and werewolves … and ghosts … and—’

‘Very funny,’ I muttered. ‘You must think I’m stupid. No, don’t answer that. But I’m not as daft as I look. Nobody throws things like that at a bus, not even in Elbow’s End.’

‘No, you’re right,’ admitted Maya. ‘But they do throw … duck!’

I ducked a little bit more and stuck my head down by my ankles. The blood was already rushing to my eyeballs as I heard something heavy smash into the side of the bus.

‘That was a brick, wasn’t it?’ I said nervously.

‘No, it was half a brick,’ revealed Maya. ‘Buzz, how long before we get to the school?’ she called out.

‘About ten seconds, m’lady,’ answered the bus driver. ‘Although, I never did learn to count so it might take longer. Oh … we’re here!’ Unlike before, the brakes were applied gently and the bus came to a halt. ‘I hope you’re both still in one piece,’ said Buzz. ‘Especially you, m’lady. I’m sorry about before. You won’t tell your father, will you?’

‘Not this time,’ said Maya sternly. ‘But be warned, cross me again and …’

Tears began to roll down Buzz’s cheeks before Maya could finish her sentence. I took this as my cue to leave and hopped off the bus.

‘I didn’t think that people were scared of the Mayor,’ I said, as Maya joined me on the pavement. Before she could answer, Buzz started the engine and the bus sped off.

‘They’re not,’ said Maya. ‘But they are scared of my father.’

I screwed up my face, confused. ‘But your father is the Mayor.’

‘But my father is the Mayor,’ repeated Maya parrot-like. ‘Of course he is. So, yes, they are scared of him. Absolutely petrified. You don’t want to get on the wrong side of my father if you can help it.’

‘He didn’t seem that scary when I met him,’ I said. ‘Although he did have a lampshade on his head so it was hard to—’

‘There it is.’

I followed Maya’s finger and saw that she was pointing across the road at a large rectangular-shaped building. The windows were square in shape with iron bars running from top to bottom, the crumbling brickwork was a dull grey colour and there was a high wall running all the way around the perimeter. ‘Looks nice, doesn’t it?’ said Maya.

‘Not particularly,’ I grimaced. ‘Are you sure it’s even a school? It looks more like a prison.’

‘They’re practically the same thing in Elbow’s End,’ remarked Maya. She stroked my cheek before she rushed across the road. ‘Just relax and enjoy the adventure, Stinky,’ she shouted back at me. ‘It’s a Saturday, remember. We’ll have the entire place to ourselves.’

‘Except for the Governess,’ I said.

‘Except for the Governess,’ repeated Maya. ‘But she’ll be too ill to cause us any problems. Trust me.’

I screwed up my face as I set off after her. You see, that was the problem.

She kept on saying it, but I didn’t. Trust her, I mean.

Not in the slightest.


18.‘YOU SHOULD’VE TOLD ME YOU WERE COMING.’

The entrance to Seamus O’Shameless’s School for the Seriously Sinful was a huge steel door.

Impenetrable was the first word that came to mind. No way in. Not without knocking and hoping for the best.

Or so I thought.

‘Oh, clever me,’ grinned Maya, as she yanked on the handle and the door creaked to one side. ‘For a moment there I thought we were going to have to ask politely.’

‘We can’t just walk in,’ I said nervously. It wasn’t a question, but Maya chose to reply with a nod of her head. ‘They call that breaking and entering,’ I added.

‘Or just entering,’ insisted Maya. ‘Without the breaking. There’s a big difference.’

‘Try telling that to the police,’ I argued.

‘They’ll have to catch us first,’ said a straight-faced Maya. ‘Besides, it’s not as if we’re going to steal anything—’

‘What about the key?’ I said.

‘We’re only borrowing that,’ shrugged Maya. ‘And when we get back to Crooked Elbow we’ll post it back to the Governess.’

‘Except postman refuse to come to Elbow’s End,’ I pointed out. ‘They say it’s the only place where even the letterboxes bite.’

‘Then we’ll send the key back with the bin lorry.’ Maya stopped and looked over my shoulder. I guessed she had heard the same noises that I had ever since we had first got off the bus. Shouts and screams and everything in between. Screeching tyres, slamming doors and shattering glass. By the sound of things, the revolting residents of Elbow’s End were waking up from their afternoon naps and getting back to business.

The business of being bad.

‘You don’t have to come and see the Governess if you don’t want,’ said Maya, as she walked in to the school. ‘You can always wait out here. It’ll be dark soon, but that shouldn’t worry a spy like you. I bet you’re not scared of anything. You could fight any rogues or wrong ’uns if you needed to. Or run away. Or just close your eyes and stand completely still. Yeah, that should do the trick. See you soon, Stinky. Hopefully …’

‘If this is some kind of ploy to get me to join you inside then it’s not working,’ I sighed. Maya pulled a face and then began to close the door. At the same time I heard something else in the distance. An explosion perhaps. Or maybe just a really loud sneeze. Either way, I couldn’t take any chances. ‘Okay, you win,’ I said, stopping the door with my flipper. ‘For your safety if nothing else, I’ll come with you.’

‘I knew you’d see sense.’ Maya stepped to one side to let me in. ‘Friends should always stick together and you and I were made in a glue factory.’

I took a moment to look around the school as Maya closed the door behind us. We were stood in some kind of entrance hall. Dimly lit by a variety of lanterns that were hanging down from the ceiling, the walls were painted black and the floor had recently been polished to a ridiculously slippery degree.

Three darkened corridors ran off the hall in different directions.

‘Which one?’ I asked, pointing at all three.

‘Try again,’ said Maya. It was only when she spoke that I noticed a door at the other end of the hall. It was white in colour with a key in the lock. ‘We’re going down,’ she said, stamping her boots on the floor. ‘To the basement. That’s where we’ll find the Governess. I thought I’d told you that back at the Snot ’n’ Spittle.’

‘You told me a lot of things back at the Snot ’n’ Spittle,’ I blurted out. ‘Too much, in fact, for someone who’s not been here long. When did you get kidnapped exactly?’

‘I’ve never been … oh, kidnapped,’ mumbled Maya awkwardly. ‘I can’t remember for sure … yesterday perhaps … or maybe the nineteenth of never or the fifth of forget it.’ Maya stopped talking and pinched me on the cheek. ‘You are funny,’ she said. ‘You keep asking all these silly little questions that I can’t be bothered to answer. It’s nothing personal, Stinky. I just find you a bit boring at times. Now brace yourself. This could get … interesting.’

Before I could ask what could get interesting, Maya unlocked the door to the basement, grabbed my wrist and dragged me inside.

It was dark. Obviously. It’s always dark when I have to go somewhere I don’t want to.

‘Watch out for the steps!’ warned Maya, but I had already made my move before the words left her lips. Inevitably, my flipper failed to connect with concrete and I stumbled forward. I was about to go one better and take a tumble when something stopped me mid-fall.

‘I knew you couldn’t do this without me,’ said Maya, pulling me back.

‘If it wasn’t for you I wouldn’t be doing any of this at all,’ I moaned. Now I knew there were steps, I began to walk accordingly. Maya followed behind. Anybody would think she was having a good time the way she kept humming to herself. Anybody but me. I just thought she had completely lost the plot. And then replaced it with another plot. A very peculiar plot for a very peculiar person.

I stopped when I reached the bottom step. Rectangular in shape and in desperate need of decoration, the basement had a low ceiling, bare brick walls and a candle in each corner. The candles made it easier for me to spot a single door to my right and a four-poster bed resting against the wall directly in front of us. There were drapes running down all four sides, preventing me from seeing inside.

‘The Governess is in there,’ remarked Maya, pushing past me as she stomped across the basement.

‘Why don’t you try and speak a little louder?’ I whispered. ‘I’m sure there’s somebody somewhere in the world who can’t hear you.’

I stepped to one side of the bed and gently parted the drapes. When I looked inside, Maya was already sat on the mattress. There was a large bulge beside her. It was hidden under the covers, but there was no head on the pillow to identify who it was.

I took a breath and joined Maya inside the drapes. ‘Is that her?’

‘Of course it is,’ said Maya. ‘I’ll prove it if you don’t believe me.’

I froze in horror as she leant over the bulge and squeezed it with both hands.

‘Don’t do that!’ I said, panic-stricken.

‘You’re right,’ agreed Maya. ‘It’d be better if I did this!’

I froze again as she took a hold of the covers and lifted them up.

I had no idea what the Governess looked like, but she wasn’t the bulge. That was just another pillow and a blanket.

‘Oh,’ frowned Maya. ‘I wasn’t expecting that.’

‘You weren’t expecting that!’ I said quietly. ‘What about me? You told me that the Governess would be fast asleep in bed. That it would be easy.’

‘It is … it was … it still can be,’ insisted Maya. ‘You worry too much, Stinky. The Governess must be around here somewhere. We just have to find her.’

I was about to object when I heard the sound of a flushing toilet coming from the other side of the door in the basement. I hopped up onto the bed so I couldn’t be spotted from outside and then looked at Maya. She was about to speak so I put a hand over her mouth.

Unfortunately, somebody else filled the silence.

‘You should’ve told me you were coming.’

The voice was closer than I expected. Then I saw it. The outline of a small, round figure lurking outside the drapes. It was wearing a dressing gown and fluffy slippers.

We hadn’t found the Governess at all.

The Governess had found us.


19.‘I ONCE KNEW A SPY.’

Is it possible to freeze three times in a minute?

The answer is yes. I know this because it happened to me. At that very moment, every inch of my body was rigid with fear. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t even blink.

But at least I could see.

The figure, who I assumed was the Governess, was hovering by the bed. There was no escape. Any second now she would pull open the drapes and we would be rumbled.

I waited.

And waited.

And waited some more.

Oddly enough, the figure moved away from the bed and headed vaguely in the direction of the steps that Maya and I had descended.

So I was wrong. The Governess hadn’t found us at all. In fact, she probably had no idea we were even in the basement. So, who was she talking to?

I had almost defrosted when Maya did the one thing I hoped she wouldn’t.

She bit my hand.

‘Why would you do that?’ I muttered under my breath.

‘I wanted to see what it tasted like,’ grinned Maya. ‘Not that pleasant if I’m being honest. Where have you been sticking your fingers?’

‘None of your business,’ I hissed. ‘Now shush.’

I listened carefully. The Governess was still talking. And now, too, was somebody else.

‘Apologies. We did not mean to disturb you.’

I made the slightest of gaps in the drapes and peeked out into the basement. Not only did I recognise the voice from the Meaner Arena, but now I recognised the face as well. It was Young Papa Pitt. He was coming down the steps. And he wasn’t alone. Peregrine Sneak appeared a moment later, bumping blindly from wall to wall, whilst the two goons, Wallop and Drub, followed close behind. The Governess, meanwhile, was nowhere to be seen.

‘Nor did we intend to intrude on you in your hour of sickness,’ Young Papa Pitt added. ‘How is your stomach by the way?’

‘Fragile,’ said the Governess. Not only was her voice weak and feeble, but it also sounded strangely familiar. ‘How was I to know I’d get poisoned on my very first week in Elbow’s End,’ she continued. ‘It’s not what I expected when Deadly De’Ath offered to hide me here at Seamus O’Shameless’s School for the Seriously Sinful. I know I should be grateful that I’m not behind bars, but that’s not to say I didn’t envisage something a little more … luxurious. This place is even worse than Crooked Comp’!’

And then I knew why her voice sounded familiar.

The new Governess was actually my old Headteacher.

Picture a red-headed watermelon balanced precariously on top of a tiny pair of walnut legs and you’re three-quarters of the way towards a description of Miss Stickler. Just don’t tell her that. Not to her face anyway. And that’s a face that includes a monocle in her left eye and a white-headed pimple on her right cheek. Although do feel free to remind her that she had tried to steal the priceless artifact, Coocamba’s Idol, when it was on display at her old school.

Tried and failed.

That was my fault. Or rather, if it wasn’t for me she would have got away with it. And that was why Miss Stickler hated me as much as dandruff hates shampoo and I felt much the same way about her.

‘Elbow’s End isn’t as bad as it seems,’ remarked Young Papa Pitt. ‘It’s actually worse. But you’ll soon get used to it. We all do. Just try not to breathe in the air, never walk anywhere in bare feet and don’t talk to anybody who looks like they’d struggle to pick their own nose.’

‘But then I’d never speak to those two,’ sighed Stickler. She was pointing at Wallop and Drub as she finally stepped into view. ‘What do you do exactly?’ she asked.

‘We exactly bang heads together,’ explained Wallop. ‘And break bones. Ain’t that right, Drub?’

Drub didn’t reply. He just grunted. I guessed that was as good as it ever got.

‘I’m pleased you have your uses,’ said Stickler, rolling her eyes as she turned away from the two goons. ‘You I know, Brother Sneak. Your reputation for cunningness is legendary around these parts. Although I’m not entirely sure why you’re wearing sunglasses. The sun hasn’t come out in Elbow’s End for seventeen years.’

‘He had a nasty accident with a rubbish bin and a spy from SICK,’ explained Young Papa Pitt. ‘It’s left him a little … light-headed. He keeps on walking into things and I’d swear he just called me mummy—’

‘Stop!’ said Stickler sternly. ‘Did you just say a spy from SICK?’

Young Papa Pitt nodded back at her. ‘That’s why we’re here,’ he revealed. ‘The same spy that Brother Sneak encountered at the Cold Crooked Carnival has been sent to Elbow’s End.’

‘A spy?’ growled Stickler. ‘Here? In Elbow’s End? Don’t tell me they’ve come to kidnap the girl from the other side because that would make me extremely unhappy.’ Stickler paused. ‘The girl is still in the Snot ’n’ Spittle, isn’t she?’

‘Isn’t she?’ repeated Young Papa Pitt awkwardly.

‘I don’t know,’ replied Stickler, confused. ‘That’s why I’m asking you.’

‘And that’s why I’m answering,’ Young Papa Pitt mumbled. ‘The girl from the other side … and the Snot ’n’ Spittle … are both … you know … where they once were …’

‘Let’s get one thing straight,’ hissed Stickler, jabbing a finger into Young Papa Pitt’s belly. ‘If the girl from the other side leaves that attic at any time then only four people will suffer the consequences. And all four are currently stood in my basement. Now, is this something I need to raise with Deadly De’Ath—?’

‘Definitely not,’ said Young Papa Pitt hastily. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t have come to you with this problem. I’m sure it’s something we can deal with ourselves. Brother Sneak has already informed me that if he sees the spy he will recognise him immediately.’

‘And yet Brother Sneak appears to be talking to the wall so I’m not convinced you can trust his judgment,’ sighed Stickler. She stopped for a moment as if she was deep in thought. ‘I once knew a spy,’ she said eventually. ‘A revolting little rodent of boy. Utterly pointless.’

For a moment I thought I knew who she talking about – me – but then decided she couldn’t be. I’m neither little nor a rodent. And I’m certainly not pointless. I’ve got lots of points. Both good and bad. And all of them are very pointy.

‘He went to Crooked Comprehensive,’ remarked Stickler.

Oh. This is awkward.

‘He was so stupid he practically invented the word,’ continued Stickler.

Bit rude.

‘And he was ugly,’ Stickler added. ‘Hideously so. Just one glimpse of his face would make a lump of sick appear at the back of my throat.’

A lot rude.

‘And he was probably the smelliest person in the whole of Crooked Elbow,’ added Stickler. ‘A strange mixture of smells. Both sweet and sour. Fruity and spicy. Like an old woman’s foot scrapings—’

‘Okay, there’s no need to go on about it,’ I blurted out. ‘Spies don’t always have time to shower.’

This time I put a hand over my own mouth. Thankfully, we were too far away for anyone to hear.

‘No, the spy at the Cold Crooked Carnival was nothing like that,’ said Sneak, as he turned away from the wall and set off in the opposite direction. ‘My spy was big and strong with huge fists and enormous shoulders. We fought for well over three hours, but in the end he got the better of me and attacked me with the rubbish bin.’

Ah, that was more like it. At least Sneak recognised my abilities … even if everything he said was complete nonsense.

‘Hmm, if you say so, Brother Sneak,’ muttered Stickler, unconvinced. ‘Still, big and strong or small and smelly, the fact still remains that a single spy cannot hide from the whole of Elbow’s End. All we … all you have to do is track him down before he finds the girl from the other side. Is that a problem, Brother Pitt?’

‘No problem,’ insisted Young Papa Pitt. ‘I mean, even if he did find the girl, there’s no way he could ever escape. Not unless he has the key to the gates …’ Young Papa Pitt hesitated. ‘You do still have the key, don’t you, Governess?’

‘Of course,’ nodded Stickler. ‘Although I no longer wear it around my neck …’

I turned to Maya, who refused to meet my glare.

‘These days I keep it somewhere much safer,’ Stickler continued. ‘Somewhere nobody can find it. It is a secret, but I do like to boast so I think I’ll tell you anyway. It’s at the Snot ’n’ Spittle. In the attic.’

I glared at Maya again and this time she shrugged her shoulders.

‘In the attic?’ repeated Young Papa Pitt nervously.

‘I gave it to the girl from the other side,’ revealed Stickler. ‘I told her to wear it around her neck. That way nobody can ever get it.’

Right on cue, Maya reached inside her dress and pulled out a thin silver chain. There was a key attached to it. The key to the gates.

‘You told me the Governess had the key,’ I said, struggling to control my anger.

‘Did I?’ frowned Maya. ‘Oh, yes, so I did. Silly me. My mistake.’

I had so much to say (most of it loudly) but chose instead to bite my tongue as I looked through the drapes.

‘We’ve got to go,’ said Young Papa Pitt urgently. ‘Don’t worry; we’ll find the spy. You can rely on us.’

‘Good,’ nodded Stickler. ‘You do seem awfully nervous, though, Brother Pitt. You’re not hiding anything from me, are you?’

‘Whatever gives you that idea?’ mumbled Young Papa Pitt. ‘I don’t know anything.’

‘Yes, I figured that out for myself,’ Stickler sighed. ‘Right, I’ve wasted too much time on you four. Just deal with the problem, Brother Pitt. Stop the spy before the spy starts spying. You know where to find me if you need me …’

Young Papa Pitt, Wallop and Drub were already climbing the steps before my old Headteacher could wave them away. Peregrine Sneak did the same, but only once Miss Stickler had grabbed him by the coat and dragged him across the basement.

‘We need to get out of here,’ I whispered. ‘You heard the Governess. She’ll be heading back to bed in a minute.’

‘And?’ said Maya.

‘And that’s where we are,’ I remarked.

‘Of course we are,’ giggled Maya. ‘But not for long. The moment the Governess opens the drapes, we leap off the bed. If we run straight past her and split up at the top of the steps then she won’t know what’s going on or who to follow. Just meet me back at the gates. And after that … freedom.’

I could see the outline of Miss Stickler as she made her way back across the basement.

At the same time Maya held up three fingers. Three fingers for a three second countdown.

Three …

Miss Stickler stopped at the bed and removed something from the pocket of her dressing gown.

Two …

Maya smiled at me as she grabbed my hand.

One …

The drapes began to part and …

Oh.

I wasn’t expecting that.


20.‘DON’T DO THAT!’

Maya’s instructions were simple.

When the drapes opened we had to jump off the bed and make a run for it.

And yet we didn’t. We just sat there and stared in disbelief. And there was a very good reason for that.

The Miss Stickler who slipped inside the drapes wasn’t the Miss Stickler I was expecting.

Yes, her hair was still fiery red and scraped back into a bun, and, yes, she still resembled a watermelon resting on a tiny pair of walnut legs, but there was something else about her, one miniscule detail, that was definitely out of the ordinary.

Miss Stickler was wearing an eye mask.

Which meant that we could see her, but she couldn’t see us.

It also explained why she hadn’t screamed in horror when she had first opened the drapes and climbed up on to the bed. I raised an eyebrow at Maya, unsure what to do next. Maya, however, had no such worries as she let go of my hand and started to shuffle away from me. What she left behind was a gaping hole in the middle of the bed. It was big enough for Stickler to crawl into. So that was what she did.

As things stood, all we had to do was get out of the basement as quickly and as quietly as possible and we had done it. We already had the key. One life-threatening bus journey later and we would be back at the gates.

I followed Maya’s lead and shuffled away from Miss Stickler before she could get too close. Unfortunately, the bed wasn’t as wide as I expected. Before I knew it, I had shuffled too far. And too far meant right off the edge.

Miss Stickler pulled off her eye mask the moment I hit the ground. ‘You!’ she hissed, pointing straight at me.

‘The one and only,’ I moaned, struggling to stand back up again.

‘So it is true,’ said Stickler, as she leapt off the bed. ‘SICK have sent a spy. And yet it’s the worst one they could possibly choose. Why are you here, Dare?’

‘It’s as good a place as any,’ I shrugged. I spotted movement over Miss Stickler’s shoulder. Like me, Maya had got off the other side of the bed. Unlike me, however, she had gone one step further and removed the key from the chain around her neck. ‘Don’t do that!’ I cried, as she placed it on her tongue.

‘You don’t tell me what to do,’ screeched Stickler.

Maya closed her mouth and swallowed.

‘No!’ I yelled.

‘Yes!’ insisted Stickler, as she tip-toed around me, ready to attack. ‘Are you alone?’ she asked.

I watched as Maya edged deeper into the basement until she disappeared from view. ‘I am now,’ I sighed.

‘I’m going to make you wish you had never come to Elbow’s End,’ Stickler snarled.

‘I wished that a long time ago,’ I replied. ‘Just don’t make a fuss about it and I’ll leave quietly. We can pretend I was never even here.’

‘It’s too late for that,’ insisted Stickler. ‘This ends now.’

I watched as my old Headteacher reached under the bed and removed an iron poker. ‘I didn’t know there was a fireplace in the basement,’ I said, looking around.

‘There isn’t.’ Without warning, Stickler jabbed the poker towards my body. ‘Now tell me the truth, Dare,’ she demanded. ‘Are you here for the girl from the other side?’

Not for the first time that day I thought about Madame Isabella’s reading back at the Cold Crooked Carnival. Was this how I was going to die? Pokered to death by my old Headteacher? And, if so, where was she planning on putting the poker?

With that horrible image crawling around my mind, I had no other option but to play it safe. If I was going to get out of there hole-free then I needed time. And there was only one way to get it.

‘Yes,’ I said honestly. ‘I’m here for the girl from the other side.’

‘Well you can’t have her,’ snapped Stickler.

‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’ I hopped to one side as Stickler launched herself at me. ‘If I knew how irritating she was going to be then I would never have got her out of that attic in the first place,’ I grumbled.

‘She’s not in the attic?’ said a stunned Stickler. ‘So, where is she?’

‘I’ve not hidden her inside my wetsuit if that’s what you’re thinking,’ I said. ‘She was here … in this basement … but she’s not anymore. Talking of which, I should probably go and—’

‘You’re not going anywhere!’ I turned away as Miss Stickler jabbed again with the poker, but this time she caught me on the shoulder. The force was enough to send me stumbling backwards on to the bed. For a moment I just laid there, too shocked to move. This was going to hurt. A lot.

Wasn’t it?

I put my hand up to the wetsuit, but there was nothing there. No hole, no slash, not even a slight scratch. And definitely no blood. Then I remembered what had been written on the hanger in my father’s Inner Sanctum. The wetsuit was pain-proof. And if the wetsuit was, then so was I.

‘There’s something you need to know,’ I said, pushing myself off the bed. ‘The girl may be on the loose, but there’s no way she can escape from Elbow’s End. Not anymore. Not now the key has gone.’

‘Gone?’ growled Stickler, as she hovered over me. ‘It’s not gone. The girl from the other side has got it.’

‘She’s got it, but she can’t use it,’ I revealed. ‘Not now she’s swallowed it.’

‘Swallowed it?’ Miss Stickler hesitated, unsure what to do next. ‘Why would she do that?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ I said honestly. ‘But now I’m here, she’s somewhere else entirely and you’re … you’re … you’re not very well, are you?’

‘No, I’m not.’ A deathly white Miss Stickler bent over and dropped the poker. ‘I’ve not felt right since last night,’ she grumbled, clutching her stomach. ‘Things started to go wrong when I had a takeaway. They called it a Bulging Bucketful.’

‘A Bulging Bucketful?’ I screwed up my face. ‘I know the chef. You’re lucky to still be alive.’

‘Maybe I should go and see a doctor.’ Stickler stopped speaking and burped. Not once, but four times. ‘It’s coming up,’ she whimpered. ‘I can feel it. I think … I think … I think I’m going to be sick!’

I knew what I had to do. With a sharp tug, I pulled the drapes from the bedposts and held them up in front of my face. A moment later a disgusting yellow gloop flew straight out of the new Governess’s mouth and splattered against my newly erected shield.

‘That’s better,’ said Stickler, wiping her mouth on her dressing gown. ‘Now, where was I?’

She picked up the poker and moved towards me. She was armed and dangerous.

But then so was I.

I waited until Miss Stickler was about to strike and then threw the sick-soaked drapes over her head. She screamed as they covered her face, but I hadn’t finished yet. Grabbing a corner in each hand, I wrapped the drapes tight around her body and then knotted the two ends together.

Miss Stickler was out of action … but she wouldn’t stay that way for long.

Before she had a chance to wriggle free, I hurried up the steps and yanked on the handle. The door swung open and I fell forward into the entrance hall to the school.

‘You took your time, Stinky.’

Maya was stood by the exit, ready to leave.

‘Wait for me,’ I called out.

‘I’ve waited long enough already,’ Maya grinned. Then she stepped outside.

I was about to chase after her when I heard a wailing Miss Stickler coming up behind me. She was still wearing the sick-soaked drapes so had no idea where I was. I let her reach the top step and then spun her around until she was facing the wrong way. I followed that with a gentle push and watched as she stumbled back down the stairs. With my old Headteacher heading in the wrong direction, I locked the door and tossed the key across the entrance hall. Miss Stickler let out an almighty scream, but I was barely listening as I followed Maya out of the school. She had only been gone a few seconds. She couldn’t have gone far. Not already.

I was wrong.

Maya was nowhere to be seen. But four other people were.

Slowly, without drawing attention to myself, I retreated back into the school and closed the door. Maybe they hadn’t seen me.

A loud knock brought me back to my senses. There was no maybe about it. They had seen me.

And now they wanted to come in.


21.‘THIS IS AN UNEXPECTED SURPRISE.’

Where was Maya?

I had watched her leave with my own eyes and yet I couldn’t see her anywhere. There was no way she could have got past the four people stood on the doorstep of Seamus O’Shameless’s School for the Seriously Sinful without being spotted. Not unless she’d shrunk down to the size of a pea and even then she ran the risk of getting trod on (note to self – maybe that’s how all mushy peas are created).

Another knock on the door stopped me from over-thinking things.

‘It’s me.’ Me was Young Papa Pitt. His voice was coming from the keyhole. ‘I saw you, Wink Diesel’s nephew who’s also called Wink. Let me in.’

Wink Diesel. Of course. How could I have forgotten about him? I mean me.

‘This is an unexpected surprise,’ beamed Young Papa Pitt, as I opened the door and he joined me in the entrance hall. Wallop and Drub followed close behind, whilst Peregrine Sneak went one better and walked straight past me before colliding with the opposite wall. ‘We’ve already been to see the Governess, but I never saw you down there,’ Young Papa Pitt remarked.

‘That’s because I wasn’t,’ I said hastily. ‘I was … erm … learning.’

‘Learning?’ Young Papa Pitt began to frown. ‘But the school isn’t open on a Saturday.’

‘Isn’t it?’ I said, straight-faced. ‘That probably explains why I’ve learnt nothing since I’ve been here. Still, at least I can stop wasting my time and get on with the rest of my day now …’

Young Papa Pitt put a hand across my chest before I could sneak out the door. Unlike me, he hadn’t finished speaking. ‘Seamus O’Shameless’s is barely open during the week,’ he revealed. ‘Given the choice, rogues and wrong ’uns don’t tend to pack their kids off to school if they can help it.’

‘More’s the pity,’ I muttered.

‘My thoughts exactly,’ agreed Young Papa Pitt. ‘Especially when there’s such a fascinating array of subjects to study. The Three S’s - Spitting, Swearing and Snot-flicking … The Principles of Pickpocketing … The Law and how to ignore it. We never had those sort of opportunities when I was a little tiddler. My schooling was out there on the mean streets of Elbow’s End. It made me the man I am now. Big and fat … although that’s largely because I used to steal a lot of food.’ Young Papa Pitt stopped harking back to the past and eyed me with suspicion in the present. ‘So, Wink, why don’t you tell me why you’re really here?’ he said, wagging a chunky finger at me. ‘You’re looking for the spy, aren’t you?’

‘If you say so,’ I shrugged.

‘Yes, I do.’ Young Papa Pitt stopped wagging and put a hand on my shoulder instead. ‘I knew you were desperate to catch the spy back at the Meaner Arena, but you won’t find him here. We’ve already checked. We’ve even been down to see the—’

Right on cue, Miss Stickler let out her loudest scream yet.

‘Is that what I think it is?’ asked Young Papa Pitt.

‘Probably,’ I muttered. ‘Although I will add that it’s got nothing to do with me.’

‘It’s the spy!’ cried Young Papa Pitt excitedly. ‘You were right, Wink. He’s been here all along. In the basement. And we missed him.’

‘The spy?’ I screwed up my face. ‘Don’t be so—’ I stopped mid-sentence as my brain performed an unexpected U-turn. Maybe there was a way out of this, after all. ‘Don’t be so … clever,’ I said, correcting myself. ‘Yes, it’s the spy. Of course it is. Who else could it be? Not the Governess, that’s for sure. Although the two of them might be fighting. I think that’s what all the noise is about.’

‘Fighting?’ Young Papa Pitt’s hand was shaking as he stroked his belly. ‘That doesn’t sound good. I would dive in first and rescue the Governess myself, but I’m feeling a little wheezy at the moment … and my knees keep clicking … and let’s not even mention my feet …’

Wallop took the hint and ran at the door to the basement, hitting it hard with her shoulder. It shook but nothing more.

‘I’ll be outside if anybody needs me,’ I said, shuffling backwards. My plan was to slip away unnoticed whilst everybody else was distracted.

Young Papa Pitt, however, had other ideas. ‘You can’t go,’ he insisted. ‘You were the one who found the spy.’

‘Was I? Oh, yes, of course I was,’ I mumbled. ‘Maybe I’ll just stand here, by the exit, in case the spy makes a run for it. That way I can grab him on the way past.’

‘Very wise,’ nodded Young Papa Pitt. To my surprise, he joined me in the doorway. He waited until Drub had followed Wallop’s lead before he spoke again. ‘Did you hear about what happened to the girl from the other side?’ he asked.

He was talking about Maya.

‘No,’ I said quickly. ‘Why would I?’

‘You wouldn’t,’ said Young Papa Pitt to my relief. ‘This goes no further, but she’s escaped from the top of the Snot ’n’ Spittle. It only happened this afternoon. Just after our meeting, in fact. Now we have to get her back before she gets up to any mischief. Do you think that’s something you can help me with, Wink?’

‘Probably not.’ I looked at Young Papa Pitt’s face and decided to expand a little. ‘Although that’s not to say I won’t try,’ I added. ‘I’m always willing to help a fellow rogue.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ smiled Young Papa Pitt, patting me firmly on the back. ‘Maybe, after all this is over, we can work together. The Pitts could use someone like you, Wink, with your wayward ways and dubious demeanour. What do you say?’

‘I’ll … erm … think about it,’ I said clumsily. ‘I’m a bit busy at the moment.’

‘Doing what?’ pressed Young Papa Pitt.

‘Just … um … bad things,’ I mumbled.

Young Papa Pitt was about to speak again when a loud crash beat him to it. The door to the basement had finally swung open and it was Miss Stickler who had done it. Wallop and Drub stepped back in surprise as she caught her breath on the top step. All they could see was a body wrapped in the drapes from the bed, dripping with sick.

‘That’s the spy!’ I shouted. ‘Don’t let him escape!’

Wallop moved quickly and hit Miss Stickler head on. It took a little longer for Drub to process the information before he too threw himself at my unfortunate old Headteacher. The power of both goons was enough to knock her back down the steps. Peregrine Sneak then provided the icing on the cake when he crept forward for a better view, tripped over his own feet and landed on top of all three.

‘I suppose it’s only right that’s it’s left to me to unmask the spy,’ groaned Young Papa Pitt, hardly brimming with enthusiasm as he walked over to inspect the heap. I went the other way and was outside before he had even reached the steps to the basement.

Now what?

Elbow’s End seemed colder, darker and more intimidating than it had done when I had first arrived at the school. Back then, of course, I had company. Maya. Now I had to start all over again and find her.

I heard a scream behind me and started to run as fast as my flippered feet would allow. At a guess it was coming from Young Papa Pitt. Especially if Miss Stickler had taken her anger out on him and stuck the poker somewhere pokers shouldn’t be stuck.

I turned off the road and took a sharp turn into a narrow side street. A sign on the wall said Dead End Way but I was moving too fast to pay it much attention. Behind me, the screaming had stopped, only to be replaced by loud voices and stomping feet. No doubt Miss Stickler had told Young Papa Pitt and the others who I really was. Now they were back on the move.

Wink Diesel’s nephew was no longer an undercover option for me.

Now I was Hugo Dare. The spy from SICK.

Dead End Way was lined with as much rubbish as the bin lorry and enough broken bricks to build a house. There were tall buildings on either side of me and no street lights. Worse than that, the walls seemed to be closing in. The more I ran, the narrower it became. I slowed down as the sleeves of my wetsuit scraped against the sides. If I took another step that would be it. I would be stuck.

I turned around and thought about going back.

Think again, Hugo.

Four shadowy figures had appeared behind me. It was hard to tell who it was, or what they were doing, but they were moving fast.

I took in my surroundings as quickly as I could. There were windows above my head and doors all around me. I had to choose one.

One of the windows was slightly ajar, but just out of reach, even if I stood on tiptoes.

The four shadowy figures were getting closer. Two of them were out in front. They were bigger, wider, faster.

Wallop and Drub.

I found an empty milk crate and placed it under the window. I stood on it and tried to grab the window ledge, but my fingers fell short. Almost, but not quite.

The same could be said for Wallop and Drub. The walls had slowed them down, but it hadn’t stopped them completely.

I jumped down and grabbed at some of the bricks, stacking them on top of the crate for extra height. It was wobbly when I stepped on top, but I used the wall to balance myself. This time my fingertips brushed against the ledge when I reached up. Try as I might, though, my fingers kept on slipping. I couldn’t get a proper grip.

I was still straining when the door below me suddenly opened.

‘Enter,’ said a hushed voice in the darkness.

‘It’s a … kind … offer,’ I panted, ‘but I’m a little … pre-occupied … at the moment.’

‘As you wish,’ said the voice. ‘But understand this. If you come with me you live a little longer. If you don’t …’

The door had almost shut when I stuck my leg out and stopped it with my flipper.

‘I’m coming.’ I hopped down from the milk crate and passed through the door, closing it quickly behind me. I waited to see if Wallop and Drub tried to burst in, but they never did. Maybe they had got trapped. Or maybe they had never even seen me. Either way, I had done it. I had escaped. I was safe.

Wasn’t I?


22.‘THERE’S SOMEWHERE YOU HAVE TO BE.’

I didn’t want to follow the voice through the door, but what choice did I have?

None.

That’s the answer to that tricky little question. It’s pretty obvious when you think about it. Especially with Wallop and Drub hot on my heels. They almost certainly knew I was the spy, but whoever had let me through the door didn’t. That was all that mattered now.

My senses set to work as I caught my breath. I was in some kind of grubby kitchen area with dented steel fridges, grimy ovens and work surfaces that were covered with various scraps and leftovers. I sniffed once and vowed never to breathe again. The air reeked of rancid meat mixed with rotten vegetables. Utterly revolting of course, but not revolting enough to stop my stomach from rumbling. I hadn’t eaten since … the last time I had eaten. It was that long ago I struggled to remember.

Apart from me there was only one other person in the kitchen and that was the person who had rescued me from Dead End Way. He was stood with his back to me, facing the door. A rather small man, in a slightly longer black cloak that concealed his entire body, and a hood over his head that prevented me from seeing his face. I was about to tap him on the shoulder and introduce myself when he turned sharply and set off across the kitchen.

‘Come,’ he said under his breath. ‘There’s somewhere you have to be.’

‘There are lots of places I have to be, Mr Tiny Cloak Man … and not one of them is here with you!’ I moaned. Mr Tiny Cloak Man ignored me so I hurried after him. Which reminded me; I couldn’t keep calling him Mr Tiny Cloak Man.

‘What’s your name?’ I asked.

‘Names are not important,’ Mr Tiny Cloak Man muttered. ‘I’m nobody.’

‘If you say so,’ I shrugged. ‘So, Nobody, where are we going?’

‘You will see,’ replied Nobody. Also known as Mr Tiny Clock Man. Also known as my Dead End Way defender. (Is this confusing? It is, isn’t it? Admit it. I won’t hold it against you.) ‘There’s just one thing I ask of you,’ Nobody continued. ‘We must move fast. There’s somewhere you have to be …’

Before I could ask press him any further, Nobody opened a door at the far end of the kitchen and stepped outside into the darkness. I joined him, only to find that we were in another narrow side street. Like Dead End Way, it was overflowing with both rubbish and rubble and seemed to get narrower with every step. And like Dead End Way, we were halfway along it when I spotted another sign. It said Dead End Way.

‘That’s not possible,’ I said, looking over my shoulder. ‘I’ve been here before.’

‘Don’t try and understand it,’ said Nobody, urging me on. ‘Yours is not to weason why …’

‘Weason?’ I repeated.

‘Come,’ ordered Nobody. ‘There’s somewhere you have to be …’

He swerved to his left and pulled open another door. Once again, I had little choice but to follow as he disappeared inside. This time we found ourselves in what appeared to be somebody’s sitting room. There was a filthy orange rug on the floor and a framed picture of a goat on the wall. Oh, and a woman. She was sat on a chair with a bowl in her lap and a spoon hanging from her mouth.

‘Don’t mind us,’ I mumbled awkwardly. I took a slight detour and peered inside the bowl. I backed away as something peered back at me. Whatever was in there could see. And now it was moving. ‘Enjoy,’ I said, before quickly hurrying away.

Nobody was already waiting by another door by the time I caught up with him.

‘Do people mind you just walking into their homes?’ I asked.

‘Normally they would,’ said Nobody, as he opened the door and looked both ways. ‘But tonight’s not normal. Tonight half of Elbow’s End are out searching for the spy.’

I gulped. ‘And the other half?’

‘They’re waiting,’ said Nobody.

‘Waiting for what?’ I wondered.

‘Waiting to be entertained,’ revealed Nobody.

I gulped again. I didn’t want to ask, but that had never stopped me before. ‘Entertained by what?’

‘Entertained by the entertainment.’ I thought I heard Nobody laugh, but then forgot all about it as he hopped down from the doorstep. ‘This way,’ he said. It was no surprise when I found myself in another side street. Just like the other two times, the street seemed to get narrower and narrower as we made our way along it. Then I saw the sign. Dead End Way. As expected, it wasn’t long before Nobody was forced to take a detour. This time there was no door to walk through, but some kind of tunnel instead. It was boarded up with wooden planks. Beyond that, however, all I could see was black. A never-ending nothingness.

‘No way through,’ I said hastily. ‘Well, not to worry. Maybe we should just go back.’

Nobody shook his head. ‘There’s somewhere you have to be,’ he insisted. At the same time he grabbed one of the wooden planks and moved it to one side. To my despair, he had created a gap big enough for the two of us to squeeze through. Thanks for that, Nobody. Very kind of you.

‘What is this place?’ I asked, as we stepped in to the gloom.

‘Dead End Way,’ revealed Nobody. I didn’t argue. What was the point? ‘It’s a short cut, but it’s not safe to use,’ he explained. ‘Some of the most unfortunate inhabitants of Elbow’s End live in this tunnel. As soon as they hear us coming, they’ll appear. They’ll start to chatter, but you must not listen to their noise. Stay close to me and do not slow down … oh, they’re coming now.’

I had barely entered the tunnel when I felt a rush of air, followed by the pitter-patter of scampering feet. I tried to press on as the bodies swarmed around me, but my path was blocked. I was surrounded. There was no way through.

Then it started. The chatter that Nobody had spoken of. A constant, monotonous hum, the words of a hundred people bouncing off the walls of the tunnel, echoing in my eardrums.

‘It’s a boy … he’s mine … I saw him first.’

‘We could always share him … split him in half.’

‘From top to bottom … meet in the middle.’

‘Slice him and dice him and chop him into pieces.’

‘Keep going,’ shouted Nobody. I could barely hear him over all the chatter. ‘Don’t stop.’

I tried to do as he asked, but it wasn’t easy. The invisible force that was pushing against me was getting stronger with every step. Not only that, but the chatter seemed to be increasing. More voices meant more words. All of which were getting stuck inside my brain.

‘There’s no way in … there’s no way out.’

‘You’ll drop down dead in Dead End Way.’

‘Your end will come in Elbow’s End.’

‘Fancy seeing you here, Stinky.’

A face emerged from out of the shadows and moved towards me. It was both cleaner and softer than the others. The teeth were white and the eyes were bright.

No, that wasn’t possible.

Maya.

I reached out to touch her but, as quickly as it had arrived, the face disappeared back into the darkness. I hesitated, only for a moment, but it was a moment too long. Before I knew it, I was no longer surrounded.

Now the unfortunates were on top of me.

I could feel a body on my back. Feet wrapped around my waist. Fingers tearing at my legs and ankles. I tried to move, but all I managed to do was stumble forward. I was being dragged down to the ground and there was nothing I could do about it.

Then I felt another hand, but this one grabbed my wrist. ‘I thought I told you not to stop,’ grunted Nobody, as he pulled me towards him. I shook and wriggled until, one by one, the unfortunates fell away. I glanced over my shoulder as Nothing led me through the tunnel, but there was no trace of Maya. If it was her – and I couldn’t be certain – then she had gone.

Nothing let go of my arm so he could remove a wooden plank from the exit. It was an even tighter squeeze than before, but when I got through I found myself knee deep in grass.

We had made it.

‘Watch out!’ Nobody placed a hand on my wetsuit and pushed me down. Only our heads were poking out of the grass as he pointed at something in the distance. ‘Wogues and wong ’uns,’ he said. ‘They’re out searching for the spy.’

‘Wogues and wrong ’uns?’ I repeated. ‘Have we met before?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’ Nobody waited until the coast was clear before he stood up. ‘Stay close and say nothing,’ he ordered. ‘I don’t want to lose you now. Not when you’re worth so much money to me.’

I didn’t like the sound of that. I thought about making a run for it as Nobody set off through the grass, but where would I go? We were heading towards what appeared to be a large dome-shaped building, but that was all I could make out in the darkness. Behind me there was nothing but Dead End Way. And Dead End Way. And all the other Dead End Ways I had found myself in at some point.

‘We’re here,’ said Nobody.

I stopped moving when I saw that I was nose to brick with the dome-shaped building. Then I started moving again when Nobody swiped my feet out from under me and I fell to my knees.

‘There was no need for that,’ I grumbled.

‘Wasn’t there?’ Nobody began to push me from behind with even less care for my safety. I expected to collide with the bricks as I half-crawled, half-stumbled forward, but it never happened. Instead, I found myself in some kind of hole in the wall. Nobody pushed again as he followed me inside. I kept my head down as I slid along on the knees of my wetsuit. I could see the end, but there was something blocking it. Not another wall. A metal grill. Nobody must’ve known this too, because he began to push harder. He wasn’t going to stop. Which meant that neither was I …

I smashed straight through the grill and came out the other side unscathed. The hole in the wall had come to an end, but I still couldn’t see anything. I switched senses and listened carefully. All I could hear was breathing. And it wasn’t coming from me.

I took a breath of my own to steady my nerves. ‘I know it’s you Half Pint,’ I called out, my voice echoing in the darkness. Wherever we were, it was big. ‘This better not be the Snot ’n’ Spittle because I’m not arm-wrestling your wife again.’

‘No, this isn’t the Snot ’n’ Spittle,’ replied Half Pint. He was close. Close enough to touch. ‘Let me illuminate things a little for you, Weasel …’

There was loud crack above my head as the lights snapped on. It was followed by an even louder roar all around me.

I put my hands over my ears, but let my eyes slowly adjust. Suddenly I could see.

And just as suddenly I wished I couldn’t.

‘This is my wevenge,’ said Half Pint, as he stepped in front of me. ‘Wevenge with a capital W.’


23.‘I’M MORE LIKE THE BOGEY PRIZE.’

Half Pint had brought me to the Meaner Arena.

The hall had exploded with noise the moment the lights had flickered into life. I looked around and saw that it was packed to the rafters with rogues and wrong ’uns, most of whom, for some inexplicable reason, seemed to be cheering me on. One strange woman even tried to kiss me on the lips.

Tried and failed, thankfully.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked nervously. I was sat with my back against the wall. The metal grill was on the floor beside me. It had been covering the air vent. That was how I had got in.

‘You are!’ laughed Half Pint. ‘Sowwy about the journey, but I had to make sure I got you here. You are my pwize dwaw, after wall.’

‘Prize draw? You must have me mistaken for somebody else,’ I insisted. ‘I’m more like the bogey prize. You’ve seen my nostrils. They do get quite crusty at times.’

‘Don’t put yourself down,’ said Half Pint, shaking his wispy beard. ‘Word has spwead. Your weputation goes before you. Like I said, half of Elbow’s End are out looking for the spy. That’s you, isn’t it? I figured that out for myself when Young Papa Pitt came to the Snot ’n’ Spittle. That’s why you wanted to go up to the attic and see the girl from the other side.’ Half Pint began to laugh. ‘Don’t look so scared,’ he said. ‘I won’t tell anyone. Not if you do me a little favour.’

Half Pint lifted his arms and began to wander through the packed crowd. As far as I could tell he was heading towards the wrestling ring. I had no intention of following him, but the rogues and wrong ’uns around me had other ideas. Picking me up off the floor, they carried me forwards on my back, passing me along the line like a human conveyor belt.

‘There’s really no need,’ I protested. ‘I’ve got legs.’

‘Not for much longer,’ replied a voice from under me.

The next thing I knew I was tossed into the air. When I landed it was with a boing rather than a thud as I bounced up off the canvas. To my dismay, I had made it to the wrestling ring before Half Pint, who was still climbing between the ropes.

‘Whatever it is, I’m not doing it,’ I said firmly.

Half Pint pressed a finger to his lips. ‘Not so loud,’ he whispered. ‘I’ve made pwomises to these foul folk. I can’t let them down. Not when they’re expecting to be entertained.’ Half Pint paused. ‘Entertained by you,’ he added with a grin.

‘I’m not arm wrestling again if that’s what you mean,’ I said stubbornly.

‘I never said you had to.’ Half Pint pulled a face that suggested what he was about to say next wouldn’t go down well. ‘This isn’t arm westling,’ he announced. ‘This is just westling. No holds barred, no suwwender, hand-to-hand, gwappling and tussling, good old-fashioned westling. Full Pint can’t wait to get in the wing with you.’

‘Full Pint?’ I shook my head so hard that my ears went numb. ‘No, not your wife. She’ll crush me like a flower in a field full of buffalo.’

‘That’s the idea,’ grinned Half Pint. ‘Evewyone will love it … evewyone except you, of course!’

I looked towards the exit and tried to calculate the number of rogues and wrong ’uns standing between me and my way out of there. I stopped counting when I reached a lot. In other words, there was no way I could escape. Even the prettiest of girls looked both rougher and tougher than me. Not to mention scarier and hairier.

Then I spotted Lump, my only friend from the Snot ’n’ Spittle. He was stood by the metal shutters, his hands out as he collected money from all those who entered. He saw me looking and waved. A moment later he remembered why we were there and wiped a tear from his eye.

‘You’re making people pay to watch me wrestle your wife,’ I said, frowning at Half Pint. ‘That’s just weird.’

‘That’s just business,’ Half Pint shrugged. ‘Like I said, you’re my pwize dwaw. You beat the champion at arm westling. Now they want to see if you can do the same with your other arm, both legs and the west of your weedy body.’

I screwed up my face, something which Half Pint didn’t approve of.

‘Don’t be like that,’ he said. ‘I can make it worth your while. If you beat Full Pint I’ll tell you where you can find the girl from the other side—’

‘You know where she is?’ I blurted out.

‘That’s wight,’ nodded Half Pint. ‘And I’ll tell you. I pwomise. If you win, of course. But when you lose—’

‘If I lose,’ I said, correcting him.

‘Okay, if you lose,’ smirked Half Pint, ‘at least the Governess, Young Papa Pitt and the west of these wogues and wong ’uns won’t be able to get their howwible hands on you, will they? Not unless they fancy sticking you back together first, of course!’

‘That’s a comforting thought,’ I sighed. I tried to push myself up off the canvas, but immediately fell back down again. No, it wasn’t because I was so scared my legs had turned to jelly. It was the wrestling ring. It was wobbling. And I didn’t need to look to know why.

Full Pint had entered the building.

I watched as she bundled her way through the crowd towards me. Rogues darted in every direction to avoid her, whilst any wrong ’un who refused to move was effortlessly pushed to one side. Arm-wrestling with such a gigantic force was one thing, but wrestling with all the added extras was a whole different ball game altogether. Without the balls. Just a game then. Except it wasn’t a game at all. No, it was deadly serious. Life threateningly serious. Back-breakingly, bone-crunchingly, neck-snappingly serious.

Breathe, Hugo.

I tried not to think about Madame Isabella, but by doing so only succeeded in thinking about her even more. Her reading had hung heavy over me ever since I had left the Cold Crooked Carnival. Balaclava … the bin lorry … Buzz and his bus … the Governess … Dead End Way. They had all come and gone and I was still alive, doing what I do best. Against all the odds, I had survived. But for how much longer?

Let me spell it out. If I was going to dodge death for the umpteenth time that day then wrestling with a beastly brute of a woman probably wasn’t the best way to go about it.

‘Oh, this is going to be gweat,’ said Half Pint, jiggling about with excitement.

I took hold of the rope and finally managed to clamber to my feet. That all changed, however, when Full Pint climbed into the ring and I bounced into the air.

‘Wotten wesidents of Elbow’s End,’ shouted Half Pint, over the roar of the crowd. ‘This is it. This is what we came for. Things are going to get messy so I hope you haven’t eaten wecently. Wight, there’s only one thing left to say. Let’s … get … weady … to … westle!’

Half Pint dived out of the ring before he could get caught up in the action. I was about to follow suit when Full Pint stomped towards me. With a single step, she had blocked me into a corner. I tried to back away, but there was nowhere to back away to. The ring was small and Full Pint wasn’t.

She swung with a heavy hand, but I saw it coming and ducked. Then she lifted a leg. I waited until she was about to stamp down on me and then threw myself to one side. Full Pint missed me completely and I thought I had got past her.

I thought wrong.

The next thing I knew I was laid flat out on the canvas. Some part of Full Pint had crashed into me in mid-air, knocking me off course, sending me sprawling across the ring.

I tried to stand, but my flippers were flapping.

I tried to take a breath, but couldn’t quite remember how to.

I rolled on to my back, but all I could see was a big, black shape bearing down on me. It was so large it was blocking out the light.

It was Full Pint.

Or rather, her bum. Her bottom. Her enormous, gargantuan rear end.

Suddenly I knew what had sent me sprawling. Worse than that, I knew what she was planning to do with it next.

Full Pint was going to sit on me.

No, scratch that. Sitting on me was only the tip of her very big iceberg.

Full Pint was going to squash me.

Squash me to death.


24.‘WE’VE CAUGHT THE SPY!’

I took one look at Full Pint and her bulging bottom and rolled out of the way.

No, my mistake. I didn’t do that at all. I should have, but my body refused to move. Instead, I just laid there, flat out on the canvas, unable to do anything except look on in horror as Full Pint lined up the shot. I closed my eyes and waited for the moment of impact.

Then it hit me. No, not her bottom. A thought. The wetsuit was pain-proof. But was it Full Pint proof? Probably not, if I’m being honest. Whether I liked it or not, this was going to knock the stuffing out of me. If I came out the other side anything other than flat than I would be one extremely lucky spy.

Without warning, I bounced high into the air, hovered for a moment and then came crashing down on to the canvas.

I rolled over and saw Full Pint beside me. She was close, but not sat on me close. It was hard to tell behind her enormous forehead, but she looked confused. In her mind, the fight should have been done and dusted. And yet it wasn’t.

Incredibly, her aim was off and she had missed me completely.

And call me selfish, but I wasn’t prepared to give her another chance to hit her target.

Move, Hugo, move.

From somewhere deep within my wetsuit, I finally mustered the strength to do just that. Okay, so I was hardly hopping from flipper to flipper, but I still managed to crawl across the canvas on my hands and knees. It didn’t take long for me to reach the ropes. Now all I had to do was pull myself to safety.

My shoulders were almost through when I felt Full Pint grab hold of me.

Laid flat on her stomach, her fat fingers were clamped vice-like around my flippers as she pulled me back towards her. My hands began to burn as I gripped on to the ropes, refusing to let go. The crowd seemed to realise this and roared their approval. At least they were enjoying themselves.

Unlike me.

Full Pint pulled harder and I let out a little squeal. What little strength I had left was disappearing fast. I couldn’t hold on forever. I wasn’t even convinced I could hold on for the next few seconds.

Then I heard her.

‘Wotcha’, Stinky.’

I lifted my face off the canvas and spotted Maya stood at the side of the ring. She was still wearing the same flowing dress and black biker boots, but now she had added a large wide-brimmed hat that covered much of her face. I had no idea where she had got it from, but, as disguises went, it seemed to do the trick. As far as I could tell, not a single rogue or wrong ’un had recognised her as the Mayor’s daughter.

‘Where have you been?’ I groaned.

‘Outside,’ revealed Maya. ‘And now I’m not. I’m inside. Obviously.’

‘That’s not what I meant,’ I frowned. ‘Where did you go? Why did you leave me? What are you doing here now?’

‘So many questions,’ replied Maya. ‘I told you not to do that, Stinky. Did you forget? Getting knocked over all the time can’t be good for your memory. No offence, but you’re not much of a wrestler, are you?’

‘No offence, but if it wasn’t for you I wouldn’t be stuck in this wrestling ring at all!’ I cried. My cry turned to a gasp as Full Pint increased the pressure. ‘Oh, don’t worry about me,’ I moaned. ‘You just stand there whilst I get ripped in two. I couldn’t ask for a better friend, could I?’

‘Friend?’ Maya stuck her head through the ropes. ‘You said friend.’

My fingers gave in and I let go with one hand. ‘Did I?’

‘You said friend,’ repeated Maya.

‘Just do something,’ I pleaded.

‘I am,’ insisted Maya. ‘I’m watching you wrestle. Badly.’

‘No, do something else,’ I begged. ‘Something to get me out of this mess.’

‘Oh, you don’t want to wrestle anymore. Why didn’t you say that in the first place?’ Maya threw her hands up in despair. ‘Of course I can help a … friend. I’ll do anything for a … friend. Leave it to me … friend.’

With that, Maya ducked down below the ring.

And I finally let go of the ropes.

I slid across the canvas on my stomach as Full Pint pulled me towards her. Before I could fight back, she stood up and flipped me on to my back. With a single hand, she then lifted me into the air by my ankle. Now I was just hanging there. Upside down. Swinging from side to side.

The way I saw it Full Pint had two choices. She could either drop me head-first on to the canvas or she could toss me straight out of the ring. Neither really appealed if I’m being honest.

‘Finish it, my love,’ shouted Half Pint. ‘Win it for Elbow’s End!’

Full Pint lifted me even higher. Whatever she was going to do, she was going to do it now.

No, now.

Or now.

What was she waiting for?

‘By orders of the Governess, stop this nonsense immediately!’

The Meaner Arena fell silent. Although I was upside down, I could still make out the unmistakable barrel-shaped frame of Young Papa Pitt as he marched under the metal shutters and pushed past Lump. As luck would have it, however, he didn’t appear to recognise me.

‘No, no, you can’t do this,’ cried Half Pint, stamping his feet in anger. ‘This is the best bit.’

‘Well the best bit will have to wait,’ insisted Young Papa Pitt. ‘You have to come outside. All of you. We’ve caught the spy!’

Half Pint held up his hands, but it was no use. The crowd of rogues and wrong ’uns had already turned their backs on the wrestling ring and were heading towards the exit. Slightly less than a minute later and the Meaner Arena was empty. Everybody had gone. Everybody except the two Pints, Half and Full.

Oh, don’t forget about me. I was still there, but I was also upside down so I probably don’t count.

Half Pint jabbed a finger in my direction. ‘I thought you were the spy,’ he said sulkily.

‘I never said that,’ I insisted. ‘You did. I just never said I wasn’t.’

Half Pint pulled on his wispy beard before he came to a decision. ‘In that case, I’m off,’ he announced. ‘I’ll see you outside … if Full Pint ever decides to let go of you, of course.’

And then there were two.

‘You’ll feel a whole lot better about yourself if you just put me down gently,’ I said nervously.

To my surprise, Full Pint did just that.

‘That was fun,’ she said. Her voice was lighter than I expected. Almost friendly. ‘Maybe we could meet up and do it again some time,’ she said, smiling. ‘When things aren’t quite so hectic.’

I kept one eye on her as I ducked under the ropes. ‘That’s probably not going to happen,’ I said.

‘It should do,’ insisted Full Pint. ‘You’re a great wrestler. Better than everybody else in Elbow’s End. They’re all too scared to fight me. Not you, though. You’re the bravest person I know.’

‘Well, when you put it like that … it’s still not going to happen!’ I gave Full Pint a little wave before I raced through the empty arena. Young Papa Pitt had said that they had caught the spy, but that wasn’t possible. Not unless I was in two places at once and I was pretty sure I wasn’t.

I stuck my head under the metal shutters and peered around. A huge crowd had gathered, as big as any I had seen in Elbow’s End so far. I moved towards it with my head down. Apart from Maya, there were only five other people who knew for certain that I was the spy and I couldn’t let them see me under any circumstances.

One of the five was Miss Stickler, the Governess. I could see her in the distance. Still dressed in her dressing gown and fluffy slippers, she was the focus of much of the crowd’s attention.

The rest of it was given to the person beside her. Whoever it was, they were on their knees, with a brown sack covering their head and shoulders. I guessed that this was who they had caught.

The me who wasn’t really me.

Miss Stickler clapped her hands together and an expectant hush fell upon the crowd.

‘Horrible evening to you all,’ she began sternly. ‘Today, rotten residents of Elbow’s End, we have been invaded. The enemy have sent a spy to steal the girl from the other side. His name is Hugo Dare. And he’s here beside me now.’

The crowd began to boo. Charming. I still had feelings, even if there was a sack over my head. (No, not my head. Oh, this is getting really confusing.)

Miss Stickler clapped again and the booing stopped. ‘I’m pleased you feel like that,’ she said. ‘I’m pleased because I want you to help me punish him.’

A roar went up around me. Not good. People seemed to really dislike me around these parts and they didn’t even know me. Worryingly, if they did actually know me they’d probably dislike me even more. I tried not to listen as various rogues and wrong ’uns suggested ways to punish me, most of which involved my tonsils and the nearest railway track.

‘Let us not wait a moment longer,’ shouted Miss Stickler. With that, she stepped to one side and removed the brown sack from the person knelt beside her. ‘Feast your eyes, Elbow’s End,’ she cried. ‘This is what a spy looks like!’


25.‘WHAT IS THIS?’

It wasn’t me under the brown sack.

Phew, that’s a relief. I mean, I was ninety-nine per cent certain that it wouldn’t be, but you can never be sure.

‘What is this?’ cried Miss Stickler. The new Governess didn’t look happy. She didn’t even look unhappy. She just looked shocked.

Shocked that the person knelt beside her, the person she imagined was a spy, wasn’t the Hugo Dare that she knew and loathed.

Young Papa Pitt stepped out from the crowd. ‘I don’t mean to be the bearer of bad news,’ he began nervously, ‘but I think we might have a slight problem—’

‘A slight problem?’ bellowed Stickler. ‘No, this is nothing like a slight problem. This is a massive problem. Because this is not the spy. This is not Hugo Dare. This is … what is this exactly?’

‘This is Grot,’ said the person knelt beside Miss Stickler.

She wasn’t wrong. How she came to be there, however, was anybody’s guess.

‘Grot?’ snapped Stickler. ‘What is a Grot?’

‘Grot is me and me is Grot,’ remarked Grot. ‘Now, who’s hungry? Supper is bein’ served back at ma place. Ya’ll find it up the road, first house by the gates. Get in line and form an orderly queue. Or, better still, just knock the door down and shout for ma Gristle.’

There was a murmur of approval amongst the crowd.

‘Do not move a muscle!’ spat Stickler. ‘Nobody leaves here until we get to the bottom of things … and, no, I don’t mean your bottom!’ she added, turning towards Grot. It was only then, after a closer look, that she realised they had met before. ‘You … you … you tried to poison me,’ Stickler roared.

‘I didn’t try,’ mumbled Grot. ‘I did poison ya. Not on purpose, mind, but these things do happen … to me … a lot. How’s about I make it up to ya? Come around later and ya can have another Bulgin’ Bucketful. I’ll even check it maself before you eat up. I’ll dip ma toe in and suck it dry. What do ya say to that?’

‘No!’ said Stickler bluntly. ‘Definitely not! I’d rather eat my own eyeballs than come within a thousand metres of you and your cooking. Although there is something I need to check before you scuttle off back to your favourite rock. It’s a simple question, even for a simpleton like you. Are you, or are you not, a spy?’ she asked.

Grot stopped to think. ‘I could be,’ she said eventually. ‘But I’m not made of pastry.’

Miss Stickler bit down on her knuckles to stop herself from exploding. ‘That’s a pie – not a spy, you vile creature,’ she hissed. ‘So, if you’re not a spy, what are you doing here?’

‘Don’t ask me – ask the little missy.’ Grot scrunched up her eyes and looked out at the crowd. ‘The little missy in the hat with the big eyes. Can’t see her … she must’ve … ya know … done bye-byes or somethin’.’

I put a hand over my mouth to stop myself from cheering. Of course the little missy in the hat with the big eyes had done bye-byes or something. She had done bye-byes or something because she was Maya. And Maya was good at doing bye-byes or something.

‘What made you put a sack over your head?’ asked Young Papa Pitt, confused.

‘It’s a sad story,’ began Grot, wiping both a tear from her eye and the snot from her nose, ‘but it’s one I’m prepared to tell. There I was, mindin’ me own, pickin’ and flickin’, when I saw her. The little missy, I mean. She was runnin’ out of the Meaner Arena with a grin across her chops. Before I knew it she had grabbed me by ma apron and asked me what my dream was. So I told her. All I wanted was to get more folks to try ma cookin’. And the little missy said she could make that happen. But only if I stuck that sack over ma bonce and then pretended to be someone else for a minute or three. So I did. And look …’ Grot gestured towards the crowd, many of whom were heading back up the road towards her house. ‘The little missy was right,’ she said, grinning from ear to ear. ‘It’s ma dream come true.’

Miss Stickler rolled her eyes in despair before beckoning Young Papa Pitt to join her. ‘This little missy in the hat with the big eyes is the girl from the other side,’ she said, putting two and two together. ‘You find her, Brother Pitt, before it’s too late. I’m going back to bed.’ Miss Stickler turned back towards the crowd. ‘There’s a reward for anybody who captures the spy,’ she shouted. ‘A big reward. Enough to fill your pockets several times over. Dead or alive, I don’t really care, I just want him off the streets. Hugo Dare is tarnishing the bad name of Elbow’s End. One way or another, he must be stopped.’

‘You heard the Governess,’ called out Young Papa Pitt. ‘Don’t leave any rock, stone or puddle unturned. Search everywhere. Every house, every shop, every cowshed. From here to … over there. Starting with …’ Young Papa Pitt pointed towards the nearest building. ‘That one.’

‘Bin there, dun that,’ said a dull voice from somewhere within the crowd. ‘There’s nuthin’ to see. It’s empty.’

‘Much like the space between your ears,’ muttered Young Papa Pitt to himself. ‘In that case, we’ll move on to the next building,’ he said. ‘And the next one after that. And the next one after that. And we won’t stop until we find the spy. Stay sharp, rogues and wrong ’uns. Hugo Dare’s a slippery character in more ways than one. Right, let the hunt begin!’

What was left of the crowd roared as one before splitting into much smaller groups so they could move from building to building, in search of … oh yes, me. It’s nice to feel wanted sometimes. It was just a shame that this wasn’t one of those times.

‘What do you want me to do?’ asked Grot.

‘Go away,’ replied Young Papa Pitt rudely. ‘This minute. No, quicker than that if possible.’

With that, Grot clambered to her feet and set off back towards her house. I wanted to talk to her, but couldn’t risk being spotted out in the open. Instead, I ducked down behind the bonnet of a beaten-up old banger that had been left to rust by the side of the Meaner Arena. It didn’t take long for the crowd to clear.

Now all I had to do was find Maya.

‘Looking for me, Stinky?’

Oh, that was easier than I expected. Before I had time to even bat an eyelash, something pink with pigtails had rolled out from under the car.

‘You’re filthy,’ I grumbled. ‘There’s mud hanging from your nostrils and oil all over your dress.’

Without missing a beat, Maya stuck her tongue out and licked the tip of her nose. ‘That’s a small price to pay for rescuing your sorry butt, Stinky,’ she said, giggling. ‘Just admit it. You wouldn’t have got out of that wrestling ring alive if it wasn’t for me. Clever, eh?’

‘Yeah, really clever,’ I muttered under my breath. At the same time, I stepped out from behind the car. ‘I’m so grateful … whatever would I do without you … you really are one of a kind …’

‘Where are you going?’ asked Maya.

‘I don’t know,’ I snapped back at her. It was true. I didn’t. ‘Anywhere that isn’t here would be a start. You heard the Governess. Everyone is out searching for me. I’m cold and tired and I don’t think I can run all night. I just need to find somewhere to hide.’

‘We need to find somewhere to hide.’ Maya stood up and pushed past me. ‘Some big goon said they checked this one first and it was empty,’ she said, pointing towards the building opposite us. ‘That means they won’t be coming back anytime soon. We can hide in there if you like, maybe until morning if we’re lucky. Don’t look so worried, Stinky. I won’t try and cuddle you in the night. Not unless the rats come out to play. And then you’ll be cuddling me anyway …’

I could hear Maya laughing to herself as she marched towards the house. I hurried after her, careful to hide myself in the shadows for fear of being seen. Up ahead, I could see rogues and wrong ’uns diving in and out of every building. Thankfully, they were moving away from us. Heading deeper into Elbow’s End.

Maya held the door open for me and then let it close once we were both safely inside. It was dark in there, but, as far as I could tell, completely empty. I crept over to the nearest window and found the only small square of glass that was clean enough for me to see through. The coast was clear. There was nobody hanging about outside. Which probably meant that nobody had seen us enter.

I turned back into the house, only to find that Maya had disappeared.

‘Where are you?’ I whispered.

‘Upstairs,’ she called out. ‘I’ve found something that’ll make you happy.’

I was already on my way before she had even finished her sentence. Food would’ve been nice. Or a shower. Or a really big bed … with soft pillows … and fresh pyjamas … even a hot water bottle …

When I reached the top step all I could see was a large open space with a pile of dusty, old sheets stuffed into one corner.

‘Surprise.’ The sheets flew to one side as Maya jumped out from under them. ‘What do you think?’

I screwed up my face. ‘What do I think of what?’

‘This.’ Maya spun around on the spot with her arms outstretched. ‘It’s the perfect place for us to hide. It’s got everything we need.’

‘There’s nothing in here,’ I argued.

‘Exactly.’ Maya sat down and pulled some of the sheets around her to keep warm. ‘You are having a good time, aren’t you, Stinky?’ she asked. ‘Because I’d hate it if you weren’t.’

‘Oh, I’m having a wonderful time,’ I frowned.

‘Pleased to hear it,’ said Maya. ‘Because you do seem a little grumpy every so often. It’s not me, is it?’

‘You?’ I wanted to say yes, but then quickly changed my mind. It wasn’t Maya’s fault she had been kidnapped. ‘No, it’s not you,’ I said. ‘You’re just … peculiar.’

Maya nodded in agreement. ‘It’s my life that has made me peculiar,’ she said, suddenly serious. ‘It’s not easy being the girl from the other side.’

‘No, I suppose not,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry; you’ll be home soon, cross fingers. I suppose we’ve just got to wait for that key to … you know … pass through your intestine and come out the other end and then we can get out of here. I’m sure your father will be pleased to see you.’

‘I doubt it,’ said Maya sadly.

The house fell silent.

‘We need to get some rest,’ I said. I settled down beside Maya and pulled some of the dusty sheets over my body. ‘We’ll take turns. One of us can sleep whilst the other stays awake in case anything happens. I’ll keep first watch.’

‘As you wish,’ said Maya. She didn’t look convinced. ‘You won’t fall asleep, will you? You look fit to drop and I’d hate for anyone to creep in and steal my pigtails whilst you were napping.’

‘Fall asleep? Me?’ I began to laugh. ‘I’m a highly-trained super spy. SICK’s finest. I could stay awake for days if I needed to. Maybe weeks. It’s one of my many skills. Just say the word and I’ll list them for you …’

I waited for the word, but it never came. Instead, I heard a strange purring sound and realised that Maya was snoring. Unless she was pretending, she had already fallen asleep.

I rested my head against the wall and stared into the darkness. I’d give her four hours and then I’d wake her.

Four hours. What was that? Two hundred and forty minutes. Fourteen thousand and four hundred seconds.

I blinked several times, surprised at how heavy my eyelids felt.

Then I yawned.

Then I blinked and yawned at the same time.

Then I forgot how to blink and accidentally closed my eyes.

‘Night night, Stinky,’ whispered Maya.

Then I fell asleep.


26.‘NOTHING TOO PAINFUL.’

I opened my eyes a few moments later.

At least, that was my first thought. That I hadn’t really been asleep. That my eyelids had just been taking a well-earned rest. Nothing wrong with that.

The thing I couldn’t understand, however, was why I could now see daylight coming through the grimy window. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve said it was morning and I had slept for hours.

Oh, and I could hear voices. And they didn’t belong to either me or Maya.

‘Wake up, you lazy lumps! How are we gonna’ get our hands on this spy if you two spend half the day asleep?’

‘Put a sock in it, Spike … before I put my foot in it!’

‘You wouldn’t dare, Ike! Besides, your foot’s so small I would barely feel it.’

‘His foot is quite small … but it’s still bigger than your brain, Spike!’

‘Keep your nose out of it, Pike! And the rest of your ugly face! It’s got nothing to do with you.’

‘Wrong, Spike. It’s got everything to do with me. You, me and Ike, we’re a team. A team who are going to capture this spy once and for all.

I tried not to move. There were three empty sleeping bags laid out on the floor beside me.

Three empty sleeping bags and no sign of Maya.

I looked a little further and spotted three blue boiler suits stood in the middle of the room. They belonged to three scruffy boys with thick hair, heavy eyebrows and particularly craggy features. They appeared to be almost identical in every way except one – height.

I recognised Spike, the tallest of the boys. He had spoken to Mabs at the gates when she had dumped the rubbish (and me along with it). The other two I had never seen before. One was smaller than Spike, whilst the other was smaller than them both.

It was this one who noticed me first.

‘Who’s that?’ he said, jabbing a finger in my direction.

I pulled the sheets over my head and closed my eyes. As hiding places went, it was useless. They had seen me and it was too late to pretend they hadn’t.

Sure enough, a moment later I felt something hard prod me in the ribs.

‘What you doing in our house?’

I slowly removed the sheets. ‘Your house? I thought it was empty.’

‘What makes you think it’s empty?’ asked the smallest boy.

‘Because there’s nothing in it,’ I said, stating the obvious. ‘Listen, if you want me to leave—’

‘Not so fast,’ insisted Spike. ‘We didn’t say you had to go.’

‘You might come in useful,’ said the middle boy. ‘What’s your name?’

‘My name?’ I stood up and tried to remember how many lies I had told the previous day. ‘Pink … no, Wink Diesel.’

‘Wink Diesel?’ repeated the smallest boy. ‘But I thought he’s got—’

‘Yes, I have,’ I said, interrupting him before he started to reel off the real Wink Diesel’s long list of curious characteristics. ‘And you are …?’

‘Spike,’ said the tallest boy.

‘Yeah, I know.’ I spoke without thinking. ‘I mean, I’ve heard of you. You’ve got a reputation.’

‘No, he hasn’t,’ argued the middle boy. ‘I have though. I’ve got a reputation for being revolting. I’m Pike.’

‘And I’m Ike,’ revealed the smallest boy. ‘I’m horrible, too. Have you heard of me?’

‘I have now,’ I said smartly. ‘So, what are you? Brothers?’

The three boys looked at each other in disgust.

‘No,’ cried Spike, clearly offended. ‘Why would you say that?’

‘Because you all look exactly the same,’ I said honestly.

‘But he’s really ugly,’ laughed Pike, pointing at Spike.

‘And he’s not much better,’ added Spike, pointing at Ike.

I stepped back as the three boys locked arms and began to grapple. ‘Okay, so you’re not brothers,’ I said. ‘My mistake. What are you then? Friends?’

‘No way,’ said Ike bluntly. ‘Why would I want to be friends with these two?’

‘There’s only one thing we have in common,’ continued Pike. ‘We’re all members of the Right Rotten Rogue’s Club.’

‘And that’s why we’re going to find this spy and teach him a lesson he’ll never forget!’ announced Spike at the top of his voice.

‘Oh, just forget about the spy,’ I groaned. ‘That’s all I ever hear. Spy this, spy that, spy the other. What have I ever done to you?’

Whoops.

‘What have … I ever done to you?’ repeated Spike slowly.

‘Nothing,’ I said innocently.

‘No, that’s what you said,’ argued Pike. ‘We were talking about the spy. Not you.’

‘Of course you were,’ I said awkwardly. ‘Just ignore me. I get confused sometimes. Especially when I’m excited. Like you, I really want to get my hands on the spy. I’m just sick of talking about it, that’s all.’

I breathed a sigh of relief as both Spike and Pike nodded in agreement whilst Ike stood on his tiptoes to get my attention. ‘What would you do to the spy if you ever did catch him?’ he asked.

‘Nothing too painful,’ I said quickly.

‘Nothing too painful?’ laughed Pike. ‘Yeah, that’s funny. I’m planning on hanging him upside down from a really tall lamppost so I can throw potatoes at him.’

‘Yeah, you could do that I suppose,’ I mumbled nervously.

‘That’s nothing,’ said Spike. ‘I’m going to stick raw meat in his pockets and then toss him into a pit full of zombies.’

‘That’s … unusual,’ I said. ‘Where are you getting the zombies from?’

Spike scratched his head. ‘Oh, I’d not thought that far.’

‘Not to worry,’ I said. ‘There’s enough blank faces in Elbow’s End to fill the gap—’

‘Don’t forget about me,’ said Ike, tugging on my wetsuit. ‘I’m going to carry the spy to the top of a really big hill and then roll him back down again. Then I’ll slot worms between his toes … and cut his hair with a lawnmower …and make him eat crisps until his tongue hurts …and stick mud in his ears … and drag him through a prickly bush … and … and … yeah, that should do the trick.’

Everybody who wasn’t Ike stared at Ike in disbelief.

‘That’s just weird,’ I said eventually.

‘Yeah, really weird,’ agreed Spike.

‘Weirdest thing I’ve ever heard,’ added Pike.

Ike paused for thought. ‘I suppose I could just kick him really hard.’

‘That’s more like it,’ laughed Spike. ‘Kick him in the shins. Twice if you like. Three times for good luck.’ Spike turned suddenly and poked me in the chest. ‘Maybe it won’t just be Ike who kicks you,’ he said menacingly. ‘It’ll be all of us.’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I shrugged.

‘Don’t you?’ Spike prodded me again. ‘Who are you really?’

The question took me by surprise. ‘I’m … I’m really Wink Diesel.’

‘No, you’re not,’ argued Spike.

‘Yes, I am,’ I insisted. ‘I know what’s coming next so don’t bother. You’re going to say that I can’t be Wink Diesel because Wink Diesel always wears a leather jacket and he has a beard and tattoos and a leg missing and—’

‘No, I’m not,’ cut in Spike. ‘I’m going to say you can’t be Wink Diesel because Wink Diesel is stood outside. Take a look for yourself if you don’t believe me.’

I wandered over to the window and pushed it open. There was only one person in the street. A man in a leather jacket. His face was unnaturally hairy, his hands were covered in tattoos and he was missing a leg. Everything about him suggested he was Wink Diesel.

‘That’s not Wink Diesel,’ I said unconvincingly.

‘Let’s see, shall we?’ Spike barged past me and stuck his head out the window. ‘Wink,’ he shouted.

The man looked up at the house and waved. ‘Rotten morning to you, young rogue.’

Spike didn’t reply. Instead, he turned back into the room and pushed me against the wall.

‘I’m not that Wink Diesel,’ I spluttered. ‘I’m his nephew.’ At the same time I wriggled free of his grip and dived towards the window. ‘Hello, uncle,’ I called out.

The real Wink took one look at me and turned his wave into something much ruder. ‘I ain’t got no family,’ he yelled. ‘And even if I did, I’d cross every finger on both hands that they weren’t as ugly as you!’

Spike dragged me back into the room before I could ask Wink to look again. ‘What’s your name?’ he hissed. ‘Your real name.’

I was about to answer when I remembered I had nothing to say except the truth … and there was no way I was letting that slip.

‘You must have a name,’ pressed Pike. ‘Everybody has.’

‘Just tell us what it is,’ demanded Ike.

‘Maybe we can jog your memory,’ said Spike, poking me in the side of the head. ‘What did the Governess say the spy was called?’

‘Hugo Dare,’ replied Pike.

‘That’s you, isn’t it?’ said Spike, flattening his hand against my chest. ‘It must be. I know everyone in Elbow’s End and I don’t know you. You just appeared. From nowhere. Like a spy.’

The Right Rotten Rogue’s Club made their move before I had a chance to plead my innocence. Spike grabbed me roughly by the throat, whilst Pike pinned my arms back and Ike squeezed my left kneecap.

‘The Governess said we could bring you in either dead or alive, but I’ve got a better idea,’ began Spike. ‘I say we rough you up first and leave you battered and bruised.’

‘Neither dead nor alive,’ explained Pike, in case I didn’t understand.

‘Just somewhere in between,’ added Ike.

My eyes switched from Spike to Pike to Ike and then back again. All that up and down was making me feel dizzy, but I had to find out which one would make the first move. Worst-case scenario, it would be Spike. He was the biggest and, at a guess, the strongest.

A moment later my worst-case scenario came true.


27.‘STEP AWAY FROM THE WETSUIT!’

It was Spike who made the first move.

Clenching his fist, he lifted it above his head and tried to bring it down on mine. Thankfully I saw it coming and tucked my neck into my shoulders. To my relief his hand pounded against the wall, missing me completely.

‘Now you’re really going to get it,’ Spike cried out.

Congratulations, Hugo. All you’ve done now is make them even angrier.

My face. My head. My body. They were all open targets and I could do nothing to protect them.

Spike pulled back his fist for a second time as Pike lifted his foot and Ike bared his teeth. I tried to wriggle about, but there was no getting out of it. I was at the mercy of the Right Rotten Rogue’s Club. This was going to hurt. And even if it didn’t (thank you pain-proof wetsuit), I would still be taken to the Governess after they had finished. It was a no-win situation.

Game over.

‘Is this a private party or can anyone join in?’

Spike, Pike and Ike stopped what they were doing and turned around to see who had spoken.

Stood in the doorway, with her hands on her hips and a smile on her face, was Maya. ‘Step away from the wetsuit!’ she demanded.

The Right Rotten Rogue’s Club didn’t move an inch.

‘I assume you know who I am,’ said Maya. Spike and Pike both nodded, but a confused Ike simply shook his head. ‘In that case, I suggest you give your brother the bad news—’

I coughed to draw Maya’s attention. ‘They’re not brothers.’

‘Yes, they are,’ laughed Maya. ‘They’re almost identical.’

‘That’s true,’ I nodded,’ but it still doesn’t make them brothers.’

Maya threw her hands up in despair. ‘Okay, tell your little friend who I am then—’

I coughed again. ‘They’re not friends either.’

‘Oh, Stinky, does it really matter?’ shouted Maya. ‘I’m trying to get you out of this mess, but you keep butting-in—’

‘I just want things to be accurate,’ I said.

‘You’re doing it again!’ moaned Maya.

‘People are easily offended these days,’ I said.

‘You’re still doing it!’ cried Maya, shaking her head. ‘Maybe I should just leave them to it … you know, the lamppost and the potatoes … the raw meat and the zombies … and the really big hill. Nice touch by the way, sticking worms between his toes. Feeding him crisps, however, I’m not so sure about.’ Maya stopped to adjust her pigtails. ‘I’m joking by the way,’ she said, suddenly serious. ‘None of that is going to happen. Now, if no one’s going to tell you, short stuff, then I will. I’m the girl from the other side.’

Ike looked up at Spike and Pike, who both nodded.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whimpered. ‘Sorry times two. Sorry with all my heart. As sorry as a—’

‘Yeah, you’re boring me now,’ sighed Maya. ‘The wetsuit is coming with me. End of story.’

‘But he’s the spy,’ protested Spike.

‘And there’s a reward on his head,’ added Pike.

‘A reward that we hoped would soon be bulging out of our boiler suits,’ said Ike, greedily patting his pockets.

‘Dream on,’ said Maya. ‘The only reward you’ll be getting is the opportunity to walk out of here in one piece. Now, let’s play a game. I’m feeling generous so I’ll make it easy for you.’

‘You don’t make the rules,’ said Spike, trying to act tough. ‘There are three of us and only one of you.’

Maya looked around the room. ‘You’re right,’ she nodded. ‘Maybe you’d like to go outside and fetch some more rogues.’

‘Not funny,’ growled Spike.

‘Not in the slightest,’ added Pike.

‘I don’t even know what you’re talking about,’ mumbled a confused Ike.

‘Let’s get back to the game,’ said Maya. ‘I’m going to cover my eyes and when I look again you three aren’t going to be here anymore. Got it?’

‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ I said warily.

‘We’ll see,’ shrugged Maya. With that, she moved away from the door and put her hands over her eyes.

I watched as Spike grinned at the other two before creeping forward. Pike and Ike followed close behind. The door was to their right, but that’s not where they were heading.

‘Maya!’ I cried out.

She lowered her hands before they could strike. She had given them a chance and they had ignored it. Now it was time to suffer the consequences.

Crouching down, Maya’s first move was to hit Spike in the pit of his stomach with the palm of her hand, before placing one foot behind his and tripping him over. As Spike toppled backwards, Pike took his place and leapt into the air with his leg outstretched. Stepping casually to one side, Maya grabbed his boot and spun him around. It made for an impressive sight as he twirled in mid-air before he, too, felt the full force of the hard ground.

That just left Ike.

He lunged at Maya and grabbed her by the kneecap. For a moment he just clung on in desperation until Maya lifted him up with her foot and flicked him into the air. He went higher than I imagined before dropping like a stone.

Eleven seconds. That was how long it had taken Maya to put the Right Rotten Rogue’s Club on their bums. By the twelfth, she was walking towards me with a smile on her face.

‘I told you not to play that game,’ I said angrily. ‘You never listen. And it’s probably not in your best interests to turn your back on them now.’

‘You worry too much, Stinky,’ said a smiling Maya. ‘Besides, I’m sure they’ve learnt their lesson by now. Isn’t that right, boys?’

I watched as Spike, Pike and Ike clambered to their feet. This time they headed towards the stairs. ‘Shouldn’t we try and stop them?’ I asked.

‘What’s the point?’ shrugged Maya. ‘We can’t hold them forever. At a guess, though, they’ll run straight to Young Papa Pitt and tell him where we are. That’s why we have to leave now. The last thing I want is for you to get caught.’

‘And you,’ I said, as I moved towards the doorway. ‘We don’t want you to get caught either.’

‘Yeah, of course,’ grinned Maya. ‘It would be a nightmare if I got caught. Really scary stuff. Worst thing ever.’

I frowned at the back of Maya’s head as we hurried down the stairs. Everything about her was odd, but oddest of all was the way she didn’t seem to fear anything in the slightest. Unlike me. I still had Madame Isabella’s promise of death hanging over my head. And that was making me jumpier than a kangaroo in a trampoline factory.

Maya stopped when we reached the door.

‘All clear,’ she said, peeking outside.

I looked up at the sky and tried to hazard a guess at the time. It was morning, not too early. Probably closer to eight than seven. ‘Where to?’ I wondered. ‘There’s no point going to the gates. Not without the key.’

Maya turned and smiled as she removed something from inside her dress. ‘Do you mean this key?’ she said, holding it up.

‘Oh, you’ve been then,’ I said awkwardly. Maya tried to pass it to me, but I refused. ‘You look after it,’ I insisted. ‘It’s safer that way. And far more hygienic.’

‘You worry too much, Stinky,’ laughed Maya. ‘I mean, it’s not as if I actually swallowed it—’

‘You never swallowed it?’ I took a moment to process what she had said. ‘But I saw you at Seamus O’Shameless’s School for the Seriously Sinful … you took the key from the chain … you put it in your mouth … and—’

‘I tried to swallow it,’ admitted Maya, ‘but it wouldn’t go down. After a while I just gave up and put it back around my neck.’

‘So it’s been there all along,’ I said, shaking my head in disbelief. ‘But that means we could have escaped last night. When everybody was out searching for me. We could’ve gone the other way and nobody would’ve noticed. We could already be back home by now.’

‘And what would be the fun in that?’ asked a straight-faced Maya.

‘It wouldn’t,’ I cried. ‘That’s the whole point. There would have been no fun and no danger and no chance of being trapped or tortured or even killed. All we’ve done since I’ve met you is hop from one disaster to another. And you keep on laughing. Why is that, by the way?’

‘I just find things really funny,’ remarked Maya. ‘You especially, Stinky. You’re hilarious. Although you are a little shouty at the moment. If I was you I’d keep my voice down. There are rogues and wrong ’uns coming this way. It’s probably in our best interests to move before they reach us.’

I didn’t like to admit it, but for once she was right. I looked in the opposite direction and struck lucky almost immediately.

‘There,’ I said, pointing over Maya’s shoulder. I had spotted something familiar in the distance. It was a double decker without its top deck.

By the look of things, Buzz had left the bus stranded on the side of the road, not far from the gates.

Maya didn’t disagree so I set off for our new destination. Not for the first time in Elbow’s End, I stayed low and tried to move in the shadows. I couldn’t hear her, but I hoped that Maya was right behind me. For all I knew, she could have been doing handstands down the middle of the road. Or somersaults. Or even a combination of the two.

What she couldn’t do was reach the bus before me. No way. That wasn’t possible.

But that was what happened.

‘How did you do that?’ I was panting by the time I joined her on the bottom deck of the bus. ‘I was ahead of you at all times.’

‘Until I took a shortcut.’ Maya rested her hands on the steering wheel as she looked out over Elbow’s End. ‘I would’ve shown you, but you just ran away from me,’ she remarked. ‘Quite rude really. Fortunately for you, I’m not one to hold a grudge.’

‘No, but they are,’ I said, pointing over my shoulder at the rogues and wrong ’uns who were gathering behind us. ‘Now get down before one of them sees you.’

‘They can’t see me from there,’ laughed Maya. ‘Think about it, Stinky. Nobody in Elbow’s End ever bothers to get their eyes tested for fear of finding out how ugly they really are.’ Maya paused for thought. ‘They might see us when we take this bus and drive it straight at the gates, though?’ she said straight-faced. ‘We’ll smash through no problem. It’ll be amazing.’

‘Yes, that’s one way of getting out of here,’ I said warily. ‘Another, however, would be to run to the gates and use the key that you’re wearing around your neck. It’s not quite as noisy … or risky … or ridiculously dangerous—’

‘Why do you always do that, Stinky?’ scowled Maya. ‘Argue with everything I say?’

‘I don’t,’ I insisted.

‘You just did,’ cried Maya.

‘I didn’t,’ I replied. Oh, maybe she had a point.

I lifted my head and peered out of the window. The rogues and wrong ’uns were still searching in vain, going from house to house. Even if they could make out our outlines, they wouldn’t be able to see who we were or what we were doing.

‘This is as good a time as any,’ I said. I jumped up and walked along the bus towards the exit. After everything that had happened, I couldn’t believe that we were about to get out of there. Nobody ever escaped from Elbow’s End. This, however, was super straightforward. Smoother than smooth. Simply simple.

So simple it seemed almost trap-like.

‘One last thing,’ I said, as Maya joined me by the exit. ‘Will you please stop calling me Stinky? I don’t like it. And it’s not even true. Not much, anyway. And even if I do smell it’s only because I’ve been trying so hard to rescue you. Just call me Pinky like everybody else. Now, you’d better pass me that key before you forget. I know what you’re like. I’ll get to the gates and you’ll be back in the attic at the Snot ’n’ Spittle, climbing on top of the wardrobe.’

‘I don’t think it’ll be me going back to the attic,’ muttered Maya, as she handed me the key. I moved it around my fingertips whilst I did a quick calculation. The route to the gates passed between the huge mound of rubbish that Mabs had dumped me in and the raging fire that showed no sign of ever burning out. I figured I could get there in eighteen seconds. I’d known burps to last longer than that.

With that in mind, it wasn’t a difficult decision to make.

Go … go … go …

I was about to do just that when I felt a tug on my wetsuit.

And that, dear reader, was where my story first began. Way back in the prologue. Go and take a look for yourself if you don’t believe me.

I started to run towards the gate, but then skidded to a halt eleven seconds later. I was almost two-thirds of the way there … but I was the only one.

Maya hadn’t moved.

I was about to call out to her when two figures appeared from around the back of the bus. One was Young Papa Pitt and the other was Peregrine Sneak.

Then Wallop and Drub popped up from behind the huge mound of rubbish and Spike, Pike and Ike walked in front of the fire.

Slowly, more and more rogues and wrong ’uns began to emerge from every rundown building, every burnt-out car, every over-flowing dustbin, every wonky lamppost. I could see Buzz the bus driver. Half Pint and Full Pint. Even Lump.

I was surrounded.

‘Stinky!’ Maya gave me a little wave to get my attention. ‘I’m sorry,’ she shouted. ‘Do you think you could ever find it in your heart to forgive me?’

She started to laugh before I could say no.

Then they all started to laugh. Everybody in Elbow’s End.

Everybody … except me.


28.‘I NEVER SAID I WAS HERE TO RESCUE YOU.’

They put me in the attic of the Snot ’n’ Spittle pub.

Young Papa Pitt had led the way, whilst Wallop and Drub carried me under my armpits. They hadn’t spoken and I hadn’t put up much of a fight. And neither had Maya. That was what disappointed me the most. She had just stood there with that stupid grin on her face and watched them do it. Not only that, but why wasn’t she in the attic with me now?

I sat on the bed and looked around. Nothing had changed since I was last here almost twenty-four hours ago. Nothing had changed, but a lot of things had gone wrong.

And, unsurprisingly, most of those things seemed to involve Maya.

With nothing else to do, I began to pace the floor. Even allowing for the wardrobe, which was still on its side, it only took a few seconds to get from wall to wall. That wasn’t enough time for me to get my head around everything that had happened, but I tried regardless. Young Papa Pitt hadn’t said what they were going to do with me, but I had a horrible feeling that Miss Stickler would have something to say about it. Yes, she’d be pleased I’d been caught, but that didn’t mean she’d be pleased to see me. Not still in one piece, anyway.

I stopped pacing and wandered off course so I could try the door handle. It was a long shot, but maybe the door was unlocked.

It wasn’t.

I groaned under my breath and walked away.

At the same time I heard a click behind me and spun around. The door was opening.

There was somebody stood in the entrance to the attic.

‘You,’ I spluttered.

‘Me,’ said Maya. For once she wasn’t grinning from ear to ear. But I was.

‘How did you get up here?’ I said, ushering her inside.

‘I used the stairs,’ replied Maya. ‘Obviously.’

‘I didn’t mean that,’ I laughed. ‘I meant how did you get past Half Pint and everybody else and … oh, let’s not worry about that now. I’m just pleased you’ve come to rescue me—’

‘Whoa! I never said I was here to rescue you,’ remarked Maya. ‘Just close the door and I’ll explain everything.’

‘Close the door?’ I grabbed Maya by the shoulders and tried to turn her around. ‘I’d rather we kept it open and got out of here if I’m being honest. We’re nearly there. We can do this.’

‘No, we can’t.’ Maya barged past me and made her way into the attic. The door, however, was still wide open. I thought about making a run for it on my own, but the thought soon faded. What was the point? I had come to Elbow’s End to find Maya and get her back to her family. If I left without her I’d have failed.

‘Happy?’ I said, as I finally closed the door. ‘Or would you like me to climb back into the wardrobe?’

‘It’d probably be better if you’d never got out in the first place,’ replied Maya. ‘I’m sure your life was a whole lot easier before you met me.’

‘Definitely,’ I nodded. ‘But I came here to do a job and now I want to see it through. I want to rescue the Mayor’s daughter.’

‘Ah, that’s the problem.’ Maya stopped and pulled a face. ‘The Mayor’s daughter has already gone home.’

‘No, you haven’t,’ I said, confused.

‘Yes, she has,’ insisted Maya.

And that was when I knew things had got more than a little twisted.

‘You … you … you are the Mayor’s daughter, aren’t you?’ I asked, stumbling over my words.

‘Not exactly,’ shrugged Maya. ‘Or not at all. Yeah, that’s more like it. You came into this attic and told me that I was … so I just … kind of … went along with it. Do you know what I mean?’

‘No, I don’t!’ I blurted out. ‘You must be Maya. You have to be. Just say it. It’s not difficult. You … are … Maya. Please.’ I stopped talking, took a breath and then started again. ‘You’re not Maya, are you?’

The girl who wasn’t Maya shook her head. ‘Never have been, never will be, I’m afraid. My name is Fatale. Fatale De’Ath.’

‘De’Ath?’ I screwed up my face. ‘Like Deadly De’Ath?’

‘Just like Deadly De’Ath,’ nodded Fatale. ‘I’m his daughter.’

It took a second or six for my brain to make sense of what she had said. ‘We are talking about the same Deadly De’Ath that’s currently locked up in the Crooked Clink, aren’t we?’

‘The one and only,’ said Fatale. ‘That’s why I’m here in Elbow’s End. Somebody has to look after me. Young Papa Pitt and the others like to call it a holiday, but if you ask me I’d be better off in prison with my father than stuck up here on my own.’

‘Let me get this straight,’ I began. ‘I’ve spent the whole weekend trying to rescue Deadly De’Ath’s daughter from her holiday. Why would you let me do that?’

Fatale held up her hands. ‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s bonkers!’ I cried. ‘I thought you were the Mayor’s daughter. The girl from the other side.’

‘I am the girl from the other side,’ insisted Fatale. ‘It’s just the other side isn’t Crooked Elbow like you imagined. It’s the dark side. Somewhere even worse than Elbow’s End. They call my father it too, although he’s the devil from the other side.’ Fatale shrugged her shoulders. ‘It’s not my fault you got the wrong end of the stick.’

‘I think I must have picked up the wrong stick completely,’ I moaned. ‘And then smacked myself around the head with it. Hard. There’s so much I don’t understand that I don’t know where to begin.’

‘Just skip to the end and don’t bother asking any more questions then,’ suggested Fatale.

‘You’re not getting out of it that easily,’ I said angrily. ‘What I’d really like to know is why you let this drag on so long? You could’ve just told the Governess who I really was. Or told Young Papa Pitt when I was in the wardrobe and he came up to the attic—’

‘I wouldn’t tell that big blob anything,’ argued Fatale. ‘No, I ordered him and the rest of those buffoons to go away so that was what they did. They usually do what I tell them. Then I trapped you in the wardrobe and pushed it over.’

‘That was you?’ I said, stunned. ‘Why?’

‘I can’t actually remember,’ confessed Fatale. ‘I think I thought it would be funny. Now I’m not so sure.’

‘Oh, I’m sure,’ I spat. ‘It wasn’t funny. A lot like the last few days, in fact. You’ve had us running around Elbow’s End, getting into scrapes, risking our lives—’

‘And all of it has been amazing,’ laughed Fatale. ‘I’ve had the best time ever, Stinky. Usually I’m not allowed to go anywhere. If it wasn’t for you I’d be bored out of my brains by now.’

‘And now my brains will be getting removed as punishment for leading you astray,’ I muttered.

‘Yeah, that’s the rumour,’ frowned Fatale.

I tried to put that to the back of my mind and asked another question instead. ‘What about the real Maya? What happened to her?’

‘She was sent back to Crooked Elbow a few hours before you showed up here for the first time,’ revealed Fatale. ‘Everybody had had enough of her by then. She kept on whimpering and whining and saying that she wanted to go home. I mean, she was never actually kidnapped in the first place so it was no big deal to give her back. She just strayed too close to the gates and wandered into Elbow’s End by accident.’

I collapsed onto the bed in despair. ‘So all this has been a complete waste of time,’ I sighed. ‘If what you say is right then I shouldn’t even be here. Why didn’t anybody tell me that before I left Crooked Elbow?’

‘They were supposed to,’ said Fatale. ‘There was one person in particular, somebody high up in SICK, who knew that the Mayor’s daughter had already gone home.’

My mouth fell open. ‘Not the Big Cheese?’

‘Not that high up,’ said Fatale, shaking her pigtails. ‘But it was somebody close to him. There’s something else I need to tell you, Stinky. The person who knew that the real Maya had gone home also told Peregrine Sneak that a spy had come to Elbow’s End to rescue her. They were talking about you. They set you up. They wanted you to get captured.’

I sat up suddenly. ‘At a push I can think of one or two people who would do that to me,’ I admitted. ‘Unfortunately, that’s one or two thousand. A spy like me doesn’t try to make enemies … it just happens naturally!’

For all my bragging, one person did spring to mind, however. One person who disliked me enough to see me stranded in Elbow’s End for the rest of my life.

That person, though, would have to wait. First I had to find a way out of my current dilemma.

‘What now?’ I reluctantly asked.

‘Young Papa Pitt has gone to fetch the Governess,’ said Fatale. ‘No doubt they’ll already be on their way back. Between them, they’ll be thinking of the best way to make you suffer. As far as they’re concerned you tried to kidnap the daughter of Deadly De’Ath—’

‘That’s not true,’ I insisted.

‘We know that, but they don’t,’ remarked Fatale. ‘If the Governess has her way she’ll probably put you back in the wrestling ring with Full Pint.’ Fatale paused. ‘I’ve got my own ideas about how to deal with you, though.’

‘Oh, brilliant,’ I moaned. ‘What have you got planned? Is it bad?’

‘Yeah, really bad.’ Fatale began to smile. ‘You’re going to die, Stinky! And I’m going to be the one who kills you!’


29.‘I’VE HAD A BIT OF AN ACCIDENT.’

Fatale’s plan was to kill me.

Yes, you did just read that correctly.

I know how it sounds. Terrible. Really terrible. Like the worst plan ever. But it wasn’t. Just give me a moment and I’ll try to explain.

Fatale only wanted me to pretend that I was dead.

She figured that was the best way to get me out of the attic before the Governess arrived and did horrible things to me. I listened, frowned and screwed up my face before eventually nodding in all the right places as Fatale told me what was going to happen. Then I lay down on the floor. Why wouldn’t I? I had no other options and, besides, at least it proved something that had been haunting me these past few days.

Madame Isabella’s reading had finally come true.

She told me I was going to die. And I was about to. Kind of (let’s not over-think things. It’s close enough, okay?)

‘Is that it?’ asked Fatale. She put a foot under my stomach and rolled me onto my back. ‘Is that the best dead you can do?’

‘Well, I’ve not had much practice,’ I replied. I closed my eyes, opened my mouth and let my head flop to one side. ‘Is that better?’

‘Not really, but we haven’t got all day …’ Fatale stepped over me and pulled open the door. ‘Come quickly!’ she shouted. ‘Something really bad has happened!’

I heard heavy footsteps on the stairs.

‘Is there a problem, Miss De’Ath?’ panted Wallop, as she burst into the attic.

‘You could say that,’ said Fatale calmly. ‘I’ve had a bit of accident. Well, he’s had a bit of an accident. I’m perfectly fine in case you’re wondering.’

I tensed up as Wallop marched over to where I lay and prodded me in the ribs with her boot.

‘What happened?’ she asked.

‘What do you think happened?’ snapped Fatale. ‘I came up here to laugh at him and he tried to escape. That was his mistake. I had to stop him and he hit his head. Oh dear. Such a pity. Still, let’s not let such a small thing ruin a perfectly good day.’ Fatale paused. ‘You do believe it was an accident, don’t you?’

‘Yes, an accident,’ nodded Wallop. ‘We can tell the Governess and Young Papa Pitt that when they get here—’

‘We could,’ cut in Fatale, ‘but I’d rather we didn’t.’

Wallop looked at her, confused. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Think about it,’ said Fatale. ‘Nobody else needs to know about what’s happened here. Not if you clear up the mess before they arrive.’

‘Clear up the mess?’ Wallop pulled a face. ‘It’s not easy to hide a body.’

‘Who said anything about hiding it?’ argued Fatale. ‘I’m talking about getting rid of it for good … and I know just the way to do it! The bin lorry will be here soon. Nobody will bat an eyelid if you throw the spy in there. We can tell the Governess and Young Papa Pitt that he ran off and they’ll never know any different.’

‘We’ll know different,’ muttered Wallop. ‘I’m not sure this is a good idea—’

‘I never said it was a good idea,’ pressed Fatale. ‘But you do have to do as I ask. I’m the daughter of Deadly De’Ath, after all. When I speak, you listen.’

‘Of course,’ said Wallop, raising her hands in apology. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you.’

‘Don’t worry; you didn’t.’ Fatale pointed towards the door. ‘But you will do if you and Drub don’t remove the body this instant.’

Wallop hesitated for a moment before wandering off to fetch her partner.

‘That was easier than I expected,’ whispered Fatale, as she crouched down beside me. ‘See you soon, Stinky. Although the next time we meet I can’t promise I’ll be so friendly.’

Fatale stood up as both Wallop and Drub walked back into the attic. ‘Get him out of here before the bin lorry leaves,’ she ordered. ‘I want no trace of the body left behind. It can be our little secret.’

Without another word, Wallop grabbed my wrists, whilst Drub took hold of my ankles. Together, they lifted me off the ground. I held my breath and kept my body as limp as possible as they walked across the attic.

‘I don’t … I can’t … I’m still not sure about this, Miss De’Ath,’ mumbled Wallop, as she hesitated in the doorway. ‘Maybe we should tell Young Papa Pitt at least.’

‘And maybe I should tell my father,’ replied Fatale. ‘How do you think he’ll feel when he finds out you two have disobeyed me? The Crooked Clink can’t hold him forever. He’ll be back on these streets before you know it.’

‘I suppose keeping it to ourselves isn’t so bad,’ said Wallop reluctantly. She exchanged glances with a blank-faced Drub before they set off down the stairs with me swinging in between them. I kept my eyes tightly shut and tried not to think about how much it would hurt if they banged my head against the wall. Then they did bang my head against the wall and I no longer had to think about it. Which was good because it hurt so much I doubted I could think even if I wanted to.

By the time the pain had passed (at least forty-one seconds later) we had left the Snot ’n’ Spittle and were outside on the streets of Elbow’s End.

‘This is madness,’ moaned Wallop, as she stomped towards the gates.

Drub grunted in agreement.

‘No, madness is Deadly De’Ath,’ said Wallop, arguing with herself. ‘And his daughter’s not much better either. Still, if we want to carry on cracking heads for a living then we’ve got no choice but to do as she says … oh, I’ve got an itch.’

Wallop stopped suddenly and let go of my wrists. At the same time, Drub released my ankles and I began to drop. I landed on my side with a bump, before quickly rolling on to my stomach so the pain wouldn’t show on my face. When I opened my eyes there was something small and familiar laying on the ground beside me.

It was the false fingernail that the Big Cheese had given me in the SICK Bucket.

The same false fingernail that Grot had smashed off my hand with her frying pan.

Gently, with only the slightest of movements, I brushed my hand over the ground and picked it up without anybody noticing. A moment later the fingernail was back where it belonged. On my finger. And just in time by the sound of things.

‘That’s better,’ said Wallop, once she’d finished scratching. I kept my eyes slightly open as my body rose into the air. We were back on the move and I could see the bin lorry in the distance. It was parked up just inside the gates with the engine ticking over. I guessed that it was about to leave. Wallop and Drub seemed to realise this too and sped up. Soon they were running and I was jerking from side to side. My stomach turned over and it was all I could do to stop myself from throwing up.

There was a loud groaning sound as the bin lorry began to trundle towards the gates.

‘We’re … nearly … there,’ said Wallop, gasping for breath. ‘Just … a bit … closer … and … we can … throw … him in.’

I didn’t like the sound of that.

I was still debating whether or not I should offer to throw myself in when both Wallop and Drub skidded to a halt. They may have stopped, but I was still on the move. Soaring through the air, in fact. Flying without wings.

And then, just as suddenly, I wasn’t.

Before I had time to think about how this would end, I had landed head-first in a huge pile of … nothing. That was bad timing on my part. The rubbish had already been dumped and the back of the lorry was completely empty. Okay, so it wasn’t the softest of landings, but that didn’t matter. Not now I was safely inside.

I sat up and checked that I was still in working order before peeking out the back. Spike was about to close the gates and I could see Wallop and Drub in the distance, walking away.

Then I spotted Fatale.

She was stood in the entrance to Buzz’s bus. The double decker without its top deck.

She waved and I waved back.

Friend or foe, I couldn’t really be sure, but one thing was certain. Over the course of the weekend she had saved my life on more than one occasion. And, for that at least, she deserved a wave if nothing else.


30.‘THIS IS FOR MY SISTER!’

The bin lorry ground to a halt when we reached the corner of Everyday Avenue.

‘Lonely in there, was it?’ asked Mabs, as she helped me out the back. ‘Still, better that than left to rot in Elbow’s End. How was your mission by the way?’

‘Impossible,’ I replied.

It was a short walk home, but it still gave me enough time to wrap my brain around everything that had happened. I had only been gone for a little over twenty-four hours, but it felt like longer. At least twenty-five. Much of that time I had spent with Maya – or should that be Fatale De’Ath. She had fooled me the whole time we had been together, but her reasons for doing so were purely selfish, not spiteful. She just wanted to get out of that attic and have some fun. She didn’t hate me.

Not like the person at SICK who had set me up.

They had intended for me to be stranded in Elbow’s End for the rest of my life. And they had nearly got their wish.

Now I had to stop them from trying again. I had to catch them. And I knew exactly how to do it.

I stopped when I reached my own doorstep and studied the false fingernail. I thought I had lost it forever, but now here it was, stuck to my finger, albeit a little scratched around the edges and plastered in dirt. It didn’t appear to be broken though, so I put it in my mouth and bit down. There was a strange whirring sound as the tracker came to life.

There. I had done it. The message had been sent.

The Weasel has landed.

Now all I had to do was wait. I knew the message would reach the Big Cheese eventually, but I was hoping that somebody else would intercept it first. The same somebody who had left me for dead in Elbow’s End.

I found the house key under the plant pot and unlocked the door. I crossed my fingers that my parents were out and then uncrossed them when they were. They must’ve been home at some point because the mess from yesterday had been tidied (which was good), although it wasn’t difficult to figure out who would get the blame for creating it in the first place (which wasn’t so good).

Safely inside, I stood in the hallway and tried to think of things to do before my plan kicked into action. In the end I stuck my tongue between my teeth, a finger up each nostril and one foot on top of the other. Okay, so there was no way whatsoever that I could speak, smell or even walk, but at least I wouldn’t fall asleep any time soon.

I stayed like that for thirteen minutes.

By the fourteenth my stomach was grumbling like a barbecue in a rain shower so it was only right that I tried to fill it. A quick search of the kitchen threw up a meal fit for a spy. Hard boiled eggs dipped in prune juice. Perfect. I ate quickly without tasting. Sometimes it’s easier that way.

It was now eighteen minutes since I had sent the message.

They should have been here by now. They wouldn’t dare leave me any longer. Not now I was walking around Crooked Elbow without a care in the world. Maybe the false fingernail was broken after all. Maybe the message had never sent and I was waiting for no reason. Or maybe I just needed to get out of this wetsuit before it squeezed the life out of me.

I was about to run upstairs and get changed when a knock at the door stopped me in my tracks.

I turned slowly, lifted the letterbox and looked outside. There was a figure stood on the doorstep. They were wearing a balaclava and dark clothing, just like yesterday when they had first come to visit.

This was it. The moment I came face to face with my betrayer. Or face to balaclava. Yes, that’s better. Not scary at all. Nothing to worry about.

I opened the door before I could talk myself out of it.

‘You took your time,’ I moaned. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news … and some more bad news. It’s your choice. Which would you like to hear first?’

Balaclava didn’t move. Not even his lips to answer my question.

‘Have it your way,’ I shrugged. I stepped to one side and invited him in. ‘The bad news is I’m still alive … and the more bad news is there’s nothing you can do about it!’

Undeterred, Balaclava walked into the house and slammed the door shut.

‘Not so hard,’ I grumbled. ‘The ceiling might collapse. Straight on your head if you’re not careful. On second thoughts, slam away …’

I turned around and walked along the hallway. I looked back when I reached the kitchen, surprised to find that Balaclava was still stood by the door, watching me. ‘Don’t be shy,’ I said. ‘I mean, it’s not as if we haven’t met before. You know me … and I definitely know who you are!’

‘No, you don’t!’ It was the first time Balaclava had spoken in my house.

But not the first time I had ever heard him speak.

‘Yes, I do,’ I insisted. ‘I figured it out myself. Well, with a little help from Fatale De’Ath. Oh, did I forget to say? She’s my new friend. Well, half-friend. Okay, you can’t really be friends with the daughter of Deadly De’Ath, but we did spend a lot of time together. Enough for her to tell me that someone from SICK had tried to set me up. And that someone was you. You told Peregrine Sneak that a spy was going undercover in Elbow’s End. In return, Sneak told you that Maya, the Mayor’s daughter, had already been released. She was going home and I didn’t have to rescue her. Unfortunately for me, you deliberately forgot to inform the Big Cheese. You put my life at risk. You didn’t want me to come back to Crooked Elbow. But I have. Sorry about that.’

‘Have you finished yet?’ asked Balaclava.

‘No, but you have,’ I replied. ‘You’ve finished trying to finish me off. And just like your sister you’ve failed. Bad luck … Felix Finefellow.’

Balaclava hesitated for a moment before slowly removing his balaclava.

I was right.

It was Felix Finefellow.

The Big Cheese’s new secretary was no better than his old one.

I knew Felix would intercept the message and arrive first. And, sure enough, he had. Now what I needed was for the Big Cheese to arrive second and preferably sooner rather than later. No, even that was too long. I needed him here now.

‘I’m going to make you suffer for what you did to my Felicity,’ growled Felix. ‘You were lucky to escape from me before, Dare … but everyone’s luck has to run out eventually.’

‘Yeah, just not today,’ I said. I wasn’t so cocky when Felix suddenly charged at me. Unlike yesterday, he wasn’t looking for any weapons to attack me with.

He was already armed.

Armed with a knitting needle.

‘Whoa!’ I raised a hand and Felix skidded to a halt. ‘Why don’t we do this somewhere a little more comfortable?’ I said, gesturing towards the sitting room. ‘After you, not-so Finefellow …’

Felix eyed me with a mixture of suspicion and disgust, but still did as I asked. Pushing past me, he pulled open the sitting room door and began to walk inside.

And that was when I jumped on his back.

I clung onto his ears as he dropped the knitting needle and stumbled forward. Good start. I went one step further and ruffled his hair. The wax he had used to style it stuck to my fingers so I put my hands over his eyes, momentarily blinding him. Things were going from good to great as Felix began to stagger around before he eventually crashed into the window. I thought he was about to fall over when he pulled on the curtains to steady himself.

‘Bad move!’ I cried, as they came down in his hands. ‘It’s best not to get on the wrong side of my mother. Or her right side …’

Felix ignored my advice as he wandered straight into the television, sending it tumbling to the carpet. This was going to take a lot of explaining. I just hoped I was still alive to do it.

‘Get … off … me … now!’ Felix made to throw me off his back, but all he managed to do was move me higher up his body. Now I was sat on his shoulders. It was almost impossible to keep my balance as Felix wobbled from side to side. Then he tripped over the coffee table.

He was falling … and so was I.

I aimed for the sofa and hit it. By the time I had rolled over, Felix was back on his feet and hovering over me. He grabbed a leg so I kicked him with the other, striking him firmly in the face. He yelped in agony, but didn’t let go as he dragged me to the floor. Before I knew it he was sat on my chest. I tried to push him off, but he used his knees to pin my arms down. He was too heavy. I couldn’t move. And Felix knew it.

‘This is for my sister!’ he snarled. Snatching the knitting needle up off the carpet, he raised it above his head.

‘Wait!’ I said hastily.

‘What for?’ laughed Felix. ‘There’s nothing you can say that will make me—’

‘Stop!’ I cried. ‘Because there is. I’m not joking. Let me prove it.’

‘Go on then,’ said Felix, rolling his eyes at me. ‘Make it good because these will be the last words you ever utter.’

I was about to speak when, as if by magic, Felix was lifted high into the air and then thrown across the sitting room.

Except it wasn’t magic.

It was Roland ‘Rumble’ Robinson, the SICK Bucket’s second line of defence.

And right behind him, gasping for breath as he collapsed onto the sofa, was the Chief of SICK himself.

‘Splendid work, Rumble,’ panted the Big Cheese. ‘We got here just in the nick of time by the look of things. Now, does anyone mind telling me what’s going on?’

So I did. I told the Big Cheese everything that had happened during my mission to Elbow’s End and how the blame lay squarely at the feet of Felix Finefellow. Thankfully, the Big Cheese didn’t interrupt me once, choosing instead to stroke his moustache in all the right places as he listened carefully.

‘You haven’t seen the last of me, Dare,’ cried Felix, as Rumble dragged him to his feet. ‘I’m going to stick a finger up your nose until it comes out your ear. I’m going to chop off your tongue and knock out your teeth. I’m going to slice off your elbows and swap them with your kneecaps. I’m going to—’

‘Button it!’ boomed the Big Cheese. ‘You’ll do none of those things, Felix, and you know it. Especially once you’re safely behind bars. Maybe I can arrange for you to share a cell with your sister. A fine home for both Finefellows. Yes, that shouldn’t be too difficult. Now get this despicable double-crosser out of my nostrils, Rumble. There’s a bad smell in the air and, for once, it’s got nothing to do with young Dare.’

Felix cursed under his breath, but then cursed out loud as Rumble threw him over his shoulder.

‘Congratulations,’ bellowed the Big Cheese, once the two of them had left the sitting room. At the same time, he stood up from the sofa before deciding to sit back down again. ‘That was touch and go for one moment, but now it’s mission accomplished. Admittedly, it wasn’t the mission that you first set out to accomplish, but you’ve still accomplished something. Felix Finefellow was both bad to the bone and rotten to the ribs. You did well exposing him, young Dare, although it does mean that I’ll have to find myself a new secretary again—’

‘Don’t get another Finefellow, will you, sir?’ I said quickly.

‘No, definitely not,’ replied the Big Cheese. ‘Well, probably not … hopefully not … I’ll have to see who’s out there I suppose.’ The Big Cheese stopped waffling and straightened his cravat. ‘I think I might owe you an apology,’ he mumbled eventually.

‘Just the one, sir?’ I said.

‘Okay, several,’ admitted the Big Cheese. ‘You must understand, though. I would never have sent you to Elbow’s End if I didn’t have to. How was I to know that the Mayor’s daughter had already been sent home?’

‘You weren’t,’ I agreed. ‘But you did know that nobody ever comes out of Elbow’s End alive.’

‘Nobody … except you,’ said the Big Cheese smugly.

‘But then I shouldn’t have had to, should I?’ I argued. ‘You could’ve sent any spy, but you sent me. Why? I didn’t know you disliked me that much, sir.’

‘Neither did I,’ said the Big Cheese. ‘Because I don’t. And I didn’t send you to Elbow’s End because you wouldn’t come back either. I sent you because you’re the only spy I have who would come back. You have a unique range of skills, young Dare, that I can’t really explain. As irritating as you are, you still manage to draw people towards you. You’re like a human magnet. They trust you. And, for some inexplicable reason, they seem to like you too.’

‘Felix Finefellow doesn’t like me,’ I grumbled.

‘That’s true,’ nodded the Big Cheese. ‘But I can think of far better examples—’

‘Like Fatale De’Ath?’ I said.

‘Yes … no … that’s not really what I was thinking,’ mumbled the Big Cheese. ‘If Fatale De’Ath is anything like her father then she’s definitely best avoided.’

‘If it wasn’t for her I’d have never got out of Elbow’s End,’ I remarked. ‘I owe her my life.’

‘You don’t owe her anything, young Dare,’ insisted the Big Cheese. ‘Remember that.’ He finally stood up and waddled out of the sitting room. ‘Do you want a lift back to the SICK Bucket?’ he asked. ‘We’ll have to travel with Felix Finefellow, I’m afraid, but I’m sure we could put him someplace we don’t have to look at him. Like on the roof perhaps. Or maybe Rumble would be kind enough to stuff him up the exhaust. Both out of sight and out of mind. The perfect combination.’

I shook my head as we walked along the hallway. ‘I’ll be there soon, sir, but there’s somewhere I need to go.’

‘If it’s to the lavatory I can always wait,’ offered the Big Cheese.

‘No, it’ll take longer than that,’ I said, as I joined him at the door. ‘There’s somebody I need to go and see. Somebody who can’t actually see me, but still has a whole lot of explaining to do.’


31.‘MAYBE I AM, MAYBE I’M NOT …’

It took me fourteen minutes to get to the site of the Cold Crooked Carnival.

Yesterday evening had been their last night. The grand finale. The big finish. And it had been big, judging by the mess that had been left behind. Now it was time for the even bigger clean up to begin, something that I was keen to avoid. With that in mind, I tried to blend into the background the best I could as I wandered about (although blending in on dry land in a wetsuit is never that easy). Maybe I should have thought about getting changed before I left the house. Thankfully, nobody paid me even a smidgen of attention as they set about clearing away all the rubbish and taking down the numerous tents and attractions that were scattered about the site.

As luck would have it, the tent I was looking for was still upright when I finally stumbled upon it. I slipped inside before I was spotted and looked around. The circular table was just where I had left it. As was the candle. And the chairs around it.

And Madame Isabella.

She was sat facing me, although she looked nothing like she had done the first time we had met.

Back then, her face had been partially hidden by a head of straggly black curls, whilst her flowing white dress had dragged along the grass, covering her bare feet.

Today her hair was grey in colour and tied back, and she was wearing a thick coat, blue jeans and a pair of white trainers. Not only that, but she was no longer missing the two things that had made her such a terrifying prospect on Friday evening.

The fortune teller had eyes. And she was using them to stare straight at me.

‘You are Madame Isabella, aren’t you?’ I asked.

‘Maybe I am, maybe I’m not,’ shrugged the woman.

‘Or maybe you just are,’ I said. ‘There’s no point trying to pretend otherwise. Nobody else in Crooked Elbow has nails as long as yours.’

Madame Isabella smiled as she put her hands under the table. ‘Take a seat,’ she said. ‘What do you want? Another reading? I thought the last one would’ve put you off for life.’

‘Ah, so you remember me,’ I said, as I sat down opposite her.

‘I predicted you would die,’ said Madame Isabella matter-of-factly. ‘At least it hasn’t come true.’ I opened my mouth to speak, but the fortune teller beat me to it. ‘I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong,’ she remarked. ‘You see me here today, without the wig and the dress and the eye patches that look like empty sockets, and you think I’m a fraud. Well, I’m not. Yes, I dress up when I’m working, but that’s only to add to the experience. I’m a professional. I’m good at what I do. You, however, were different. I had no control over your reading.’

I screwed up my face. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Somebody told me what to say,’ explained Madame Isabella. ‘I had no choice but to do as they asked. You have to believe me. It wasn’t a request. It was an order.’

‘I don’t understand,’ I said, more confused than ever. ‘There was nobody else in the tent except you and me—’

‘And the man who left when you arrived,’ revealed Madame Isabella.

The man who left when I arrived. My brain turned over like a washing machine set to spin. Yes, of course. He had barged past me on his way out. I tried to picture him, but it was no use. He was nothing more than a blur. A faceless shadow.

A man who wasn’t even there.

‘I thought he was just another customer,’ I said.

Madame Isabella shook her head. ‘You thought wrong. That man was far more dangerous than any customer. He knew who you were. He told me what I should say to you before you had even entered the tent.’

‘That’s not possible,’ I argued. ‘I wandered in by accident.’

‘Did you?’ said Madame Isabella mysteriously. ‘You could’ve walked into any other tent, but you chose mine. I think it was planned. Not by you, but by a higher force. It left me with no other choice but to do as the man asked.’

‘You could’ve just said no,’ I insisted.

‘Easy for you to say.’ Madame Isabella stopped suddenly and looked around the tent. ‘Maybe you’ll think differently when I tell you that the man works for Deadly De’Ath. And nobody dares to cross Deadly De’Ath!’

I froze. Not literally. But I couldn’t move. It was the shock, you see. That and the fact my flipper had got stuck in a boggy patch of mud.

‘Deadly De’Ath is being held in the Crooked Clink,’ I said nervously. ‘Isn’t he?’

‘He is,’ confirmed Madame Isabella, ‘but that doesn’t mean anything. Not when he can reach out from behind the bars and get people to do what he wants. Locked up or not, Deadly De’Ath will always have the power to control what happens in Crooked Elbow. Nobody can stop him. Not the police. And especially not SICK.’ Madame Isabella paused for breath. ‘Deadly De’Ath knows all about you,’ she said. ‘Your reputation has spread. You were on his radar even before you went to Elbow’s End. And that means you’re not safe. If I was you I’d take a holiday. Maybe a permanent one. On the other side of the world.’

I stood up and puffed out my chest. ‘I’m not hiding from anybody,’ I said stubbornly. ‘I did that straight after you told me I was going to die. Then I realised I couldn’t hide forever so I stopped … and I’m not planning on starting again any time soon!’

‘Rather you than me,’ muttered Madame Isabella. ‘Aren’t you even a little bit worried about what Deadly De’Ath might have planned for you in the future?’

‘You’re the only one who worries about the future,’ I replied smartly. ‘Besides, if anybody should be worried it’s De’Ath.’

‘Why?’ laughed Madame Isabella. What can you do? You’re just a boy—’

‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ I cut in. ‘I’m not a boy at all. Well, I am … technically … but that’s not important. No, I’m Hugo Dare. Agent Minus Thirty-Five. Codename Pink Weasel. If Deadly De’Ath wants to take me on then he’s more than welcome … and I don’t need you to read my teeth to tell me how it will end!’

I didn’t hang around to hear what Madame Isabella had to say about that. Instead, I slipped out of the tent and kept on walking. My mission may have been over, but another one was just about to begin.

From this day forth, there was a new enemy in town.

Deadly De’Ath.

And it was my job to make sure he didn’t live up to his name.
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