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			About Stunt Kids

			After ‘The Accident’, Gretel’s parents wrapped her in cotton wool. (Not literally, that would be ridiculously itchy.) They wouldn’t let her do anything slightly dangerous. No running. No jumping. No dancing. She wasn’t even allowed to take out the rubbish in case she rolled the wheelie bin over her foot.

			So when she finds herself at a Stunt Camp where daredevil kids jump from great heights, engage in intense combat and flip, twist and tumble like it’s the easiest thing in the world, Gretel wants to sink into the floor. No, deeper than that. She wants to sink into the Earth’s core where the temperature is a balmy 6000 degrees.

			Her first step is to give herself a stunt name, Gypsy Flowers. Next step, face every one of her fears. Not just face them, headbutt them. Especially when she and her new friends are assigned a top secret, highly dangerous mission . . .

			The Stunt Kids must find action hero Tom Von Strongberg before he unleashes a hypnotic computer virus . . . a virus that will turn hundreds of millions of kids into mindless zombies.
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			For Kara. You made everything wonderfuller.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I’m only 12 years old and I’m about to die, Gretel Grey thought as her father’s Protekta 360, the safest car ever made, roared down the freeway.

			I say ‘roared’, but Ray Grey was driving at the speed limit. The thing is, Ray Grey never drove at the speed limit. Always 20 kilometres below. Fifteen below if he was in a hurry, which he never allowed himself to be.

			But today was different. Today was very different.

			‘This is madness, Ray, slow down!’ Renee Grey screamed from the passenger seat. She looked over her shoulder and fixed her wild eyes on her daughter. ‘Brace, Gretel! BRACE!’

			As always, Gretel obeyed her mother without question. She pressed her feet and knees together, rested her helmeted head (yep, she was wearing a helmet) on the back of the passenger seat and positioned her clammy hands next to her temples.

			Beads of sweat dripped from Gretel’s forehead down past her curly black locks, around her odd-coloured eyes (one blue, one green) and along her freckly nose before landing on her trembling lips. She gasped an anxious breath and quickly regretted it. Her dad had the ‘stress sweats’, a scent 11 times smellier than traditional adult body odour.

			I’m going to die and the last thing I’ll ever smell is my dad’s toxic armpits.

			Gretel wished she was dressed in something more exciting for her last day on Earth. Instead, she was wearing the same clothes she had worn every day for the last five years. A grey pinafore (with a small first-aid kit sewn into it), a grey blouse and grey tights. Her clothes weren’t grey because it was the family surname. In the world of colour psychology, grey is considered emotionless, monotonous and pessimistic, qualities Ray and Renee Grey held in the highest regard.

			Complementing Gretel’s ensemble were black steel-capped boots and an antique silver watch bequeathed to her by her great-grandmother (also named Gretel).

			Because she was outside the house, Gretel was also wearing a high-visibility vest and fluorescent knee pads, elbow pads and wrist guards along with her neon helmet.

			While this equipment kept her safe from physical harm, it did little to protect her from ridicule. On this trip alone, 17 children in passing cars had stared at Gretel then exploded into laughter.

			There weren’t many things Gretel admired about her father but she wished she’d inherited his indifference to other people’s opinions. Ray didn’t seem to notice that the other drivers were shouting and waving angrily at him. Renee, on the other hand, took each irate gesture personally. ‘Everyone thinks you’re driving like a noodle, Ray!’

			‘That’s because everyone’s a chowderhead,’ Ray replied.

			Ray Grey was an insurance agent, which meant he made money from other people’s misfortune. Or, more accurately, their fear of misfortune. He worked from home, usually in bed.

			BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

			The cars behind them honked as Ray dropped several kilometres below the speed limit.

			‘This is why we never leave the house!’ Renee said. ‘People have a death wish!’

			Renee Grey spent her days teaching Gretel at home. Most people call it homeschooling. Renee called it the ‘School of Safe and Sensible Ideas’, also known as SOSASI.

			Before she established SOSASI, Renee was an actuary. An actuary uses mathematics, statistics and financial theories to study uncertain future events. (Wow, I’m boring myself.) To put it simply, Renee Grey predicted horrible scenarios for a living.

			With both her parents experts at imagining things going very wrong, it’s no surprise that Gretel was partial to catastrophising. (Have you heard of catastrophising? It’s a fancy word for when we convince ourselves a minor issue is a ginormous problem. For example, an author might get one bad review and think, This is a tragedy! Why did I waste years writing this book? I’ll never write anything again, not even a shopping list.)

			I’m about to leave this planet without a friend in the world, Gretel thought.

			If that were true, this would be a very short book. But the voice inside Gretel’s head was right about one thing. She didn’t have any friends. Not because of her personality. As you’ll learn, Gretel is funny, intelligent, kind and has an encyclopaedic knowledge of wildlife.

			It’s because of The Accident, which Gretel’s parents blamed on Gretel’s best friend. After The Accident, Gretel wasn’t allowed to associate with anyone other than Ray, Renee and Renee’s sister, Fifi. It had been five long years since Gretel spent time with a child other than her reflection. A sight she was entirely sick of.

			‘This is a nightmare,’ Renee shouted, her hands shaking as they masked her panicked eyes.

			‘Stop yelling,’ Ray said through clenched teeth. ‘We wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for you.’

			This was harsh but true. Renee Grey rarely made mistakes but this one was a doozy. This mistake would change Gretel’s life FOREVER. EVER. EVER. (Wow, this car is echoey.)

			The mistake was this. Sixty-six days ago, Renee Grey entered a competition in Helicopter Parents magazine to win a three-week, all-expenses-paid parental retreat to a town voted the safest (that is, most boring) in the world. (I won’t reveal the name of the town in case you live there.)

			To win the competition, entrants had to explain why they deserved a holiday. There was no word limit, so Renee wrote and wrote and wrote until she’d almost penned a book (no easy task, let me tell you). Her entry wasn’t just long; it was eloquent, captivating and heartfelt.

			Being a passionate pessimist, Renee didn’t expect to win the competition. But win it she did. 

			She was so shocked by the congratulatory letter that she cried tears of joy. The problem was, her tears blurred her vision and instead of reading the departure date as 3 January, the date she wrote in her diary was 8 January.

			On 3 January at 7.12 am, Renee received a call from the editor of Helicopter Parents magazine asking if Ray and Renee would like a complimentary orange juice on their flight, which was departing in two-and-a-half hours.

			‘Two-and-a-half hours?!’ Renee’s response was so shrill it could have shattered glass. (Fortunately, all the windows in the Grey house were quadruple glazed.)

			‘Two-and-a-half hours?!’ Ray repeated when Renee broke the news.

			The Greys went into a state of panic not witnessed since The Accident.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Gretel watched on in terrified silence as her parents hurriedly packed their bags. Her mum and dad never swore but when they were stressed, strange food-related expressions burst from their lips.

			‘Salt and pepper squid!’ Renee cried.

			‘Holy guacamole!’ Ray yelled.

			‘Peas and rice!’ Renee screeched.

			Gretel’s Aunt Fifi was supposed to be looking after Gretel while her parents were away.

			Fifi was round, smiley and smelt like pigeon poo. Not in a bad way. Not in a good way either. It’s just what happens when you spend more time with pigeons than humans.

			Fifi raced pigeons. She taught pigeons tricks. And she slept in the pigeon coop when she felt lonely. She was very peculiar and very kind. She also let Gretel do wild things her parents would never allow her to do, like skim stones on the lake.

			Renee phoned Fifi to tell her about the change of dates but the call went to voicemail. There was a good chance Fifi was sleeping in her pigeon coop. There was an even greater chance she’d taken off on one of her spontaneous, technology-free cave retreats.

			‘Gretel will have to come with us,’ Ray said to Renee, his rhubarb-red face dripping with perspiration.

			‘Absolutely not!’ Renee snapped. ‘It was voted a safe town for parents. We know nothing of its appropriateness for children.’

			‘Then we need to cancel the trip,’ Ray said, lifting the receiver of their beige home telephone.

			‘No!’ Renee’s response was so intense she almost shattered the quadruple-glazed windows. ‘I mined my soul to win that competition.’ (Little did Renee know, Helicopter Parents magazine only received one other entry – a smiley face accompanied by one misspelt word: ‘plees’.)

			‘Alright, alright,’ Ray said, putting the phone down. ‘Maybe we can book Gretel into a holiday camp.’

			‘A holiday camp?’ Gretel spluttered, her eyebrows jumping towards her hairline.

			‘A holiday camp?!’ Renee repeated.

			‘You two have a better idea?’ Ray asked as the stench of stress sweat filled the room.

			Renee looked at Ray, then Gretel, then back to Ray, then Gretel one more time.

			‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Let’s book Gretel into a holiday camp.’

			It’s impossible to overstate the significance of this decision. For three whole weeks, Gretel, who hadn’t left the house without her parents or Fifi for five years, would be supervised by, and socialising with, strangers.

			If Ray and Renee had known in advance that they’d need to send their only child to a holiday camp, they would have done an exhaustive search of every camp in the area. They would have drawn up a long list then a shortlist, then a very short list. They would have interviewed everyone who worked at the camps on the very short list, past and present. They would have spoken to the parents of children attending the camp. They would have conducted a reconnaissance mission, done a thorough risk assessment and run dozens of simulations.

			Instead, they had 32 minutes and 43 seconds to find a suitable camp with a three-week vacancy located on the way to the airport.

			The Greys didn’t have the internet because of its susceptibility to hacking, scamming and misinformation. Instead, they used phone books.

			(Have you heard of phone books? Probably not. They’re mainly used for mulch these days. Quick history lesson. Phone books are like Google, except they contain a gazillionth of the information and are much more papery. They are typically divided into two volumes.)

			Renee took A–K. Ray examined L–Z. Gretel was left to watch on, her breathing shallow, her throat dry, her fate out of her trembling hands.

			Ray and Renee didn’t give a second’s thought to any camp involving physical activity. This eliminated sports camps, dance camps, yoga, swimming, darts. A paper plane camp was dismissed due to the risk of paper cuts. A craft camp was rejected because participants were allowed to use scissors. Time was ticking by. Renee was gnashing her teeth with such ferocity she sounded like a coffee grinder.

			‘What about this one?’ Ray said, pointing to a small advertisement on one of the ‘S’ pages. Renee studied the ad carefully.

			‘Stunt Camp,’ she read aloud. ‘Gretel, what’s a stunt camp?’

			‘I have no idea,’ Gretel replied.

			(I know what you’re thinking. How can two adults and a tween not know what a stunt camp is? The thing is, even before The Accident, Ray and Renee lived in a bubble. A small, watertight bubble. When Gretel was born, she joined them in the bubble. But as she grew older and attended school, her world began to open up. Just as she was about to burst out of the bubble, The Accident occurred.)

			In five years, the three of them hadn’t spoken to anyone other than medical professionals (the Greys had weekly check-ups) and Fifi, who only talked about pigeons. They didn’t watch, read or listen to the news. Their knowledge was restricted to things they told each other or learnt from non-fiction books and documentaries. Consequently, Gretel knew more about Celtic bagpiping and underwater basket weaving than most kids her age. Thanks to her obsession with world-famous nature documentary maker Davina Burgonet, she was also a fount of knowledge about animals and the environment. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Gretel had never watched a documentary about stunts.

			‘Do you think it’s a camp for children experiencing stunted growth?’ Renee asked.

			‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Ray replied. ‘STUNT is obviously an acronym.’

			‘For what?’ Renee asked, blinking rapidly.

			Gretel racked her brain.

			Soup Tasting Under Nylon Tents? Smelling Tulips Until Night-Time?

			Before she could share her ideas, Ray announced, ‘I’m going to make an educated guess.’

			‘An educated guess is the only guess worth making,’ Renee replied sharply.

			‘Of course it is,’ Ray blustered. ‘I think STUNT stands for . . . “Sensible, Totally Undangerous, Never Thrilling”.’

			‘So a STUNT camp must be a Sensible, Totally Undangerous, Never Thrilling camp,’ Renee deduced.

			‘Exactly,’ Ray replied.

			Neither of them contemplated asking Gretel’s opinion, even though she was the one who would be attending this mysterious camp for 21 days.

			‘I’ll book her in now,’ Ray announced, picking up the home phone again. As Ray barked down the line, Gretel experienced an array of emotions.

			Three weeks with a bunch of strangers? I won’t know how to act. Or what to say. What if I hurt myself? Or someone else? Or everybody? It’s good that the camp is undangerous and never thrilling. But what will I do on such a camp? Remain motionless like a cave salamander for three weeks?

			As Ray hung up the phone, a smile crossed his bulbous face. ‘She’s booked in,’ he announced to Renee as if Gretel was not in the room. ‘If we leave now, she’ll only be 13 minutes late. We’ll still have plenty of time to load up on snacks for the flight.’

			This is how it came to pass that Ray and Renee Grey, the most helicopter-y of helicopter parents, took an exit off the freeway and drove down a narrow road, which led to a dirt road, which ended at an enormous shed in the middle of the bush.

			As the Greys alighted the car, Renee’s eyes were drawn to a large colourful sign above the shed: WELCOME TO STUNT CAMP!

			‘That sign’s quite audacious,’ Renee said. ‘Are we sure STUNT stands for “Sensible, Totally Undangerous, Never Thrilling”?’

			‘Of course we’re sure,’ Ray replied defensively.

			‘Should we at least have a quick look around?’ Renee asked, scanning the bushy surrounds.

			‘Are you forgetting we have a plane to catch?’ Ray harumphed.

			‘Of course not,’ Renee snapped. ‘It’s just that . . .’ She trailed off, then turned to Gretel, who was standing bolt upright, too nervous to move a muscle. ‘Have a wonderful time, Gretel.’

			Gretel was sure she saw a tear escape her mother’s left eye.

			‘We’ll miss you, our special little girl,’ Ray said.

			‘Bye, Mum, bye, Da–’

			Ray jumped into the driver’s seat and shut the door before Gretel had a chance to complete her very short sentence.

			Renee returned to the passenger seat, closed the door and gave Gretel a sad wave through the window.

			As Gretel Grey watched her parents drive away, she sobbed. She sobbed because she was scared. She sobbed because she was alone. She sobbed because she was Gretel Grey.

			Once she had purged her tear ducts, Gretel took a shallow breath and absorbed her surrounds. She was in nature. Real live nature. Gretel and her parents hadn’t ventured into nature since The Accident.

			‘Nature’s too prickly,’ Renee was fond of saying.

			Trees are tall and tall things fall, read Ray’s favourite novelty hat.

			The grass beneath Gretel’s boots was thick with dew and the morning air was so cold she could see every breath escaping her quivering lips. She felt small and insignificant, a feeling amplified by the enormous gum trees towering over her.

			The branches look like crooked fingers about to pluck me from the ground and fling me into the burning sun.

			Gretel could hear birds. Birds she’d only heard in documentaries. Nightjars. Stilts. Black-tailed godwits. A riot of kookaburras cackled loudly, making Gretel feel like the butt of a hilarious joke.

			She turned towards the gargantuan aluminium shed. For the first time, she became aware of the noise coming from inside. Yelling. Screaming. Thudding. It sounded like children were being flung around by giant beasts. Gretel was about to run for her life when she heard another sound. Footsteps. As they drew closer, Gretel froze in fear.

			A beast is about to stomp me to death. Or eat me alive. Or capture me and force me to become his chef, making me cook repugnant concoctions like fried fruit bat with maggots and kale.

			Gretel closed her eyes, like a toddler playing hide and seek, and prepared to be devoured.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			‘Are we playing Marco Polo?’ the beast asked. ‘I love that game!’

			Gretel slowly opened her eyes. It wasn’t a beast. It was a man. A man dressed in the most bizarre outfit Gretel had ever seen. To be fair, Gretel’s bar for bizarre was low. To be even fairer, this man had quite an unusual appearance. Spiky, bleached hair with red tips. Long limbs. And a rubbery face that seemed capable of more facial expressions than other humans. His kind, grey eyes were rimmed with eyeliner and he sported a glorious moustache, which twirled majestically at each end. He was dressed in a red bodysuit with yellow shorts over the top and bright green sneakers.

			‘You must be Gretel Grey!’ said the human traffic light. ‘I’m Rocket.’

			Rocket?! His parents must be space enthusiasts, Gretel thought. No, they must be space fanatics! What is an oddly dressed, oddly named spaceman doing at a Sensible, Totally Undangerous, Never Thrilling camp?

			‘Incredible to meet you,’ Rocket said, stretching his hand around his back and out in front of Gretel.

			As Gretel shook Rocket’s hand, a woman landed next to them, seemingly from the clouds.

			The woman had rosy lips, dark eyes and an asymmetric bob. Gretel had never seen a woman with such a powerful physique. She looked like she could do anything (and she almost could). The woman was wearing silver pants, a sleeveless silver hoodie and multicoloured hi-tops.

			‘Hey, Gretel, I’m Flame!’ said the intergalactic warrior woman.

			Flame?! Who, other than a firebug, calls their daughter Flame?

			‘Your eyes are spectacular,’ Flame said, studying Gretel’s irises.

			Gretel was so stressed, she’d forgotten she had different-coloured eyes. She’d forgotten she had eyes at all. ‘I think they’re weird,’ she whispered.

			‘Weird is the best,’ Rocket said.

			‘Weirdness equals uniqueness,’ Flame added.

			Gretel shrugged. ‘So sorry I’m late.’

			‘Don’t be silly,’ Rocket said, his face full of kindness.

			‘Do be silly!’ Flame said, executing a perfect standing backflip.

			‘She’s half-joking!’ Rocket quipped, leaping into a headstand.

			Gretel was gobsmacked. There was nothing Sensible or Never Thrilling about these two rambunctious rascals. In fact, their radical, spontaneous moves seemed highly dangerous.

			‘Don’t worry, the camp hasn’t started yet,’ Flame said.

			‘You haven’t missed a thing,’ Rocket added.

			Hooray! Gretel thought. There’s still plenty of time to be mauled by a ravenous half-wolf/half-vulture in the shed of beasts.

			‘Want to know something curious?’ Flame said, making intense eye contact with Gretel. ‘Gretel’s my grandmother’s name.’

			‘It’s my grandmother’s name, too,’ Gretel replied. ‘And my great-grandmother’s.’

			‘A gluttony of Gretels!’ Rocket exclaimed as if announcing a bingo number.

			‘So, it’s a family tradition?’ Flame asked.

			As Gretel nodded, a sigh jumped out of her mouth. Because Gretel hated her name. It wasn’t the name itself. She thought Gretel was quite a lovely name. And it doesn’t rhyme with any rude words, which is a bonus. Although, in kindergarten, Pietro Cornetti had once called her ‘Gretel, Gretel, Heavy Metal’.

			The reason Gretel didn’t like being called Gretel was that she wanted to feel special. And having the surname Grey and a first name that was the same as her grandmother and great-grandmother didn’t exactly propel her to the top of the exceptionality chart.

			Rocket and Flame could sense that Gretel wasn’t besotted with her name.

			‘It won’t surprise you to learn that Rocket and Flame aren’t our real names,’ Rocket said.

			It did surprise Gretel, who immediately felt terrible for thinking their parents were space fans and firebugs.

			‘A lot of kids give themselves stage names while on camp,’ Flame said. ‘Do you have a stage name?’

			‘Glory!’ Gretel said without taking a breath. ‘Glory Flowers.’

			This was not a random choice.

			Glory Flowers was a fictitious character Gretel had created for her SOSASI creative writing assignments. Glory was an action hero who was cool, brave and immensely popular.

			Renee hadn’t cared for Gretel’s ‘Glory Flowers’ series, giving it a C-minus. (For what it’s worth, I think it warranted an A-plus. I found the series inventive, engaging, funny and thought-provoking.)

			‘Glory Flowers!’ Flame enthused. ‘I love it!’

			‘I adore it!’ Rocket said. Then he sang the name to the kookaburras above. ‘Glory Flowers, Glory Flowers, Glory Flowers!’

			‘Feel free to remove your protective gear,’ Flame said, referring to the helmet, high-vis vest and fluoro protective pads Glory had forgotten she was wearing.

			‘At least for now,’ Rocket added.

			As Glory obliged, she couldn’t help wondering what Rocket meant. This is a Sensible, Totally Undangerous, Never Thrilling camp. Why would I need protective gear? Are these convivial kooks even more cautious than my parents? Is that humanly possible?

			Glory neatly packed her safety gear into her enormous duffle bag and slung it over her right shoulder. She sagged under its weight.

			‘Let me carry that,’ Rocket said, relieving Glory of the heavy bag and carrying it as though it were made of fairy floss. ‘Let’s meet the others.’

			As they drew closer to the giant shed, Glory’s legs quivered like seaweed in a powerful current.

			‘Doesn’t look like your legs are being kind to you,’ Flame said. ‘Let me have a chat to them.’

			Before Glory could reply, Flame hoisted her above her head and carried her towards the giant shed.

			Glory was astounded by Flame’s strength. And scent. She smelt like freshly baked biscuits mixed with a real Christmas tree. But this blissful aroma couldn’t stop Glory’s body from trembling all over.

			As they reached the entrance to the enormous aluminium shed, the screaming and yelling inside became thunderous. Glory’s heart felt like a ping-pong ball bouncing around her chest. She wanted to scream. Or yelp. Or shriek. Instead, she murmured, ‘Peas and rice!’

			‘We’ll grab a snack in a few hours,’ Flame said.

			‘I don’t know why I said that,’ Glory admitted.

			‘You’re strange,’ Flame said. ‘We love strange.’

			‘Our favourite people in the world,’ Rocket said, ‘are weirdos, misfits and quirkies.’

			‘Let’s head inside, oddburgers!’ Flame exclaimed.

			She slowly pulled back the door.

			When Glory finally saw what was going on inside the giant shed, her odd-coloured eyes almost popped out of her head.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The reason it sounded like children were being flung around the shed was because children were being flung around the shed. Not by mythological beasts. They were doing it to themselves.

			To Glory’s right, an elfin boy with freckles and flaming red hair was jumping so high on a trampoline that his fire-engine curls were almost touching the impossibly high ceiling. He wore a mix of sporting uniforms – a basketball singlet, tennis shorts, football socks and running shoes.

			To Glory’s left, a girl with thick black hair swept into a low ponytail was engaged in a ferocious sword fight with two boys at once. She was wearing a white singlet, black silky shorts and black hi-tops. ‘Ya!’ she shouted as she disarmed both her young opponents simultaneously.

			On the far side of the shed, a boy with a green mohawk, dressed in fitted blue trackpants and a red hoodie, leapt fearlessly from ring to ring on the most intense monkey bars Glory had ever seen.

			High above, a girl in a karate uniform and light-up sneakers was hanging upside down from a ten-metre-high trapeze.

			Not far from the karate girl, a tall boy dressed in a black singlet and cut-off jeans with a mane of blond hair swept into an impeccable topknot was walking along a tightrope. One misstep and the boy would drop to a net ten metres below, but he looked so casual, he might as well have been strolling through a field of tulips. The only time he hesitated was to adjust a single hair that had crept out of place.

			If a unicorn turned into a boy, Glory thought, he would look like that.

			Other kids ran up vertical walls, jumped between floating blocks and dive-rolled over foam barrels.

			This camp couldn’t have been further from Ray Grey’s educated guess. It was Not Sensible, Totally Dangerous and so Thrilling that Glory felt giddy just spectating.

			The most rational thing to do, Glory thought, is to unravel all the bandages in my first-aid kit, wrap myself up like a mummy and scurry out of here.

			Rocket sensed Glory’s nerves. ‘These kids have all been to a ton of stunt camps before, so please don’t compare yourself to them.’

			‘Just be the best Glory Flowers you can be,’ Flame said, ducking out of the way of the karate girl who was dismounting from the trapeze.

			‘We’ll start you with something simple,’ Rocket said, ‘Like beehive juggling.’

			Glory’s jaw almost hit the floor.

			‘Rocket’s joking,’ Flame said. ‘We’d never do anything cruel to bees.’

			‘You can leave your water bottle on the bench,’ Rocket said, gesturing to a wooden bench laden with patterned bottles. Some had superhero prints. Others featured characters from popular movies and TV shows. One was embossed with four words: Quitting Is For Losers. Glory put her plain grey drink bottle as far from this one as possible.

			‘You can leave your watch on, but we’ll need you to put your mobile phone in the tub,’ Rocket said, holding out a silver tub full of phones.

			‘I don’t have a phone,’ Glory said.

			‘Then a phone doesn’t have you,’ Flame said, guiding Glory across the bouncy blue floor.

			In sharp contrast to its drab, grey exterior, everything inside the shed was popping with colour. There were three large mats, one green, one red and one yellow. The equipment and apparatus were also a kaleidoscope of vivid hues.

			The walls featured murals of animals at their most graceful. An antelope bounding through the savanna. A wedge-tailed eagle in full flight. A pod of dolphins surging down a peeling azure wave.

			Watching more than 100 nature documentaries had given Glory an enormous love for all creatures, great and small. But no animal mural could quell the anxiety rushing through her body like poison.

			‘I don’t belong here!’ she exclaimed suddenly.

			‘You most certainly do,’ Flame replied.

			Glory shook her head, tears welling in her eyes.

			‘How about we give it an hour?’ said Rocket. ‘If you’re still feeling this way, I’ll call your parents.’

			‘You can’t!’ Glory said. ‘They don’t have mobile phones. And they’re about to board a flight to the world’s most boring town.’

			‘Interesting holiday choice,’ said Rocket, keeping one eye on a raven-haired boy who was clinging to a flying fox by his pinkie finger.

			‘Your dad gave us your Aunt Fifi’s number,’ Flame added, scanning a tablet that contained the contact details of all the kids at the camp. ‘We can call her if you still want to leave.’

			Aunt Fifi better be in her pigeon coop and not stuck in an isolated cave in the middle of nowhere, Glory thought.

			She stared up at the boy on the tightrope, then turned to Rocket and Flame. ‘This camp is the total opposite of what my parents and I thought it would be.’

			‘Sometimes upside down is the right way up,’ Rocket said.

			‘And sometimes upside down is upside down,’ said Flame.

			Glory couldn’t have been more confused.

			‘Why don’t you watch the first few stunts,’ Rocket said.

			Glory bit her lip. Even observing these kids seemed like a hazardous activity.

			‘Just for the first 60 minutes,’ Rocket added. ‘Then we’ll reassess.’

			So much can go wrong in an hour, Glory thought.

			Whenever she found herself in a stressful situation at home, which, despite her incredibly sedate and secure life, was quite often, Glory thought about numbers. For some reason, they gave her comfort. She quickly calculated how many seconds were in an hour.

			‘I’ll stay for 3600 seconds,’ Glory said.

			‘I pride myself on punctuality,’ Rocket said, reaching into his back pocket and retrieving a fob watch that looked older than the stars. ‘In 3.6 million milliseconds we’ll make the call.’

			‘But first,’ Flame said, balancing her muscular frame on one toe, ‘let’s introduce you to the others.’

			If Renee Grey wanted her daughter’s attention, she’d lightly tap a pencil on the kitchen bench a dozen times.

			When Flame needed the attention of a bunch of exuberant tweens, she howled. Not like a dog howls when its owner has left it alone in the backyard all day, more like a wolf calling to its pack.

			‘Owoooooooooooooooooooooooooooo.’

			It was a beautiful, mesmerising sound that gave Glory tingles all over.

			The kids immediately stopped what they were doing and flipped, tumbled and somersaulted towards the red mat in the centre of the shed. Their incredible athleticism made Glory feel even more stiff and anxious.

			It was only when the kids tried to sit down that Glory realised the mat was alive. Well, maybe not alive, but moving. Glory tentatively put her hand on the wriggling surface and deduced that an electrical pulse was running through it, creating waves in all directions.

			To sit still on the mat required immense balance and core strength. While some kids, like unicorn boy and ponytail girl, assumed a seated position with ease, others stumbled and slipped.

			Glory counted the kids on the mat. There were six boys and six girls, a dozen death-defying daredevils of all different shapes, sizes and ethnicities.

			One thing they all seemed to have in common was a deep respect for Flame and Rocket. These nimble, energetic tweens, who only moments ago were tightrope walking, trampolining and somersaulting, were now sitting attentively, looking towards Flame and Rocket as if these fantastic funsters were about to share the meaning of life. And maybe they were.

			‘Welcome, geeks, misfits, quirkies, oddburgers and weirdos,’ Rocket announced, ‘to our fifth summer Stunt Camp!’

			The kids cheered, clapped and fist-bumped one another. The red-haired boy bounced up and down excitedly, causing everyone around him to lose their balance on the mat.

			‘Sorry,’ the flame-haired boy said. ‘I’m just super excited to be back!’

			‘I know most of you have been here before,’ Flame said, scanning the group. ‘But let’s have a quick chat about camp rules.’ Flame then spoke so rapidly no one could understand a word she said. The kids laughed loudly.

			‘Too quick?’ Flame asked in her normal voice.

			‘Maybe a little,’ Rocket replied with a smirk.

			‘Sorry,’ Flame said. ‘I’m excited to be here, too. Now, what was I saying?’

			‘You were about to answer one of the great philosophical questions,’ Rocket replied, his hand cupping his chin. ‘Why are we here?’

			That’s obvious, Glory thought. To discover new and inventive ways to hurt yourselves.

			‘Learning new stunts is a ton of fun,’ Flame said. ‘But we’re also here to learn patience and resilience. To face our fears. To think creatively. And to work as a team.’

			‘Most of you,’ Rocket said, ‘came here for a little holiday fun.’

			Flame made bunny ears behind Rocket’s head while sticking out her tongue.

			The kids burst out laughing again.

			Rocket continued, unperturbed. ‘But some of you aspire to be professional stuntpeople.’

			The green mohawk boy and the freckly redhead high-fived, while the ponytail girl and karate kid nodded quietly to themselves.

			‘In fact, some of you have already appeared on the big screen,’ Flame said.

			‘Only six times,’ unicorn boy replied with a not-so-modest shrug. Ponytail girl rolled her eyes.

			‘Whatever your reasons for being here,’ Flame continued, ‘we can’t wait to help you achieve your goals.’

			‘This is a smaller group than we’re used to,’ Rocket said. ‘And I’m sure we all know why.’

			The kids shared knowing looks. All except Glory, who had no idea what Rocket was talking about. Mohawk boy, who until now had been all smiles, tensed.

			‘We think there’s an upside to the downslide in numbers,’ Rocket continued. ‘A smaller group gives us more time with each of you and will fast-track your development.’

			‘In fact,’ Flame said, leaping onto Rocket’s shoulders, ‘we are supremely confident this will be . . .’ She jumped off Rocket’s shoulders as if they were a trampoline mat, completing two perfect somersaults before yanking on a rope, which unfurled a banner that read: The Greatest Stunt Camp Ever!

			The kids clapped, cheered and whooped.

			The small redheaded boy, who seemed a little younger than the others, tumbled excitedly around the mat, knocking everyone off balance again.

			‘Felix!’ the mohawked boy exclaimed. ‘Save your enthusiasm until we’re off the wobble mat!’

			‘Sorry, Ollie. Sorry, everyone,’ Felix muttered with an embarrassed smile.

			‘I have some exquisite news,’ Rocket said as the kids regained their balance on the mat. ‘We have a new member of our family.’ He gestured to Glory. Twelve sets of eyes immediately fixed on her. ‘Please give a huge Stunt Camp welcome to Glory Flowers.’

			The kids promptly jumped off the wobble mat.

			‘Alright, stunties,’ Flame said. ‘In three, two, one!’

			In unison, the kids contorted their bodies to create different letters of the alphabet. Some were relatively simple. The green mohawk boy, Ollie, made a ‘Y’ by keeping his legs together and stretching his arms high and wide. The unicorn boy sat sideways on the floor with his back straight to create an ‘L’.

			Others were incredibly complex, like the girl with the ponytail who lay with her stomach flat on the floor and curved her legs above her torso to create a ‘G’. Or the karate girl who contorted her body so completely, her legs stretched back over her head and linked with her hands to create an ‘O’.

			It took Glory 6.81 seconds to realise they were spelling something out: WELCOME GLORY.

			Why are they making such a big deal of my arrival? I’m not special like them.

			Glory felt like a forged painting, unworthy of everyone’s gaze. And the fanfare wasn’t over. While maintaining their letter shapes, the kids shouted welcoming phrases.

			‘Wassup, Glory!’ Ollie exclaimed.

			‘Hi, fellow freckle face!’ shouted Felix.

			‘Yōkoso, Glory!’ said the karate girl with a beaming smile.

			The kids were bursting with enthusiasm. Well, most of the kids. The girl with the ponytail said, ‘Welcome, Glory,’ in the tone people use when forced to apologise for something they didn’t think was wrong.

			Glory’s overactive imagination went into overdrive.

			She hates me. Of course she does. I’m a different species from these acrobatic adolescents.

			Glory attempted to thank the kids for their incredible welcome but her mouth was so dry, no words came out. She cleared her throat and tried again. All that she could muster was a weak squeak.

			Fortunately, Flame intuited what Glory was trying to say. ‘Our welcome ritual was so incredible that Glory’s lost for words. Wondrous job, guys. Watch out for each other as you dismount.’

			The kids carefully unfurled themselves and sat back on the wobble mat.

			‘We can’t wait to get to know you, Glory,’ Flame said, flashing a warm smile. ‘Can you tell us a little about yourself?’

			‘Or tell us a big about yourself,’ Rocket added.

			Glory stiffened. She hadn’t spoken in front of a group of kids for five long years. Again, Rocket and Flame sensed her concern.

			‘Why don’t I tell you all something about me?’ Rocket said. ‘Even though I’m one of the country’s most experienced stunt supervisors, I’m terrified of possums. I think it’s their beady little eyes.’

			The kids roared with laughter.

			‘My turn!’ Flame said. ‘I was born in a leap year, so I’m actually only eight years old.’

			Laughter filled the giant shed once more.

			‘Anyone else keen to share something?’ Rocket asked.

			Ollie jumped to his feet. He had removed his hoodie, revealing a yellow t-shirt that read Shell Yeah above a picture of a smiling snail.

			‘What’ve you got for us, Ollie?’ Rocket asked.

			‘A brand new bird impression,’ Ollie replied. ‘Who wants to hear my emu?’

			The others gave cheers of encouragement.

			‘Did you know emus have two sets of eyelids?’ Felix asked.

			Glory did know that but she didn’t mention it for fear of drawing attention to herself.

			‘Thanks for that fun fact, Felix,’ Ollie said. ‘Now back to me and my impression.’ Ollie clicked his throat and warbled his tongue to emit a deep, guttural noise. Bird-ish with pig undertones. Glory had seen seven emu documentaries and had to acknowledge, albeit silently, that this was an outstanding impression.

			The others were more effusive.

			‘That was your best impression yet, Ollie!’ the karate girl declared.

			‘Are you half-emu?’ Felix asked.

			‘Ah, no,’ Ollie replied. ‘But I relate to emus. They can’t fly. And I can’t walk. At least not without crutches or this hunk of plastic.’

			And just like that, Ollie removed his right foot, exposing a fleshy stump below his ankle.

			Glory knew she shouldn’t stare, so she looked at the ceiling. Ollie followed her gaze.

			‘Keen to try the trapeze, Glory?’ he asked as he reattached his prosthetic foot.

			Glory snapped out of her trance. ‘What? No. Never. Foot. Sorry!’

			Ollie laughed. ‘Don’t worry. Most people get a little wobbly when they meet a kid with one foot.’

			Glory gave a sheepish half-smile.

			‘Glory, maybe you can tell us why you chose Stunt Camp,’ Rocket said.

			Glory swallowed anxiously. Couldn’t he have asked me what my favourite book is? (The Imagiquarium) Or my favourite colour? (Magenta) Or literally anything else?

			Glory gulped in a big chunk of air before speaking in a hushed, nervous voice. ‘I’m here because my parents and I thought STUNT was an acronym for “Sensible, Totally Undangerous, Never Thrilling”. So we thought this was a Sensible, Totally Undangerous, Never Thrilling camp.’

			There was a moment of stunned silence before raucous laughter bounced off the walls of the colossal aluminium shed. The kids thought Glory was telling a side-splitting, giggle-till-you-wee-your-pants joke.

			But Flame and Rocket knew this was no comedy routine.

			‘Don’t worry,’ Flame whispered in Glory’s ear. ‘We’ll look after you.’

			‘Glory’s here to observe,’ Rocket told the other kids, who shared bemused looks. ‘I may be scared of possums, but I am an excellent judge of character. And I like this young lady already. Everyone, please take the time to introduce yourselves to the newest member of our tribe.’

			The kids nodded. Well, most of the kids. The girl with the ponytail looked at Glory like she wanted her to spontaneously combust.

			‘Right,’ Flame said. ‘Before we get started, who can tell me our number-one priority at Stunt Camp?’

			I’m pretty sure I know the answer, Glory thought. Cheating death!

			‘SAFETY!’ the kids yelled.

			Glory was shocked. Safety was the number one priority at SOSASI, too.

			‘We’ll be talking about safety so much over the next three weeks you’re going to dream about safety,’ Flame said.

			‘Better than dreaming about possums,’ Rocket said with a cheeky smile.

			‘We’ll also provide eye protection, ear protection and head protection whenever required or requested.’ Flame gestured to four large cabinets full of safety equipment.

			‘And remember,’ Rocket said. ‘No one should try any stunt they’re not comfortable with.’

			‘You can either chill and observe,’ Flame said, ‘or help us set up the stunt. Right. That’s all the official business covered. Let’s get this party started!’ She launched into a perfect standing somersault.

			‘I love the way you think,’ Rocket said before executing a back somersault. ‘Giddy-up, stunties,’ he exclaimed, clapping his hands together. ‘Let’s make this the most funbunctious Stunt Camp ever!’

			There was more cheering and whooping. But not from Glory. It was taking all her energy just to breathe. She had a fierce impulse to run. But the second I step outside, I’ll be set upon by cackling kookaburras and crushed by falling trees. I’m trapped.

			Once again, Flame sensed Glory’s unease. She whispered calmly in her ear, ‘Breathe in through your nose for four seconds.’

			Glory was so nervous that she was struggling to concentrate. But focusing on numbers helped. She inhaled a deep, four-second breath.

			‘Now hold that breath for four seconds.’ Flame’s voice was soothing, like rain bouncing off an umbrella.

			Glory held her breath for four seconds.

			‘Excellent,’ Flame said. ‘Now breathe out through your mouth for four seconds.’

			Glory exhaled a long, deep breath.

			‘Brilliant,’ Flame encouraged. ‘If you’re still feeling frazzled, rinse and repeat.’

			‘You want me to go and have a shower?’ Glory asked.

			‘No.’ Flame laughed. ‘It’s an expression. I meant, repeat the breathing exercise.’

			‘Oh . . .’ Glory took Flame’s advice, breathing in for four, holding for four, breathing out for four. Then she did it again.

			‘Feeling less scrambled?’ Flame asked.

			Glory nodded. She wasn’t about to tackle the trapeze, but she felt less inclined to imitate a slater and roll into a ball.

			‘I do that breathing exercise whenever I’m anxious,’ said Flame.

			Glory couldn’t imagine a woman so strong and silver ever feeling nervous.

			Flame seemed to read her mind. ‘Everyone gets butterflies,’ she said, resting her hand on her stomach. ‘They’re a great way of keeping us in the moment. We don’t want them to fly away. We want them to flap with us.’

			Even though Glory had only known Flame for 11 minutes and 26 seconds, she already liked her. Even more than she liked sharpening pencils, which was a lot.

			‘Thank you,’ Glory whispered.

			‘My absolute pleasure,’ Flame responded.

			They walked towards the other kids, who were warming up on a yellow mat. ‘So, would you rather watch or be my Special Assistant?’

			A thousand thoughts swirled around Glory’s brain before one beat all the others to her mouth. ‘I’ll be your assailant!’ she stammered. ‘I mean assistant!’

			‘Brilliant news, Special Assistant Glory Flowers. Follow me.’

			Glory watched in pure astonishment as Flame took a couple of quick steps, then launched into a round-off back handspring, followed by two back somersaults, sticking a perfect landing on the rubbery blue floor.

			I will never in a million years be able to do that, Glory thought. But if I can get through one hour without fainting from fear, that will be an achievement.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Are they warming up or waging war on themselves? Glory pondered.

			Several stunties were wrapping their legs around their necks. Others were balancing on their heads. They were doing backbends. Side bends. Butterfly sits. The splits.

			Glory felt sore and tired just watching these elasticated kids. The only exercise she’d done in the last five years was her father’s homeschool PE classes. These typically involved lifting the couch cushions to look for the TV remote or going to the pantry to fetch sweet snacks for her dad.

			Fortunately, setting up the first stunt wasn’t too strenuous. The focal point was a freestanding brick wall. It was two bricks wide and as tall as a northern giraffe.

			Underneath the wall was a vast pit, which Glory was filling with large foam cubes.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want to try this stunt?’ Flame said to Glory as she effortlessly juggled three cubes. ‘It’s seriously fun.’

			‘I’d rather plunge my head into a bucket of live crabs,’ Glory replied before her brain had a chance to filter.

			‘That’s the most articulate rejection I’ve received in a while,’ Flame replied, smiling.

			‘Sorry!’ Glory exclaimed. She had a sudden urge to dive to the bottom of the foam pit.

			‘Don’t apologise for being creative,’ Flame said. ‘And don’t stress. I have something else in mind for you. What are you like at frisbee throwing?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Glory replied, staring at her boots. ‘I’ve never thrown one.’

			‘Then I shall teach you,’ Flame said as if doing so would be a great honour.

			Glory was shocked by Flame’s teaching style. While Renee Grey was curt, impatient and easily frustrated, Flame was calm, patient and encouraging. In no time at all, Glory had learnt how to point her elbow at the target and snap her wrist to release the frisbee in a smooth, straight motion.

			‘You’re a natural,’ Flame said, handing the foam frisbee back to Glory. ‘Just don’t overthink it.’ She turned, ran across the mat and leapt high into the air, executing a front flip before landing with perfect poise next to Rocket on top of the brick wall.

			How can I stop overthinking? Glory wondered. I’ve been overthinking forever. Wait, has it been forever? Now I’m overthinking my overthinking.

			Glory’s self-talk was interrupted by a tuneful whistle from on top of the brick wall. ‘Splendiferous stretching, stunties!’ Rocket called to the kids below. ‘And now, the time has come to introduce the first stunt of the camp. Drum roll, please.’

			The kids rhythmically thumped the yellow mat with their hands and feet.

			‘Prepare to immerse yourselves in the stunt known as . . . the Great Fall of China!’ Flame exclaimed with gusto.

			The kids oohed and aahed.

			‘Allow me to set the scene,’ Rocket said. ‘Starting position, please, Flame.’

			Flame backflipped along the narrow brick wall as though it were an eight-lane bridge. ‘Ready when you are, Rocket Man!’ she called from the far end of the wall.

			Rocket gave Flame a thumbs-up then looked at the sea of eager faces below. ‘Stunting requires flexibility, agility, balance, strength and endurance. It also involves storytelling. Are we ready to tell our first story?’

			‘I literally can’t wait!’ Felix said, jumping up and down.

			‘Bring it on,’ Ollie hollered.

			Rocket cleared his throat then addressed the kids in a deep, reverberating tone. ‘We’re in the Huairou District in twentieth-century China.’ He tapped his phone and Chinese orchestral music burst through a dozen speakers on the shed ceiling. Accompanying the music were sound effects – wind blowing in the trees, birds calling. ‘You’ve come to reclaim a priceless Ming vase,’ Rocket continued.

			‘A bunch of ceramic thieves stole it,’ Flame added. ‘And you’ve been entrusted with returning the vase to its owner.’

			‘You’ve successfully snatched the vase off the ceramic thieves,’ Rocket revealed.

			At the other end of the wall, Flame held a foam cube above her head as if it were worth a bajillion dollars.

			‘But those crockery-thieving bandits are hot on your tail,’ Rocket said.

			The music took on a menacing tone.

			Flame glanced over her shoulder and appeared genuinely frightened.

			‘The thieves have pursued you in and out of the forest,’ Rocket continued. ‘Now they’re chasing you across the Great Wall of China!’

			Flame dashed across the narrow wall.

			‘You think you’ve outrun the thieves,’ Rocket continued, ‘but when you’re halfway across the wall, a sniper hurls a ceramic plate at you.’ Rocket looked towards Glory.

			‘Wait. I’m the sniper?’ Glory asked tentatively. She was still getting used to this whole speaking-in-front-of-everyone business.

			‘You’re going to nail it!’ Flame said, hovering in the middle of the wall.

			All eyes were on Glory. Flame was a great teacher, but a quick frisbee lesson couldn’t undo years of apprehension. Each of the seven octillion atoms that made up Glory felt negatively charged. But she desperately didn’t want to let down Flame and Rocket.

			‘I’ll try,’ she said, clenching the frisbee tight in her hand.

			‘That’s all we ask of anyone,’ Flame replied, returning to the far end of the wall to recommence the stunt.

			‘Guess which object inspired the invention of the frisbee,’ Felix said.

			‘A pie tray!’ the others responded in unison.

			Felix’s face was pure surprise. ‘How do you all know that?’

			‘Because you tell us every Stunt Camp!’ the karate girl replied.

			‘Love your fantastic facts, Felix,’ Rocket said. ‘But let’s focus on the stunt. Ready, Flame?’

			‘Born ready!’ Flame replied.

			Rocket turned up the music and Flame darted across the wall again.

			‘The sniper strikes you with her ceramic plate,’ Rocket repeated.

			Again, all eyes were on Glory. Too many eyes. Her brain went limp. Her muscles went limp. The frisbee flopped out of her hand and landed at her feet.

			The ponytailed girl rolled her eyes, but Flame clutched her chest as if struck. ‘I’ve been hit!’

			‘You’re badly wounded,’ Rocket exclaimed. ‘And you fall. Either straight back into the pit, or you can add a flip, back somersault or twist. Just make sure to tuck your neck in and use your legs to cushion the impact.’

			Flame fell backwards, completing an exquisite reverse double somersault before plunging into the foam pit. When she emerged, a large smile lit up her face. ‘Look like fun?’

			The stunties cheered.

			‘I have another ceramic plate,’ Rocket said, holding up a second frisbee. ‘Who wants to join Glory on sniper duty?’

			‘Hell yeah!’ Ollie dived into the foam and waded over to Glory. ‘Yo, fellow sniper.’ He held out his hand for a fist bump.

			Glory had never done a fist bump, which might explain why she completely missed Ollie’s fist and punched him in the chest.

			‘Brutal!’ Ollie said. But he was smiling.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ Glory said. ‘I’m just not used to –’

			‘Dudes with prosthetic feet?’ Ollie asked.

			‘I was going to say fist-bumping. But, yeah, you’re the first person I’ve met with a prosthetic foot. Is that a weird thing to say?’

			‘Not at all,’ Ollie replied. ‘But Bernie and I are an awesome team. Sure, we struggle with stairs and hills and my legs get tired quicker than other kids. But he hasn’t stopped me from doing anything. Except maybe foot modelling.’

			‘Who’s Bernie?’ Glory asked, looking around the shed.

			‘My fake foot,’ Ollie replied, gesturing to his right foot.

			‘Why do you call it Bernie?’ Glory asked, trying not to stare at the foot in question.

			‘Not it, him.’

			‘Sorry. Why do you call him Bernie?’

			‘Because that’s his name,’ Ollie said. ‘Hey, I think it’s super cool you’ve stuck around,’ he added. ‘Even though this camp is the opposite of what you thought it would be.’

			They were interrupted by Rocket bellowing from the top of the wall, ‘Stunties, can we have a volunteer to go f–’

			The girl with the ponytail had already scaled the wall.

			‘That’s Francesca,’ Ollie whispered to Glory. ‘She’s not the most elegant stuntie but she’s the gutsiest. She’s incredible at sword fighting, at all combat, actually. I would hate to get on her bad side.’

			As if sensing that Ollie and Glory were talking about her, Francesca shot them a death stare so intense Glory was surprised they didn’t turn into stone.

			‘Ready, Francesca?’ Flame asked.

			‘Never not ready,’ Francesca replied.

			‘Ready, snipers?’ Rocket said, looking down at Glory and Ollie.

			‘Sorry to say this, Francesca,’ Ollie replied, ‘but this sniper is in the zone!’

			‘Ready!’ Glory said, although she felt anything but.

			‘Quiet on the set!’ Flame pronounced.

			A hush descended over the stunt shed, which made Glory even more nervous.

			‘And, action!’ Rocket shouted.

			Francesca raced across the Great Wall. She was as fast as a mountain lion and had the balance of a mountain goat. When she was halfway across, Glory and Ollie threw their frisbees. This time Glory’s hand wasn’t too floppy; it was too stiff. Her frisbee soared over Francesca’s head.

			Ollie’s frisbee hit Francesca on her right leg. Francesca reached for it as if gravely wounded, then fell backwards, completing a back somersault with a half-twist before diving into the foam cubes as though they were pristine waters. But she didn’t come back up. Several seconds passed. Still, Francesca remained immersed in the foam.

			Chewy cashews, Glory thought. I’ve only been here 36 minutes and 21 seconds, and already the bravest kid in the camp has died!

			‘Cut!’ Rocket yelled.

			Francesca promptly emerged from the sea of foam.

			‘Beautiful work, Francesca,’ Flame said.

			‘No it wasn’t,’ Francesca replied. ‘My twist was three degrees out.’ She shook her head in disgust then raced over to the trampoline to practise her twisting.

			‘I forgot to mention,’ Ollie whispered, ‘Francesca’s a perfectionist. Translation: she won’t allow herself to enjoy anything. Me? I’m all about celebrating the little wins. And your throw was only millimetres away!’

			This time when Ollie put his fist out, Glory successfully bumped it.

			Despite Ollie’s unwavering support, Glory wilted under the watchful gaze of the other kids. By the time Felix reached the front of the queue, Glory had thrown the frisbee six times and not hit anyone. Not deliberately, anyway. One of her throws came out the side of her hand, spinning, spinning and smacking Francesca in the back of the head. She scowled at Glory, who felt like she was going to melt with embarrassment.

			‘I’m sure you’ve got a brilliant imagination,’ Ollie said.

			‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ Glory asked.

			‘Close your eyes and imagine yourself holding the frisbee the way Flame taught you.’

			‘It doesn’t matter if I can do it in my head. I need to get it right in real life.’

			‘Just give it a try,’ Ollie implored.

			Glory reluctantly closed her eyes. After a few deep breaths, she imagined herself holding the frisbee with a steady hand.

			‘Now,’ Ollie continued. ‘Imagine you throw the frisbee and it glides through the air, spinning in perfect motion before hitting Felix on the right leg.’

			Glory was amazed at how clear the image was in her mind. ‘I can see it!’ she said. She opened her eyes. ‘Now what?’

			‘Make your vision a reality!’ Ollie said.

			‘Action!’ Rocket called.

			Felix ran across the wall. This time, Glory executed her throw to perfection. So did Ollie. But Felix dodged both frisbees.

			‘Woohoo!’ he exclaimed from atop the brick wall. ‘Cop that, snipers!’

			‘Felix!’ Flame called out. ‘You’re not avoiding the spinning plates. You’re getting hit, remember?’

			‘Oops! Sorry, everyone.’ He ran back to the start of the wall to try again.

			‘Felix has the attention span of a hyperactive gnat,’ Ollie whispered. ‘Under no circumstances is he allowed anything with red colouring. But don’t underestimate the little pocket rocket. He’s the best tumbler in the country. And an elite contortionist. I’ve seen him fit his whole body through the head of a tennis racquet. Without strings in it, of course.’

			‘Of course,’ Glory replied, although she had no idea why anyone would attempt such a thing.

			‘Awesome throw, by the way,’ Ollie said.

			There was no time to revel in Ollie’s compliment.

			‘Take two,’ Flame called out.

			‘And, action!’ Rocket shouted.

			Felix sprinted across the brick wall. This time, Ollie’s frisbee flew over Felix’s head, but Glory’s hit Felix flush in the right leg. Precisely as she’d visualised. Felix fell, successfully completing a tremendous backwards tumble before landing in the foam.

			Glory turned to Ollie, brimming with amazement. ‘It worked! Thank you!’

			‘It was all you, Gee-Gee,’ Ollie replied.

			Glory felt a surge of positivity rush through her body.

			From that moment on, she hit her target more often than not. And when she did miss, it wasn’t the catastrophe she envisaged. Because not all the kids nailed the stunt. Some tripped. Others fell. Some climbed straight back down the brick wall when they realised how high it was. Despite Glory’s initial impression, not all the kids were stunt prodigies. Although some most certainly were.

			When the karate girl performed the stunt, her movement was so fluid it was as though she was made of water. (Which she was. Mostly. We all are.)

			‘Hai,’ said Ollie.

			‘Hi?’ replied Glory, slightly confused.

			‘No, her name is Hai,’ Ollie said. ‘She’s an incredible martial artist. And a mad hip-hop dancer.’

			‘Hip-hop dancing makes her angry?’

			‘No! Mad means good.’

			‘Good means good.’

			Ollie laughed. ‘You’re just the right amount of weird.’

			‘Thanks,’ Glory said. ‘I think!’

			Before the unicorn boy with the blond topknot attempted the stunt, he did 20 one-armed push-ups on top of the wall. Even though this required incredible strength, he didn’t grunt or groan or even sweat. He smiled through it all with perfect boy band teeth before kissing each of his biceps as if grateful for their support.

			‘That’s Ace,’ Ollie whispered.

			‘You like the way he kisses his biceps?’ Glory asked.

			‘No! His name is Ace.’

			‘Oh. Is he ace?’

			‘He certainly thinks so,’ Ollie said, smiling. ‘As he’ll tell anyone who’ll listen, he’s already done stunt work on a few films. Have you seen the Bungle in the Jungle movies?’

			‘Never heard of them,’ Glory replied.

			‘Seriously?’ Ollie exclaimed. ‘It’s the most popular film franchise of all time.’

			Glory shrugged, still clueless as to what Ollie was talking about.

			‘Anyway,’ Ollie continued. ‘Ace is the stunt double for one of the main actors.’

			‘Really?’ Glory asked, not entirely sure what this meant.

			‘It’s a huge deal. But Ace doesn’t like the anonymity that comes with stunting. He wants to be an actor. And not just any actor. The biggest action star in the world. As you’ve probably noticed, Ace is his own biggest fan.’

			He gestured to Ace, who was still on top of the wall, styling his hair and smiling at his reflection in a small hand mirror.

			‘Action!’ Rocket called.

			Ace passed the hand mirror to Flame as if she was his personal assistant, then raced along the Great Wall. When he was halfway, Glory struck him in the torso with her frisbee and Ollie hit him in the left arm. Ace fell backwards with incredible grace, spinning, twisting, then landing on his feet in the foam pit. He bowed then kissed his biceps again. Glory couldn’t imagine what it must be like to love yourself so completely.

			Once everyone had attempted the stunt, Flame cartwheeled towards Glory.

			Don’t these people ever just walk? Glory wondered.

			‘It’s been an hour,’ Flame said. ‘Do you want your Aunt Fifi to come and get you?’

			Glory carefully considered the pros and cons of staying at Stunt Camp.

			Pro: She didn’t completely stuff up her role as frisbee sniper.

			Con: Being surrounded by these bendy, bouncy mega-kids made her feel like a slug at a butterfly party.

			Pro: Flame, Rocket and most of the stunties were incredibly welcoming, especially Ollie and Felix.

			Con: Not all the kids were so friendly.

			Pro: She’d survived one hour. And not just survived it, she’d enjoyed it. Despite her initial fears, she loved being around other kids and trying new things. It gave her a teeny-tiny, microscopic drop of confidence. And so . . .

			‘Can I see how I’m feeling at the end of the day?’ she asked.

			‘Of course you can,’ Flame replied.

			‘You can’t not!’ Rocket said.

			Their enthusiasm filled Glory with warmth. But her thermostat plummeted when she caught sight of something out of the corner of her eye.

			Francesca looked towards Glory, then made a shape with her thumb and index finger, forming an ‘L’.

			What does that stand for? Glory pondered. Lovely? Lucky? Laundry . . .? Loser.

			And, just like that, Glory’s solitary drop of confidence evaporated.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Francesca’s hand gesture stripped Glory’s newfound confidence right off the bone. She promptly resigned from her role as Flame’s Special Assistant and watched from the yellow mat as the others attempted stunts with fantastical names like Parallel Pipe Dreams, Swing Thing and Spider Slider.

			Glory was particularly amazed by Human Hurdles, which required the stunties to run towards a mini-trampoline then jump over as many other kids, lying next to each other flat on the mat, as they could. Most kids cleared three or four human hurdles. Ollie, Hai and Felix cleared five. Francesca and Ace confidently leapt over six kids.

			When Glory visualised herself attempting the stunt, she tripped over her legs and fell on the human hurdles, badly injuring everyone. She did this with each of the stunts, imagining increasingly grim ways that she would fail.

			Her decision to relinquish her role as Flame’s Special Assistant had been impulsive and she quickly regretted it. Flame and Rocket made several eloquent attempts to coax Glory back into the fold, but you know that thing where the longer you wait to make something right, the harder it gets? This happened to Glory. Big time. And so, instead of helping Flame and Rocket and getting to know the stunties, she sat on the yellow mat like a cranky cat, feeling more and more like a loser and an outsider with each stunt.

			When Flame announced lunch, the kids hurried towards a table brimming with sandwiches. All except Ollie, who raced towards the silver bin, retrieved his phone and rushed outside. Glory slowly made her way to the sandwich table, chose one marked ‘plain’, grabbed her water bottle and trudged outside like a sloth. Glory loved sloths. But she hated feeling like this.

			As she nibbled her plain sandwich (which lived up to its name) under a giant gum tree, she felt very small. And very sorry for herself.

			After lunch, Glory continued to watch the stunties from afar. One of the problems with watching and not partaking is that time can drag. To Glory, it felt like several weeks had passed before Flame finally announced, ‘Grab a slice of orange and a gulp of water and we’ll tackle our final stunt of the day.’

			The kids swarmed Rocket, who was holding a big bowl of quartered oranges in his giant hands. Once again, Ollie snatched his phone from the silver bin and rushed outside. Glory took a sip of her water and sighed.

			I wish this was an invisibility potion.

			She felt movement behind her.

			Hopefully, it’s a Stunt Angel coming to carry me far away from here.

			It was a Stunt Angel. Of sorts. It was Hai. She tried to throw her arm around Glory, but the affectionate gesture startled Glory and she ducked.

			‘Sorry,’ Hai said, ‘I just wanted to make sure you’re OK.’

			Glory wanted to say that she was not OK. That she felt stupid and useless and angry. Angry at herself for spending the last few hours watching instead of helping. Angry at her parents for sheltering her from the real world. Angry that she hadn’t known what ‘stunt’ meant. But Glory didn’t articulate her anger. She bit her lip and stared silently at the rubbery blue floor.

			‘Which animal would you be if you weren’t a human?’ Hai asked, guiding Glory to a pit of coloured foam balls.

			‘I’ve never thought about it,’ Glory replied. ‘My favourite bird is a toucan.’

			‘Hmm,’ Hai muttered. ‘I’ll put toucan on the shortlist.’

			‘What animal would you be?’ Glory asked.

			‘Definitely a frog,’ Hai replied confidently. ‘They can jump, flip and Ribbit!’

			It wasn’t a perfect frog impression, but it brought a smile to Glory’s lips.

			‘Did you know the South African sharp-nosed frog can jump over 44 times its body length?’ Felix said, joining them in the ball pit. ‘That’s like a human jumping over 60 metres!’

			‘Good to know,’ Hai said. Then she returned her attention to Glory. ‘I think watching stunts can be more nerve-racking than performing them.’

			‘One hundred per cent agree,’ Ollie said as he returned to the group.

			‘Maybe you should try one stunt,’ Hai said to Glory. ‘Doesn’t matter if you stuff it up. We all shanked our first stunt.’

			‘Totally shanked it!’ Ollie said. ‘All I had to do was jump into the foam pit, but I was so nervous, I tripped and Bernie fell off!’

			‘We all had to dive into the pit to help you find him!’ Felix said, diving into the balls to demonstrate.

			‘Took me ages to get him back on,’ Ollie said. ‘After that, I got my prosthetist to make Bernie way more stunt-friendly.’

			‘My first stunt was the Tarzan Rope,’ Felix said, pointing to a rope swing hanging above them. ‘My hands were so sweaty, I slipped and landed on Rocket’s back!’

			‘Then you rode him around the shed like he was a camel!’ Ollie said, unable to control his laughter. Hai giggled. Felix snorted like a miniature pig.

			‘I was so nervous before my first stunt,’ Hai said, ‘that I did a little wee in my pants! Then I locked myself in the toilet.’ Hai laughed at her own misfortune.

			‘We’ve all done a little wee in our pants on Stunt Camp,’ Ollie said.

			‘I’ve never urinated in my pants,’ Ace announced as he joined them. ‘Or in any other item of clothing.’

			‘Did you know lobsters wee out of their eyes?’ Felix asked.

			Glory did know this. She’d seen several lobster documentaries and had been stunned to learn that their eyes were linked to their bladder. But she couldn’t care less about lobster bladders right now.

			‘How long have you all been coming to these camps?’ she asked.

			‘Since the very first one, five years ago,’ Felix replied proudly.

			‘We’re the original stunties,’ Ollie said.

			‘Along with Polly Perfection Pants,’ Hai said, gesturing to Francesca, who was drinking what looked like a protein shake from her Quitting Is For Losers bottle.

			‘Glory, whatever you decide to do,’ Ollie said. ‘We’re with you all the way.’

			‘One hundred per cent,’ Hai exclaimed.

			‘One hundred and ten per cent!’ Felix proclaimed.

			‘That’s mathematically impossible,’ Ace replied. ‘But I’m also on Team Glory.’

			Glory wished she had as much faith in her abilities as these acrobatic adolescents who she’d just met.

			‘Alright, everyone!’ Rocket announced. ‘Time for the final stunt of the day.’

			OK, Glory told herself. Whatever the next stunt is, I’ll give it a try. Doesn’t matter if I shank it. Whatever that means.

			She was snapped out of her contemplation by movement at the door.

			A woman dressed almost entirely in black sauntered into the stunt shed. Black-rimmed glasses, a black skivvy, black jeans and black boots. Her lipstick wasn’t black. It was bright red. Her hair wasn’t black either. It was mousy brown and cut into a bob so symmetrical that mathematical equations must have been involved. Slung over her right shoulder was a camera that appeared more expensive than Glory’s house. The woman in black looked about the same age as Glory’s parents. The woman in black looked like she meant business.

			‘She seems a lot more serious than the usual camp photographers,’ Ollie said.

			‘What is she taking photos of?’ Glory asked.

			‘Us!’ Hai said.

			‘Mostly me,’ Ace said, tightening his topknot.

			‘They try to sell the photos to our parents after the camp,’ Ollie explained.

			‘Ace’s parents are the only ones who buy them,’ Hai whispered to Glory.

			‘I hope she’s got a better eye than the last photographer,’ Ace said. ‘He had no idea how to capture my good side.’ Ace turned his good side to the others in case they cared to study it. They didn’t.

			‘I’m getting strange vibes,’ Hai said, studying the photographer.

			‘Maybe she’s not a photographer,’ Felix said. ‘Maybe she’s an alien, dressed as a photographer doing secret research about us.’

			Everyone laughed, but Felix was right. Well, half-right.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			‘Owooooooooooooooooo!’ Flame’s howl startled the photographer and brought the kids running to the wobble mat.

			It was Glory’s first time on the pulsing red mat and she jiggled like a car ornament as she desperately attempted to maintain balance.

			‘Stunties, this is KJ,’ Rocket announced, gesturing to the woman in black. ‘Our Stunt Camp photographer.’

			KJ offered a small wave.

			‘KJ’s here to capture you in full flight. She also wants to see you having fun. So smile while you’re stunting.’ Rocket did his silliest smile. Flame’s grin was even sillier.

			‘It’s been a stuntabulous first day,’ Rocket announced.

			‘Before we head to the dining hall,’ Flame added, ‘we have an extra special final stunt for you to try.’

			Ollie, Hai, Felix and Ace flashed Glory encouraging smiles and thumbs-ups.

			Please be an easy stunt. Nothing involving tumbling. Or catching. Or climbing. Actually, a Sensible, Totally Undangerous, Never Thrilling stunt would be perfect.

			‘I couldn’t be more excited about this one,’ Rocket continued. ‘It’s called Fake Out the Trash.’

			‘He spent hours coming up with that name,’ Flame added.

			‘Time well spent!’ Rocket said before returning his attention to the stunties. ‘In this death-defying stunt, you will attempt to escape an evil villain called the Garbage Man.’

			‘Oh no! Not the Garbage Man!’ Ollie said, his voice full of mock fear. ‘Hope he doesn’t throw food scraps at me!’

			The kids laughed. Except Francesca. It had become abundantly clear that Francesca hated it when anyone interrupted stunt instructions.

			‘The Garbage Man kidnapped the world’s most valuable cockatoo,’ Rocket continued. ‘But you’ve rescued her from his junkyard.’ He held a plush, soft-toy cockatoo above his head.

			‘What makes a cockatoo valuable?’ Ollie asked.

			‘Maybe she has a gold crest,’ Felix suggested. ‘Like, actual, real gold.’

			‘And speaks another language,’ Hai chipped in. ‘Multiple languages!’

			‘And can rap,’ Ollie added.

			‘I love it!’ Rocket said. ‘MC Cocka2 rocks a 24-carat golden crest and can rap in six languages!’

			‘That’s impressive,’ Ace replied. ‘I can only rap in five.’ He winked at the photographer. She didn’t wink back.

			‘To prevent you departing with the prized parrot,’ Rocket went on, ‘the Garbage Man rolls a rubbish bin at you. You need to dive-roll over the bin without dropping the cockatoo.’ He pointed at a cylindrical metal bin and handed the toy cockatoo to Flame. She demonstrated, keeping the cockatoo out of harm’s way while executing a perfect dive roll over the moving bin.

			‘Nailed it!’ Rocket said. He turned back to the kids. ‘Once you’ve completed your dive, jump to your feet, then run towards the Tributary of Toxicity, a raging river of chemical runoff that’s so noxious it vaporises anything it touches.’

			‘That does sound pretty nasty,’ Hai said.

			‘Finally, some respect for the stunt!’ Rocket replied with a smile. ‘You’ll need to use the floating junk in the river as stepping stones.’

			He gestured to seven small wooden blocks, spaced a giant step away from each other. Flame continued to demonstrate the stunt, leaping between the blocks with the grace of a gazelle. KJ watched closely. Glory listened intently, trying desperately not to let fear consume her.

			‘Of course, the Garbage Man won’t let you leave without a fight,’ said Rocket, reaching into a tub of coloured foam balls and hurling them at Flame. He passed the tub around so that the stunties could do the same.

			Flame effortlessly evaded the flying balls while bounding between the blocks, adding a couple of flips for good measure.

			‘Once you’ve crossed the Tributary of Toxicity,’ Rocket continued, ‘you must scale the Garbage Man’s wickedly wobbly fence.’ He gestured to a vast scramble net. ‘And the Garbage Man is really angry now!’

			As Flame climbed the net, Rocket threw a barrage of balls at her. The kids followed suit. Flame ducked and dodged, clinging to the net like a spider in a hailstorm.

			‘When you reach the lookout tower at the top of the fence,’ Rocket announced, ‘your mission is complete.’

			Flame pulled herself onto the platform at the top of the scramble net and raised the plush cockatoo above her head.

			‘You can’t cage MC Cocka2,’ Flame announced. ‘She was born to be free!’

			Flame threw the stuffed toy into the air.

			The bird soared like an eagle . . . then plummeted like a stone, falling, falling, and landing in the Tributary of Toxicity.

			‘Oops!’ Flame said.

			Ollie did a brilliant impersonation of toxic waste chewing up a soft toy and the stunties erupted into laughter. All except Glory, who was too nervous to laugh. And Francesca, who seemed to already be visualising the stunt.

			‘Remember to tuck your neck into your chest as you dive-roll,’ Rocket said, returning the kids’ attention to the stunt.

			‘Keep your centre of gravity low while jumping across the floating blocks,’ Flame added.

			‘Distribute your weight evenly as you climb the scramble net,’ Rocket said.

			‘And have fun!’ Flame finished.

			‘Any questions?’ Rocket asked as he returned the coloured balls to the tub.

			Felix thrust his hand into the air.

			‘Yes, Felix,’ Rocket said.

			‘The oldest cockatoo that ever lived was 82,’ Felix announced proudly. ‘His name was Cookie.’

			‘That’s a statement, not a question, Felix,’ Flame replied. ‘Any questions about the stunt?’

			‘What’s the degree of difficulty?’ Francesca asked.

			Rocket considered the question carefully. ‘On a scale of one to 5.7, I’d say it’s a 4.21.’

			Francesca nodded and went back to her mental preparation.

			‘Stunties,’ Flame said. ‘Please form a semi-orderly queue behind me.’

			‘It’s time to Fake Out the Trash!’ Rocket shouted.

			As the kids raced to line up behind Flame, a tiny voice enquired, ‘Is it OK if I try this stunt?’

			Glory was as astonished as anyone to realise that the tiny voice was hers.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			After an intense stretching session with Flame, Glory felt less like a stale biscuit and more like a rubbery lolly snake. She joined the back of the queue, ready to face her fears head-on.

			The queue moved slowly and, as sometimes happens when we have too long to think about something, Glory began to regret her audacity.

			She wasn’t sure what made her more nervous: her friends executing the stunt to perfection or less agile stunties tripping over the rubbish bin or slipping off the wooden blocks.

			KJ added to Glory’s unease. The woman in black’s face was inscrutable as she snapped photo after photo and wrote furiously in her journal.

			What is she writing? Glory wondered. Ideas for new photographs? A shopping list? Amusing limericks?

			By the time Glory reached the head of the queue, the butterflies in her stomach felt so big and wild, she was sure they’d transformed into pterodactyls.

			What a spectacular way to die, Glory thought. Flying dinosaurs bursting out of my body.

			Glory’s concern was entirely justified. She hadn’t run for five years. She hadn’t jumped for five years. She hadn’t even taken out the rubbish for five years (Ray and Renee were terrified she’d roll the wheelie bin over her foot). But Glory had two things working in her favour. 

			1) Before The Accident, she had been passionate about dancing. Not just passionate, obsessed. Eight classes a week, two each of contemporary, hip-hop, jazz and groove fusion (whatever that is). Although it had been five years since she had danced, there’s a miraculous thing called muscle memory. Have you heard of it? Muscle memory means your muscles remember specific actions even if you haven’t done them for a while. Cool, huh?

			2) Glory was inordinately persistent. Back in her dancing days, when she couldn’t get a move right, she’d repeat it over and over until she did. Even if that meant staying up all night, practising quietly in her room, while her mum gnashed her teeth and her dad snuck snacks from the pantry.

			‘Are you ready to Fake Out the Trash, Glory Flowers?’ Rocket asked, handing her the toy cockatoo.

			Glory knew that if she thought about the stunt for a millisecond longer, she’d change her mind. Her mouth was too dry to speak, so she just nodded. Flame put her hands on Glory’s shoulders and looked deep into her odd-coloured eyes. ‘You’ve got this, Glory Flowers.’

			As Rocket prepared to roll the rubbish bin, Glory repeated Flame’s mantra to herself.

			You’ve got this, Glory. You’ve got this, Glory. You’ve got this, Glor–

			‘Wait, wait, wait!’ Hai called out.

			Phew, Glory thought. Hai’s saving me from embarrassing myself.

			‘What size shoe are you?’ Hai asked.

			‘Ah . . .’ Glory stared at her black steel-capped boots as though they might answer on her behalf, then looked to Hai. ‘Size six.’

			‘Perfect!’ Hai replied, whipping off her light-up trainers and handing them to Glory. ‘You’ll never outrun the Garbage Man in those heavy boots. But in my disco shoes, you’ve got him beat.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Glory asked, staring at the iridescent footwear in her hands.

			‘Surer than sure,’ Hai said with a gigantic smile.

			‘Thank you.’ Glory quickly swapped her heavy boots for Hai’s super-springy light-up trainers and surprised herself by announcing, ‘Ready when you are, Rocket Man.’

			‘Rapt to hear it!’ Rocket replied. ‘And . . . action!’

			Rocket rolled the bin towards Glory.

			When her friends completed this part of the stunt, it seemed like they’d had all the time in the world. But for Glory, time seemed to speed up. As she tried to run, it was as though she was stuck in quicksand. The rubbish bin smashed into her ankles, sending Glory and MC Cocka2 thudding to the spongy blue floor.

			Laughter surged through the shed like a wave. Everyone was laughing. Even KJ. Even Glory’s new friends. Even Rocket and Flame.

			Of course, this was not actually happening. Rocket and Flame were running towards Glory, full of concern. So were her friends. But the mind can play tricks. And Glory’s mind was executing a Houdini-esque magic show that made her feel like the biggest joke on Earth.

			That said, a couple of kids were smirking. And KJ was scribbling in her journal again.

			She’s probably writing to the Macquarie Dictionary, asking them to put my photo next to the definition of ‘uncoordinated’.

			Glory wanted to sink through the floor. No, she wanted to sink deeper than that. She wanted to sink into the Earth’s crust. Actually, further than that, through the mantle. Down, down, down, until she reached the Earth’s inner core, where the temperature was a balmy 6000 degrees.

			‘Sorry, Glory,’ Rocket said. ‘I think I rolled the bin a little early. Let’s try again.’

			‘That’s not fair!’ Francesca said. ‘I wasn’t allowed a second attempt at Wired for Sound.’

			‘This is different,’ Flame replied. ‘What do you think, Glory?’

			Glory’s first thought was, Why would I want to humiliate myself twice in 99 seconds?

			Then she remembered all the times the other stunties had picked themselves up after a fall. She thought about the non-stop encouragement given by Flame and Rocket and her new friends. She recalled something Aunt Fifi used to say to her homing pigeons when they lost feathers during a race. ‘You just gotta get back out there, pidgey-widge.’ And she remembered her dancing days when persistence was her superpower.

			Glory took a deep four-second breath, held it for four seconds, then exhaled for four seconds. She rinsed and repeated (nothing to do with showering, remember?).

			A calm washed over her (also nothing to do with showering).

			‘I’d like to try again if that’s alright,’ Glory said, deliberately avoiding Francesca’s gaze.

			‘Go, Glory!’ Ollie shouted.

			‘Booyah!’ Felix matched Ollie’s volume.

			‘Yeah, G-Rock!’ Hai took it up another notch.

			‘I approve,’ Ace announced as if his opinion mattered most of all.

			Glory visualised herself completing the stunt. Then she nodded to Rocket, who was waiting patiently, rubbish bin at the ready.

			‘Quiet on the set,’ Flame called out.

			A hush descended over the Stunt Shed.

			‘And, action!’ Rocket announced.

			This time when Glory ran, her legs felt lighter. Time seemed to slow a little as Rocket rolled the rubbish bin. Glory leapt into the air, tucking her neck into her chest.

			BANG! She clunked her right leg on the bin and fell to the floor.

			The burn of embarrassment was a little less intense the second time around. Glory scrambled to her feet and looked to Rocket: ‘Can I try again?’

			Rocket smiled. ‘Ready when you are!’

			Glory tried to ignore Francesca’s sneering as she tried and failed the stunt three more times. And there was another distraction. For some reason, KJ was snapping photo after photo. Through it all, Glory continued trying and failing. And trying. And failing.

			Finally, on her sixth attempt, Glory successfully dive-rolled over the rubbish bin. It wasn’t a perfect roll. She landed heavily on her right knee. It hurt. It really hurt. But, fuelled by adrenaline, she rose to her feet. Her friends cheered as Glory charged towards the Tributary of Toxicity.

			Rocket, Flame and the other kids hurled the colourful foam balls at Glory but she maintained her balance and leapt towards the first wooden block. It was a greater distance than she’d envisaged but she made it. Just. Her next two leaps were more successful but when she landed on the final block, Glory lost her footing. She seemed certain to fall when, through a combination of grit, skill and luck, she clung to the block, her feet dangling millimetres above the (not actually) noxious water.

			‘You have lovely toes!’ Hai shouted. ‘Don’t let them disintegrate!’

			Glory sucked in a deep breath then pulled herself onto the block. Surviving this near-miss put an extra spring in her step. Even though several coloured balls hit her arms and legs, she didn’t lose focus or balance.

			KJ snapped photo after photo as Glory jumped onto the scramble net and scaled it like a hungry Black Widow. She was halfway up when Francesca threw a red ball as hard as she could at Glory’s right hand. It startled Glory. She lost her grip and fell.

			Glory was about to thud onto the mat below when she thrust out her arms and legs and somehow clung to the bottom of the net. Her friends cheered loudly. Now Glory was fuelled by self-belief and cheering, an underappreciated source of energy.

			She climbed the scramble net faster this time, riding each wobble, absorbing each ball strike, until she reached the platform.

			As Glory held MC Cocka2 aloft, her friends rushed to the foot of the net.

			‘Victory leap!’ Hai linked hands with Ace, Ollie and Felix, creating a platform.

			What if I miss? Glory thought. It’ll hurt. It’ll seriously hurt. And it’ll prove to Francesca once and for all that I’m a loser. But what if I nail it? How incredible would that feel?

			Glory leapt off the platform. Falling. Falling. And then not falling. She landed in the arms of her new friends. She had never felt more alive.

			‘Owned it!’ Ollie said, fist-bumping Glory as she returned to her feet.

			‘Take that, you cockie-thieving Garbage Head!’ Felix shouted at their non-existent nemesis.

			‘I enjoyed your stunt execution,’ Ace said.

			‘You would be an antelope!’ Hai said.

			Glory’s new friends wrapped her in a group hug. This time, she didn’t resist. She felt ebullient, accepted and a little squashed. When she emerged from their embrace, her heart was a hot-air balloon fuelled by positivity.

			She felt four eyes on her. They belonged to Flame and Rocket. Their faces were bursting with pride.

			Even KJ appeared impressed. She gave Glory a tiny nod before scrawling more words in her journal.

			Hopefully she’s writing to the Macquarie Dictionary and telling them to hold off on putting my picture next to the word ‘uncoordinated’. At least until the end of the week.

			‘What a perfect way to end our first day,’ Flame said.

			‘You were all utterly stuntastic,’ Rocket added. ‘Grab a 20-minute break, then we’ll see you in the dining hall.’

			Before Rocket had finished his sentence, Ollie raced to the silver tub, extracted his phone and hurried outside. As Glory moved to collect her drink bottle, Rocket and Flame approached.

			‘Would you like us to call your Aunt Fifi now?’ Flame asked.

			Glory considered this for 1.68 seconds. ‘No, I’d like to stay for the rest of the camp, if that’s OK.’

			Rocket’s grin was so large it threatened to overtake his rubbery face. ‘That is more than OK, Glory Flowers.’

			‘Triple OK,’ added Flame. ‘And stop asking for permission. You deserve to be here.’

			‘But first things first,’ Rocket said. ‘Let’s put some ice on that knee.’

			It was only now that Glory noticed the purple stain on her right kneecap.

			‘My first stunt bruise!’ Glory said.

			‘We call them struises,’ Flame replied, pointing to several on her own arms and legs before applying an icepack to Glory’s knee.

			Glory smiled. After five years of fearing the slightest knock, she couldn’t believe how relaxed she felt about the giant struise on her knee. She pictured how her mum and dad would react if they saw it. And if they found out what ‘stunt’ actually meant. The image of their worried faces made Glory’s chest tighten, so she pushed it to the back row of her mind. Upper, upper, upper, row ZZZ. Behind a large wooden beam.

			‘Your bed’s in Hai and Francesca’s cabin,’ Rocket said, handing Glory her bag.

			‘Oh,’ Glory mumbled. She loved the idea of sharing with Hai but bunking with Francesca made her feel like an ant about to be fried by a magnifying glass.

			‘Francesca might seem scary,’ Flame said. ‘But there’s a big heart underneath that tough-girl façade.’

			‘Can’t live without a heart!’ Glory said nervously.

			‘Or three hearts if you’re a squid or an octopus,’ Rocket said.

			‘When they have their hearts broken,’ Flame pondered, ‘do you think it hurts three times as much?’

			‘Next time I speak to one,’ Rocket said, ‘I’ll ask. But enough about the order Octopoda.’ He turned to face Glory. ‘You’re in the Flying Fish cabin. Second on your left.’

			Flame removed the icepack and wrapped an elastic bandage around Glory’s knee.

			‘Dump your bag in the cabin,’ Rocket said, ‘then head to the main hall for a feast to end all feasts.’

			‘Can’t wait!’ Glory said. ‘And thank you.’

			‘What for?’ Rocket asked.

			‘For letting me keep trying the stunt after I shanked it so many times,’ Glory replied.

			Did I really just say ‘shanked’?

			Flame put a gentle hand on Glory’s shoulder. ‘A lot of the kids here have natural stunting ability. You’re not one of them.’

			If that’s Flame’s idea of a compliment, I’d hate to hear her launch a scathing attack.

			‘We don’t get excited by natural ability,’ Rocket said. ‘We get excited by kids who are prepared to try and fail. And try and fail. And try and fail. Until they’ve tried and failed so many times, it seems ridiculous. Then they try again. That’s your gift.’

			‘We’ve been waiting for you, Glory Flowers,’ Flame said.

			KJ was watching them closely. Glory was sure that she saw the corners of her lips turn upwards.

			As Glory stepped outside, she felt like her hot-air balloon might soar to the moon. The trees didn’t look scary, they looked wondrous. The air didn’t feel cold, it felt invigorating. And the kookaburras weren’t laughing at her. They were laughing at what they always laugh at, absolutely nothing.

			As the sun sank into the horizon, Glory skipped past cabins with names like ‘Jaunty Jaguars’, ‘Majestic Macaws’ and ‘Climbing Koalas’. She was almost at ‘Flying Fish’ when she stumbled into an enormous cobweb.

			Glory dropped her bag and ripped wispy web off her face and neck. It looked like she was doing a wild spiritual dance. More wild than spiritual. As she threw the last piece of web to the dirt, Glory was horrified to realise Hai and Francesca had seen the whole thing.

			‘What do you call that dance?’ Hai asked with a cheeky smile.

			‘Ah, the weird wide web,’ Glory said, grasping at her face. She couldn’t escape the feeling that spiders were crawling all over it.

			‘Love it!’ Hai laughed. She had changed into cargo pants and a tie-dyed t-shirt. Francesca was now wearing long shorts and a t-shirt with a slogan even bolder than her drink bottle: Losing Is For Losers.

			‘So you’re staying at the camp?’ Francesca asked.

			‘Yeah,’ Glory replied meekly.

			‘That’s brilliant news!’ Hai said.

			‘Is it?’ Francesca asked before sprinting towards the dining hall.

			Glory’s hot-air balloon felt like a murder of crows had pooed on it. She looked to Hai. ‘That went well.’

			‘Don’t worry about Francesca,’ Hai said. ‘She takes a while to warm up. A long while. Anyway, make yourself at home in our cabin. Oh, and get changed. Rocket and Flame don’t like us wearing our stunt clothes to dinner. I’ve got to run, it’s my turn to set the tables. Laters!’

			Glory watched Hai disappear into the distance. Then she picked up her bag, stepped into the cabin and turned on the light.

			Whoa . . .

			Glory had never been in a log cabin, but she was pretty sure this was not your typical log cabin.

			Exhibit A: The floor was spongy.

			Exhibit B: The roof and the walls were spiky.

			Exhibit C: The beds hung high from the ceiling but didn’t have ladders.

			There were cupboards underneath each bed. There was also a shared bathroom, which was surprisingly normal. Toilet, sink, shower. All stark white.

			Above one of the beds was a series of motivational posters.

			Find your greatness.

			If it doesn’t challenge you, it doesn’t change you.

			Fears are illusions.

			Having seen Francesca’s Quitting Is For Losers water bottle, Glory was 93 per cent sure these were her intimidating posters.

			This meant the martial arts movie posters above the other bed belonged to Hai. Glory studied them. The hero of the films was Ichika Kikuchi, played by Aya Marato, a girl not much older than Glory and Hai. The tagline for the films was Ichika Kikuchi can’t stop kicking butt!

			Hai mustn’t have realised there were cupboards because her clothes and shoes were strewn all over the springy floor.

			Glory quickly transferred everything from her heavy duffle bag into her allocated cupboard. Five identical grey dresses, all with first-aid kits sewn into them. Five pairs of grey underwear and socks. Grey pyjamas. Two pairs of black steel-capped boots. A grey toiletry bag. And a grey towel.

			She was hanging up the last of her dresses when she noticed something at the back of the cupboard. An ornate wooden chest with a post-it note stuck to it. There were two words on the note: Gretel Grey.

			It felt surreal to see her real name after a day of being Glory Flowers.

			What could be inside this mystery box?

			Her mind swirled with possibilities.

			A Goliath birdeater spider? A menacing, malevolent message insisting I go home? A giant ball of earwax?

			Glory’s hands were trembling as she prised open the old wooden box.

			Inside were a pair of red gloves and a pair of green socks.

			Am I supposed to wear these bizarre accessories to dinner?

			Glory tried the red gloves on first. They were soft on the inside and sticky on the outside.

			Then she picked up the green socks. They too boasted a comfy interior and a tacky exterior. She put the right sock on without issue but as she pulled on the left, she tripped over one of Hai’s shoes. She fell to the floor then bounced back up. The floor was a trampoline!

			Thrilled by this discovery, Glory jumped up and down, bouncing higher and higher until she soared too high. She threw her gloved hands up to cushion the impact against the ceiling and stuck to it instead! The gloves and socks were covered in Velcro!

			Glory climbed around the cabin walls like a tree kangaroo, then flopped onto her hanging bed. She rested her head on the fluffy pillow and allowed herself a brief moment to reflect on the most incredible day of her life. She had experienced an inconceivable number of emotions in the last ten hours and 26 minutes. Highs, lows, ups, downs, ins and outs. She felt drained, invigorated, proud and hungry. Ravenous, in fact.

			She jumped off the bed, bounced into the bathroom, had the quickest of showers and changed into a fresher version of her grey ensemble. She rushed through the gum trees until she reached a large wooden building. Screams and squeals were emanating from inside.

			So this is the part where we’re fed to giant beasts.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			When Glory stepped inside the food hall, she wasn’t greeted by a giant beast. She was greeted by a slice of cheesy lasagne flying straight at her face.

			She ducked just in time to avoid the soaring supper then turned to the kitchen to identify the pasta pitcher . . . Francesca.

			Glory wouldn’t have picked her nemesis as the lasagne-throwing type, but Aunt Fifi always said, ‘People are full of surprises.’ Or was it ‘Pigeons are full of surprises’? Glory had only just regained her composure when a bowl of guacamole came hurtling towards her. She avoided the bowl but still copped a spray of avocado on her freckly nose.

			‘Sorry, Glory!’ This time Felix was the tucker chucker.

			Glory wiped the guacamole off her nose and glanced around the hall. It didn’t take her long to realise she wasn’t the target of the food missiles. She was standing in the way of the target. Or targets. The lasagne was intended for Ace. The guacamole for Hai. And it wasn’t just these two having their dinner thrown at them. All the kids were receiving their food via airmail.

			The dining hall was awash with soaring sushi, airborne arancini, coasting curries, sailing salad and gliding gado gado. Even though the stunties were masters at catching, the walls and floor were undergoing rapid redecoration.

			At home, Glory was only ever allowed to eat at the dining table. Even a solitary almond or sip of water was to be consumed at the round plastic table (wooden tables risked splinters) in the middle of the Greys’ small, sparse dining room. There were strict rules while sitting at the Grey table. Straight back. No elbows on the table. Small mouthfuls. And no one could leave until all diners had announced, ‘I have had elegant sufficiency.’

			‘Quick, Glory,’ Ace said. ‘Grab a seat.’ Courageously, he was wearing white jeans, white trainers and a tight white t-shirt.

			‘Better get your dinner order in,’ Hai said through a mouthful of taco. ‘We’ll be onto dessert soon.’

			Glory wasn’t used to choosing her dinner. Her parents served her the same dish every night. Kale, brussels sprouts and lentils for main. Mashed beetroot and avocado for dessert.

			‘The potato gems are a revelation,’ Ace announced.

			‘I highly recommend the fish tacos,’ Hai added. ‘Chef’s kiss!’

			‘Fish tacos and potato gems, please!’ Glory called out to Felix and Francesca.

			‘Incoming!’ Felix called out. Glory grabbed a spare bowl off the table and was amazed when the fish taco landed in the middle of it.

			‘Catch of the day!’ Hai said.

			There was no time for Glory to enjoy Hai’s dad joke. Francesca was hurling potato gems like they were hand grenades. Glory flung out her bowl and captured as many as she could. Then she sat down and got stuck into her meal.

			It’s true what they say, she thought. Food tastes better when you catch it yourself!

			Glory had a mouthful of gems when Hai announced, ‘That was one of the most impressive stunt camp debuts of all time.’

			‘Really?’ Glory spluttered, accidentally spitting potato gem everywhere.

			‘Absolutely.’ Ollie wiped a piece of gem off his cheek as he took a seat opposite them. ‘You nailed it, G-Force!’

			Ollie’s plate was stacked so high with meatballs and spaghetti that it was almost tipping over.

			‘Sure you’ve got enough there?’ Hai asked.

			‘That’s the beauty of it being such a small group this summer,’ Ollie said. ‘More food for everyone.’

			It was only now that Glory noticed all the empty seats. ‘Why are there fewer kids than usual on this camp?’ she asked.

			‘StuntMaster,’ the others replied in unison.

			‘Is that a rival stunt camp?’ Glory enquired.

			‘No,’ Hai said. ‘It’s a video game.’

			‘The best video game ever created,’ Ollie said through a mouthful of spaghetti.

			‘Ollie’s addicted,’ Ace said.

			‘Am not,’ Ollie replied petulantly.

			‘So how come whenever we have a stunting break,’ Hai said, ‘you race outside with your phone?’

			‘StuntMaster helps me unwind,’ Ollie said. ‘But I can quit whenever I want.’

			Ace rolled his eyes.

			‘It’s the most popular video game ever released,’ Hai said. ‘Millions of kids have given up sport, dancing, music lessons and Stunt Camp, so that they can spend more time playing StuntMaster on their phones.’

			‘Such a waste of time,’ Ace said.

			‘Pursuing acting when you’ve had tons of auditions and never landed a part is a waste of time,’ Ollie said.

			‘No need to get personal, guys,’ Hai said.

			‘Acting is a noble pursuit,’ Ace said. ‘And pursuing something even when you’ve failed many times is called persistence. Right, Glory?’

			Glory didn’t want to be drawn into the argument, so she stared at her shoes (actually, she was staring at Hai’s shoes, which she had put back on after her shower).

			‘Ahhhhhh . . .’ she stammered.

			‘Dessert’s up!’ Felix announced.

			Glory sighed with relief.

			Everyone frantically grabbed fresh bowls as Francesca and Felix hurled chocolate pudding, jelly, pavlova, fruit and all manner of baked goods across the room.

			The kids had only just finished snaffling their sumptuous desserts when Flame jumped on a table in the middle of the food hall. ‘Owoooooooooooooooooo!’

			The kids immediately fell silent.

			Rocket, balancing an entire cheesecake on his head, jumped on the table next to Flame.

			‘Ah, Rocket,’ Flame said. ‘You’ve got a little something on your . . .’ She gestured to his hair.

			Rocket placed his hand on his head and seemed surprised when it touched creamy cheesecake.

			The kids laughed.

			‘How long’s that been there?’ Rocket asked.

			Before Flame could answer, Rocket plucked the cheesecake off his head, opened his mouth wide (really wide), pushed the whole cake between his lips and gulped. Just like that, it was gone.

			Stunned silence turned into rapturous applause.

			Ollie was awestruck. ‘I really hope he teaches us that trick!’

			‘I can confidently say,’ Flame announced, ‘that was the funnest food fight in Stunt Camp history!’

			The stunties stood on their chairs and applauded.

			‘And now it’s time for something even funner,’ Rocket said. ‘The clean-up!’

			There was a collective groan. The food hall was more food than hall.

			Incredibly, the stunties found a way to make the clean-up fun. Ace played music through his smartwatch and the kids incorporated stunts into their cleaning duties. Francesca used the large broom as a pole vault to launch herself from one side of the hall to the other. Ace and Hai put wet cloths on their feet and skated around like they were on ice. Felix and Ollie took turns surfing the industrial vacuum.

			Glory was a proficient and diligent cleaner. That’s what her SOSASI report card said. (Cleaning was one of SOSASI’s compulsory subjects.) She was so obsessed with ensuring every surface was spotless that she didn’t realise her friends had returned to their cabins. Glory was about to do the same when Flame and Rocket backflipped towards her.

			‘How’s your knee, G?’ Flame asked.

			‘The food fight was such fun,’ Glory said, ‘that I forgot I had knees!’

			‘Don’t let your knees hear that,’ Flame said. ‘They’re very sensitive.’

			‘I’m sure you and your knees will sleep soundly tonight,’ Rocket said. ‘Sweet dreams, Glory Flowers.’

			‘Congratulations on a brilliant first day,’ Flame said.

			‘You too,’ Glory said without thinking. ‘I mean, thanks!’

			Flame and Rocket smiled as Glory hurried out of the food hall.

			It was only when she was outside, under the full moon, that she realised her shoes were full of food scraps. So were her pockets. And her hair. Her ears. Her nostrils. Even her heart. Wait, that wasn’t food. It was joy.

			She reached the Flying Fish cabin, removed her squelchy shoes (Hai’s squelchy shoes – oops) and slipped quietly inside.

			She was surprised to discover Hai was a snorer. Not a bombastic snorer like Glory’s dad, more a singsongy one. Francesca slept silently, but her legs and arms were jerking wildly.

			She even does stunt training in her sleep! Glory thought.

			Glory had another lightning-quick shower, quietly changed into her patternless grey pyjamas, jumped on the trampoline floor and landed softly on her bed.

			Then something very strange happened. Something that hadn’t occurred since before The Accident. Glory fell asleep the second her head hit the pillow.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Peanut brittle. The kind that almost breaks your teeth when you bite into it. That’s what Glory’s body felt like when she woke up on her second day of Stunt Camp.

			It turns out that not doing any exercise for five years then attempting a gruelling stunt multiple times has painful consequences. Every one of Glory’s 600 muscles ached.

			She was worried she wouldn’t be able to get out of bed, let alone participate in another 20 days of stunting. But the intoxicating combination of completing her first stunt and making new friends put a powerful pep in Glory’s step. In fact, she made herself a promise.

			Today, I will attempt every stunt that, in my heart of hearts, I believe I have some chance of completing.

			Which turned out to be all of them, including the Senseless Skyscraper, the Backwards Bobsled and the Rolling Derby.

			In her first attempt at the Human Hurdles, one of the few stunts the kids performed daily, Glory surprised herself by successfully jumping over Ace and Felix.

			The following morning, she felt slightly less peanut brittle-y. The morning after that, less brittle-y again. Until, after nearly three weeks of pushing her body to the limit, Glory woke up feeling like a gooey marshmallow.

			Along the way, she discovered strengths she didn’t know she had. Like flipping. She learnt how to flawlessly execute a front flip, backflip and side flip. She also mastered the gainer (a backward somersault while moving forward) during Stunt Camp’s parkour sessions. 

			Have you heard of parkour? It’s a cool French word that describes getting from point A to point B using only your body weight. It incorporates wholesome activities like running up walls, jumping over rooftops, sliding down rails and leaping over fire hydrants. Somersaults, flips and gainers further spice up the action. It’s ridiculously fun, ridiculously dangerous and very much don’t try this at home stuff. 

			Glory realised she was surprisingly good at trapeze, too, graduating from beginner solo work to intermediate solo work to advanced double trapeze with Ace, who, when he stopped worrying about his hair, was a kind and thoughtful trapeze partner.

			Glory’s flexibility improved so dramatically that she was able to twist, bend and flex her body in ways she’d never thought possible, even in her dancing days. But one move that constantly eluded her was the straddle splits. (Have you tried the straddle splits? I haven’t and never will. The straddle splits, also known as the side splits or middle splits, involve fully extending your legs to the left and right of your torso, creating an upside-down Capital T with your body. Ow!)

			Over 19 days, Glory tried and failed the straddle splits on 31 occasions. Every time she was about to drop to the floor, she baulked and abandoned the move.

			Glory also struggled with high-octane stunts, like pretending to get hit by a car or being set on fire (while wearing a fire-retardant suit, of course).

			But the activity Glory struggled with most was fight choreography. Glory hated the idea of inflicting pain on anyone, even if it was pretend. Whether it was sword fighting, martial arts or garden variety boxing, Glory was perpetually worried she’d hurt her opponent, which made her hesitant and stiff.

			By contrast, she revelled in the more reflective elements of stunt training, like yoga and meditation, an extension of Flame’s breathing exercises. These helped Glory cope with the more challenging aspects of the camp and stilled her mind, which continued to be a busy place.

			As well as becoming mentally tougher, Glory grew physically stronger. One morning, she noticed something resembling a bicep on her right arm. This wasn’t the only aspect of Glory’s appearance to change. Hai braided Glory’s curly black hair into an intricate headband that made her look like a tween warrior.

			Hai also gifted Glory a new wardrobe. She let Glory keep her light-up shoes (Hai had two other pairs) and also gave her an oversized black t-shirt with an antelope print and cut-off jean shorts with bespoke rips in the denim. Glory couldn’t believe how rebellious these made her feel.

			Jeans with rips! Totally wild!

			Glory didn’t completely abandon her old uniform. As a safety blanket, she sewed a first-aid kit into her cut-off jeans. And she continued to wear her Great-Grandmother Gretel’s old silver watch.

			But the most significant change to Glory’s life was her new friendships. She had become so close to Hai, Ollie, Felix and Ace that she couldn’t imagine life without them.

			They cheered for each other when things went well and comforted each other when they didn’t. They made each other braver. They made each other kinder. And they made each other laugh. A lot.

			Ollie added a new bow to his comedy quiver: human impressions. His imitation of Rocket became so good that he once tricked the real Rocket into thinking he was talking to himself.

			Felix’s bizarre facts were a constant source of amusement. As was his obscure timing. He’d happily interrupt a discussion to ask the group, ‘Did you know cows can sleep standing up, but they can only dream lying down?’ The group loved it when Glory replied with an equally unusual fact. ‘I did know that, Felix. Did you know snails can sleep for three years at a time?’

			Hai and Glory never failed to make each other giggle with their attempts to guess Rocket and Flame’s real names. ‘I’ve decided Rocket’s real name is Apollo,’ Hai said to Glory as they brushed their teeth on the second-last day of Stunt Camp.

			‘Any evidence to support this bold claim?’ Glory asked with a smile.

			‘Nope,’ Hai replied, her mouth full of toothpaste. ‘Just a vibe. Any more thoughts on Flame’s real name?’

			‘I’m thinking Trinity or Dannika,’ Glory replied. ‘Again, no evidence. But they both really suit her.’

			‘I’ve also worked out what KJ stands for,’ Hai said while flossing (impressive multitasking, I’m sure you’ll agree).

			‘Karmen Jarmen?’ Glory asked.

			‘Killer Jellyfish!’ Hai replied.

			The two girls erupted into laughter. They were mid-guffaw when Glory glanced at her antique watch. ‘Oh no, we are so late!’

			They raced through the bush, running, flipping and handspringing until they reached the stunt shed.

			Usually, first thing in the morning, there was a chorus of yelling, screaming and thudding emanating from the shed. Today, it was disturbingly quiet. When Glory and Hai stepped inside, they were surprised to see the other stunties sitting silently below Rocket, Flame and KJ, who were standing on top of the brick wall. KJ looked sombre, which was not unusual. Rocket and Flame also appeared stern. This was hyper rare.

			They’re going to tell us this is the last ever Stunt Camp. Or there’s been a natural disaster. Or an alien invasion? (Glory remained adept at the art of catastrophisation – not a real word.)

			‘Nice of you to finally join us,’ KJ said as Glory and Hai sat with the others. Felix was about to make a cheeky jibe when Ollie, sensing the gravity of the situation, put his hand over Felix’s mouth.

			‘Now you’re all here,’ Rocket said. ‘We have an important announcement.’ 

			‘For some of you it will be life-changing,’ Flame added.

			Definitely an alien invasion, Glory thought.

			‘We have a confession to make,’ Flame said.

			‘We’ve lied to you all,’ Rocket added.

			The kids shared looks of shock and intrigue.

			Rocket and Flame are aliens!

			‘The woman standing next to us,’ Flame said, gesturing to KJ, ‘is not a photographer.’

			The kids oohed and aahed, except Ace, who shrugged nonchalantly.

			‘I could tell she wasn’t a real photographer by her poor choice of camera lenses,’ Ace whispered. Not quietly enough. KJ shot a searing look at him as she took centre stage, or, more accurately, centre wall.

			‘It’s true,’ KJ announced. ‘I’m not a photographer. I’m a movie director.’

			The fear among the stunties evaporated. ‘OMG’ and ‘whoa’ looks abounded. Ace’s expression was pure mortification.

			‘What I meant to say,’ he stammered, ‘is that your lenses were better suited to a highly gifted director.’

			KJ ignored him. ‘The reason I’ve been watching you so closely these last few weeks is that I need stunt doubles for a new film I’m directing.’

			Glory replayed her stunt work from the last few weeks in her mind-cinema. She wasn’t the only one.

			‘I need six stunt kids for the film,’ KJ announced. ‘So let’s make like a good action film and cut to the chase.’

			A wave of anticipation surged through the shed. Hai grasped Glory’s hand so tightly, it felt like they had been fused together.

			KJ was not one to pause for effect. ‘The first member of my stunt team is . . .’

			‘Wait, wait, wait,’ Rocket interjected. ‘We can’t do this without a drum roll.’

			KJ sighed as Glory and the other kids rhythmically thumped the mat with their hands and feet. The stunties were still drumming when KJ announced, ‘The first member of my team is Francesca.’

			Glory and the other stunties clapped excitedly. All except Ace, whose entire body was clenched tight.

			‘Congratulations, Francesca!’ Flame said.

			‘Totally deserved,’ Rocket added.

			Francesca looked more relieved than excited as the kids continued clapping.

			‘Please save your applause until I’ve announced the entire stunt team,’ KJ said sternly. ‘The next member of my team is Felix.’

			‘No way!’ Felix said, ecstatic. ‘Thank you, Miss KJ.’ He jumped up and gave his friends flying high fives.

			KJ cleared her throat. ‘My next stuntie is Ollie.’

			‘Boo to the yah!’ Ollie exclaimed. Glory gave Ollie a congratulatory hug. It was the first time she had ever hugged a boy.

			‘The next stuntie in my team,’ KJ continued, ‘is Hai.’

			Hai was so elated she burst into tears. Glory wrapped her arms around her new bestie.

			‘The final member of my stunt team,’ KJ announced, ‘is Ace.’

			Ace, who had become so tense he looked like he had transformed into a statue of himself, exhaled deeply. ‘Excellent choice, KJ,’ he said. ‘Rest assured, I will use my vast experience to mentor the others.’

			‘That won’t be necessary,’ KJ replied.

			Glory was immensely proud of her new friends. She was also experiencing another intense feeling.

			Jealousy? It can’t be. The others have been training for years for this moment. This is only my first camp. I can’t have expected to join them on this mystery movie. So what’s this gnawing feeling in my chest?

			‘You said six,’ Francesca said to KJ, who was about to descend the brick wall.

			‘Sorry?’ KJ replied, irritated.

			‘You said you needed six kids for your stunt team,’ Francesca said. ‘You only called out five.’

			KJ flicked through her journal. ‘You’re right, Francesca. Apologies.’

			Glory and the remaining stunties felt a renewed sense of hope.

			‘The sixth member of my team is . . .’ KJ scanned the sea of excited faces. ‘Glory.’

			The world became a stop-motion movie for Glory as her friends pulled her into an exuberant group hug then danced around her, cheering and chanting as though she’d just won a prestigious award. Which, in the world of stunting, she had.

			Rocket and Flame walked among the kids. ‘We’re incredibly proud of those of you chosen to work on KJ’s film,’ Rocket said. ‘And equally proud of those not chosen.’

			‘We know missing out hurts,’ Flame said. ‘You probably feel angry, disappointed, hollow. Don’t run from those feelings. Acknowledge them. And remember, they will pass.’

			‘Let’s take a quick break,’ Rocket said. ‘And meet back on the red mat in 20 minutes.’

			‘Except my team,’ KJ said. ‘Follow me.’

			As Glory accompanied KJ, Rocket, Flame and the other chosen ones to the far corner of the shed, a dozen emotions pulsed through her body.

			In just 20 days, she’d gone from helicopter kid to professional stunt kid. This was implausible, exhilarating and utterly terrifying. She’d faced her fears. Not just faced them, headbutted them. But there was a difference between doing stunts in front of your friends and performing them in front of a film crew.

			Glory’s intestines tied themselves in a clove hitch knot as KJ opened a door that blended seamlessly into the walls.

			Ollie stared at the secret door in disbelief. ‘How have I been coming here for five years and not noticed this?’

			‘It’s designed not to be noticed,’ Rocket said, grinning like a Cheshire Cat.

			The room was small and stuffy, with stark white walls, dim lights and no furniture. Glory stood next to Flame, and her mentor’s tropical aroma helped soothe her anxiety.

			KJ eyeballed each of the stunties before proclaiming, ‘Let’s talk about the real reason you’re all in here.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			‘I am a government agent,’ KJ said. ‘A special government agent.’

			The kids were speechless. Eventually, Glory broke the silence. ‘Are we in trouble?’

			‘Special trouble?’ Ollie asked.

			‘No,’ KJ replied.

			‘Are our parents in trouble?’ Hai asked.

			‘Special trouble?’ Ollie repeated.

			‘No,’ KJ said.

			‘Cool disguise!’ Felix said.

			‘I’m not wearing a disguise,’ KJ snapped. ‘Please don’t interrupt me again.’

			Felix withered. ‘Sorry, Miss KJ.’

			KJ strolled around the small, windowless room, eyes steely, arms behind her back. ‘As you are aware, I’ve been keeping a close eye on your stunt training. Two close eyes. And both my eyes have been impressed.’

			Glory was enthralled and intimidated by this intelligent, no-nonsense woman. But she had no idea where this was heading.

			‘I’m inviting the six of you to form an elite, top-secret search and rescue team,’ KJ continued.

			If Glory had been drinking a banana milkshake, she would have spat chunks of banana everywhere. (Thankfully, she wasn’t drinking a banana milkshake.)

			‘An elite top-secret what-what?’ Ollie asked.

			‘You will be responsible for rescuing children who are distressed, lost, sick or injured, typically from remote areas. Snow-capped mountains, scorching deserts, wild forests, the depths of the ocean. Sometimes amid natural disasters. Fire, floods, hurricanes.’

			It felt like there was a hurricane inside Glory’s brain. She had a wild imagination, but this was well beyond her wildest imaginings.

			‘Sounds intense,’ Felix said.

			‘And dangerous,’ Ace added. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to direct a movie instead? Because I’m not just a stuntie, I’m a brilliant actor with an enormous range. I can play goodies and baddies.’

			‘I don’t like anything you just said,’ KJ replied.

			Ace seemed taken aback. Way aback.

			‘How can we be a rescue team?’ Felix said. ‘We’re just kids.’

			‘You’re not just kids,’ KJ said. ‘You’re Stunt Kids.’

			This clarification made Glory feel a thousand feet tall.

			‘Let’s hear what she has to say,’ Francesca said.

			‘Thank you, Francesca,’ KJ said. ‘I’m putting together this team because we’ve had several adult search and rescue teams fail where I think a team of children might have succeeded.’

			‘Because we’re smaller?’ Ollie asked.

			‘That’s a factor,’ KJ replied. ‘But mostly, it’s about perspective. Sometimes, to rescue a child, you need to think like a child.’

			‘Poo, bum, wee,’ Felix said.

			‘Excuse me?’ KJ replied.

			‘I’m just proving I can think like a child,’ Felix said.

			‘I’m starting to regret this idea,’ KJ said, looking at Rocket and Flame.

			‘Felix, please stop interrupting Special Agent KJ,’ Flame said sternly. Felix bit his tongue.

			‘Thank you, Penelope,’ KJ replied.

			‘Whoa, whoa, whoa,’ Ollie interrupted. ‘Who’s Penelope?’

			‘It’s my real name,’ Flame replied. 

			‘We weren’t even close,’ Glory whispered to Hai, who mustered the smallest of smiles.

			‘What’s your real name, big guy?’ Ollie asked Rocket.

			‘Herman,’ Rocket replied.

			‘HERMAN?!’ the kids exclaimed in unison.

			‘What’s wrong with Herman?’ Rocket asked.

			‘Nothing,’ Ollie replied, smirking. ‘But I understand why you call yourself Rocket.’

			This earnt a hearty chuckle from Flame and the other kids.

			‘I don’t know what’s more surprising,’ Ollie said. ‘Being asked to form an elite search and rescue team or your real names.’

			‘Please focus on the huge decision you have to make,’ KJ said. ‘If you join my team, you’ll come face to face with some of the world’s worst people. I won’t lie to you, this is a perilous proposition.’

			‘What would we be called?’ Ace asked.

			‘That’s your first question?’ Francesca said.

			‘In all formal documentation, you’ll be referred to as SK, which stands for –’

			‘Specialist Krew?’ Ace interrupted.

			‘Crew starts with a C,’ KJ replied.

			‘Spritely Kooks?’ Ollie asked.

			‘Definitely not,’ KJ said.

			‘Super Koalas?’ Felix suggested.

			KJ shook her head, exasperated.

			‘Stunt Kids?’ Glory asked.

			‘Finally!’ KJ said, shaking her head. ‘I was beginning to think my intelligence about your intelligence was misguided. So, are you in or out?’

			‘How long do we have to think about it?’ Ollie asked.

			‘I’m a big believer in taking your time to make important decisions,’ KJ said.

			Glory and the others were deeply relieved to hear this.

			‘Unfortunately,’ KJ said, ‘I can only give you five minutes.’

			‘Five minutes to make a life-or-death decision?’ Ollie asked, in a voice an octave higher than his usual timbre.

			‘What’s the hurry?’ Francesca asked.

			‘I have an urgent mission,’ KJ replied. ‘If you’re not on board, I need to assemble another team immediately.’

			‘Don’t we need training?’ Glory enquired.

			‘Stunt Camp was your training.’ KJ shot a proud look at Rocket and Flame. ‘I’ll tell you everything else you need to know on the way.’

			On the way to where? Glory wondered. The Pyramids? The Arctic? The Bermuda Triangle?

			‘So, KJ, if that is your real name,’ Ollie said, clearly trying not to let fear seep into his voice. ‘We’d be leaving for our first mission immediately?’

			‘Or inmediatamente, as the Spanish say,’ KJ replied. ‘Everything sounds better in Spanish, don’t you think?’

			‘No way will my parents let me join a secret rescue team,’ Felix said.

			‘Snap times infinity!’ Glory added.

			‘If you accept my offer,’ KJ said. ‘I’ll explain things to your parents in such a way that they’ll have no idea what you’re actually doing. No one will. Except Rocket, Flame and me. That’s why I pretended to hire you for a film.’

			‘Won’t the other stunties get suspicious when the film never hits the screens?’ Felix asked.

			‘Films fall over all the time,’ KJ said.

			‘She’s right,’ Ace said. ‘I did three months of stunt work on a film called Ultimate Ultimatum but it was never released. My hair never looked better than it did in that movie. Broke my heart.’

			‘I’ll mock up some photos,’ KJ said. ‘So if anyone asks for evidence, it will look like you at least shot the movie.’

			‘I’m a fake movie star!’ Ollie exclaimed jubilantly.

			‘I’ll never see my dad again.’ Tears pricked Felix’s eyes.

			‘Of course you will,’ KJ said, her voice suddenly brimming with compassion. ‘It’s not a full-time job. In between missions, you’ll live normal 12-year-old lives. Or in your case, Felix, a normal 11-year-old life.’

			This seemed to put Felix at ease.

			‘You now have two minutes and 17 seconds to make your decision,’ KJ said.

			Glory’s brain whirred like an old VHS player when a video is loaded into it (her dad still used VHS because he didn’t trust ‘new technology’.) Before Stunt Camp, Glory had spent five years inside a small house with only her parents and occasionally her aunt for company. The prospect of travelling to every corner of the globe to rescue kids in trouble was unfathomable. She looked to Flame and Rocket. ‘Can you help us decide?’

			‘We can’t put ourselves in your shoes,’ Flame said.

			‘They wouldn’t fit,’ Rocket added, jumping high in the air and clicking his giant shoes together. ‘We’re confident you’ll make the right decision.’

			‘Huddle!’ Francesca said.

			The Stunt Kids formed a circle so tight their heads were touching.

			‘What do we think, gang?’ Ollie asked.

			‘We do a lot of risky stuff on Stunt Camp,’ Felix said. ‘But being in a top-secret search and rescue team is next level. We’d be risking our lives.’

			‘Constantly,’ Glory added.

			‘It’s just me and Mum at home,’ Hai said. ‘I can’t abandon her whenever there’s a new mission.’ Glory squeezed her friend’s hand affectionately.

			‘This is a chance to use our stunt skills to do something important,’ Francesca said.

			‘Who knows if we’ll ever get an opportunity like this again,’ Ollie added.

			‘Time’s up,’ Special Agent KJ announced. ‘What have we decided?’

			The others barely had time to gather their thoughts when Francesca stepped forward. ‘I’m in.’

			‘Me too.’ Ollie joined Francesca on the imaginary line.

			‘I’m not sure if FOMO’s a good reason to join a secret search and rescue team,’ Felix said, ‘but that’s why I’m on board.’ He stepped forward.

			‘There can be no Stunt Kids without Ace,’ Ace said, joining them.

			‘Hai? Glory?’ KJ looked intently at the two girls.

			Glory still hadn’t made up her mind. ‘What do you think, Hai?’

			‘I’m honoured by the offer,’ Hai said, her voice shaky and her eyes moist. ‘But my team is my mum and me. I’m sorry, KJ. I can’t do it.’

			Glory put a comforting arm around Hai.

			‘I understand completely,’ KJ said kindly. ‘When you return to Stunt Camp, you mustn’t tell the others about what’s been said in here. It could put your friends’ lives in danger.’

			‘Of course,’ Hai said. ‘Your secret’s safe with me, guys.’

			‘Glory?’ KJ asked. ‘Are you in or out?’

			Hai’s decision weighed heavily on Glory. She couldn’t imagine stunt life without her hilarious karate-loving friend. But she couldn’t imagine returning to her old life either. No friends. No life outside the house. Just Glory, actually Gretel, Ray and Renee. Safe, secure and unbearably dull. Her thoughts turned to the kids who needed rescuing and how lonely and scared they must feel.

			‘Glory,’ KJ said. ‘I can’t wait any longer.’

			Glory took a step forward. ‘I’m in.’

			Hai nodded her approval. Rocket and Flame smiled. Ollie punched the air. ‘Yeah, G!’

			‘We don’t have time for congratulations,’ KJ said. ‘Say your goodbyes. Quickly.’

			Rocket and Flame moved around the room, hugging, fist-bumping and handing the kids their bags and mobile phones. When they reached Glory, she wrapped them in a double hug. 

			‘Thank you,’ she said, through tear-rimmed eyes. ‘For believing in me. For pushing me. For everything.’

			‘We couldn’t be prouder,’ Flame replied.

			‘And you should be incredibly proud of yourself,’ Rocket said.

			Just when Glory thought she had no more tears to shed, Hai approached. The two girls embraced.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Hai said, her voice quivering.

			‘Don’t be,’ Glory replied, her voice wobblier than jelly. ‘Your decision is the bravest of all.’

			‘We’re catching up the second you get home from your mission,’ Hai declared.

			‘For sure,’ Glory replied, convincing herself she’d be able to persuade her parents to relax their social rules when she got home.

			‘Promise me one thing,’ Hai said as they untangled.

			‘Anything,’ Glory replied.

			‘You’ll find out what KJ stands for,’ Hai said. Glory smiled broadly.

			‘I’ll try. You’re sticking with Killer Jellyfish?’

			‘Of course!’ Hai said.

			They were interrupted by the Killer Jellyfish herself.

			‘Time to go,’ KJ announced.

			Glory gave Hai one final hug then followed the others out another hidden door.

			It led to a suite of changing rooms. Each featured a gold star on the door and a name. 

			‘Please step into your cubicle,’ KJ said, ‘and change into your uniform.’

			‘We have uniforms?’ Ollie rushed into his changing room.

			‘They better be flattering,’ Ace said.

			‘Less quibbling, more changing,’ KJ said.

			Glory stepped through her door and was greeted by a pair of navy pants, a navy v-neck and yellow trainers. She quickly changed into the ensemble. It made her feel different. Almost save-the-world-y. 

			Once they had changed, KJ took them through yet another hidden door. This one led outside, where a small black aeroplane was waiting for them.

			I’ve never been on a plane, Glory thought. What if we crash?

			Sweat peppered Glory’s forehead. Her parents had rejected a paper plane camp because they were worried their daughter would get a paper cut. Now, here she was, about to board a real plane, piloted by a woman she had thought was a photographer.

			She breathed in for four. Held for four. Exhaled for four.

			Then for the first, and potentially last time, she boarded an aircraft.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			‘You can do this, Glory,’ she whispered to herself as she fastened her seatbelt.

			‘’Course you can, G-Funk,’ Ollie replied. He removed Bernie and sighed with relief.

			‘If you’re nervous,’ Felix said from the seat next to her, ‘I’ll talk you through it. I am an excellent flye– Blerrrrr!’

			Glory rubbed Felix’s back as he vomited violently into a sick bag. The plane was still on the ground and completely stationary.

			‘I’m better once we’re in the air,’ Felix said, tying up the vomit bag and swigging water to get rid of the hideous taste in his mouth.

			Next to Ollie, Francesca was reading a book, The Strongest Women in the World. Ollie was now tapping his phone, immersed in a game of StuntMaster.

			Ace was sitting behind Glory and Felix. He seemed to be either deep in thought or staring at his reflection in the window. Probably the latter. KJ was in the cockpit, flicking switches. Her voice boomed out of speakers positioned in each corner of the six-seater cabin. ‘Stunt Kids, please prepare for take-off.’

			Felix reached for a new sick bag as the small plane spluttered down the makeshift runway, gradually gaining speed until it was thundering along the same dirt road Glory and her parents had driven down 20 days ago.

			Glory grasped both armrests and clenched her eyes shut as the small aircraft left the ground and soared towards the sky. Her stomach did a backflip. Then a front flip. Then a gainer. Her stomach had become a stunt stomach.

			When she felt the plane level out, Glory opened her eyes and looked out the circular window. The view made her gasp. They were flying among the clouds. Glory looked down. The enormous stunt shed and the giant gum trees, which had once seemed ominous, looked like tiny Lego creations. The sight was so surreal, Glory laughed. Ollie must have thought it was a nervous laugh.

			‘You’ve survived the scariest bit, G-Kapee,’ he said, without looking up from his game. ‘It’s all smooth sailing from here.’

			‘Can I get you anything?’ Glory asked Felix, who was so pale, his freckles seemed to have become three-dimensional.

			‘I’m totally fine now,’ Felix said. ‘Better than fine actually, I’m – Blerrrr.’

			He vomited into another sick bag.

			‘So, Felix,’ Ace said from the seat behind. ‘When you said you were a good flyer, what exactly did you mean?’

			‘I was trying to convince my tummy,’ Felix said. ‘But she obviously wasn’t listening.’

			The aeroplane speakers crackled to life again. ‘This is Captain KJ speaking. Welcome to Stunt Kids Airlines.’

			The kids shared looks of excitement and anticipation, all except Ollie, who remained engrossed in his game.

			‘We have our own plane!’ Felix exclaimed.

			‘It’s my plane,’ KJ said. ‘That was just a little flourish to get you excited.’

			‘It worked,’ Glory said.

			‘We should arrive at our destination in approximately 96 minutes,’ KJ continued. ‘Chance of successful mission – well, that depends entirely on the five of you.’

			‘What time is the inflight meal, Captain KJ?’ Ollie asked, eyes still glued to his phone.

			‘Thanks for reminding me,’ KJ replied. ‘I made you first-mission muffins.’

			‘Yes!’ Felix exclaimed. ‘I love first-mission muffins!’

			The kids heard rustling from the cockpit. ‘Now where did I put those super-scrummy baked goods?’

			There was more rustling. Then something totally unexpected happened. The plane speared towards the ocean.

			Glory’s stomach did another gymnastics routine. Felix vomited again. Ollie made distressed bird noises but, miraculously, didn’t take his eyes off his game. Ace grasped his topknot. Francesca closed her eyes.

			The plane was so close to the water that the Stunt Kids could almost taste the salt.

			I’ve only just become a Stunt Kid and now I’m about to die a hideous watery death.

			‘Tell my parents I love them,’ Ollie said.

			‘You can tell them yourself,’ KJ called back to him as the plane ascended towards the clouds once again.

			‘KJ!’ Francesca yelled, her voice uncharacteristically panicked. ‘What just happened?’

			‘Apologies,’ KJ replied through the speakers. ‘Staying in the air’s probably more important than finding first-mission muffins. But you’ll be happy to know I did locate them. And I think you’ll agree they’re worth almost dying for.’

			She threw a paper bag back over her head. Francesca dived to her left to catch it. She plucked out a bulbous yeasty muffin then passed the bag to the others.

			It’s hard to imagine any muffin worth dying for – maybe a raspberry and white chocolate concoction – but the Stunt Kids were in unanimous agreement that the first-mission muffins were delicious.

			As they gobbled them down, a glass partition descended from the ceiling, separating the cockpit and the cabin.

			‘What’s with the glass?’ Ollie asked. ‘Is this where we find out you’re a baddie we should never have trusted?’

			It was a reasonable question. The Stunt Kids had put their lives in the hands of a total stranger. What if her intentions were malevolent?

			‘Your concerns are justified, Ollie,’ KJ replied. ‘And now you’re government agents, it’s important to maintain a healthy sense of suspicion. But I can assure you I am not a baddie. Which, of course, is what any baddie would say in this situation.’ She erupted into laughter.

			The kids didn’t laugh. Francesca seemed annoyed. Glory looked like she had seen an unfriendly ghost. Felix did a nervous fart (the plane trip was wreaking havoc on his digestive system). Ollie looked worried. It was hard to tell if this was because of KJ or StuntMaster. Ace continued staring out the window. (He couldn’t have been looking at his reflection all this time. Could he?)

			‘It’s time for you to learn the details of your first mission,’ KJ said.

			Glory took a deep breath and quickly regretted it. The combination of Felix’s fart and multiple vomits was so potent she almost passed out.

			‘Your enemy is Tom Von Strongberg,’ KJ continued.

			There were gasps from everyone on the plane, except Glory. She had never heard of Tom Von Strongberg.

			‘He’s my favourite actor in the world,’ Ollie said, finally looking up from his game.

			‘He’s an incredible martial artist,’ Francesca added.

			‘He’s won pretty much every film award you can win,’ Ace said.

			‘He can talk to monkeys,’ Felix said.

			‘I think that was just in the Cheeky Chimp movies,’ Ollie replied. ‘I doubt he can talk to monkeys in the wild.’

			‘Of course he can,’ Felix said. ‘Tom Von Strongberg can do anything.’

			KJ cleared her throat. ‘Did you not hear me say that Tom Von Strongberg is your enemy?’

			‘He sometimes plays baddies in movies,’ Ollie said as if talking to a toddler. ‘But he’s not a baddie in real life.’

			‘Yes, he is,’ KJ said. ‘Please listen carefully.’

			A montage of Tom Von Strongberg movie clips appeared on the glass partition. The man was so muscular it looked like his body had been inflated by a bike pump. By comparison, his head seemed bizarrely small.

			A Tom Von Strongberg fact sheet materialised on the screen.

			‘He’s 57 years old?’ Ollie said in amazement.

			‘His favourite food is oysters?’ Felix looked like he was about to vomit again. ‘Oysters are boogers in a shell.’

			Other key facts about Tom Von Strongberg scrolled down the screen:

			
					He enjoys protein shakes and long walks in nature.

					His favourite hobby is glassblowing.

					He has a pet golden eagle.

					He is single and not looking for someone with whom to share his life.

					He is an exceptional speller and finished third in the National Spelling Bee in Grade 6. Ironically, the word that caught him out was ‘misspell’.

					He was born in Florida but owns houses all over the world, including Los Angeles, Monaco, the Maldives and Strongberg Island, a small island in the middle of the Pacific.

			

			‘He has an island named after him?’ Francesca asked.

			‘He renamed it when he bought it,’ KJ said. ‘And that’s where we’re going.’

			The kids shared startled looks.

			‘We’re meeting Tom Von Strongberg on his own island?’ Felix asked enthusiastically.

			‘Dial down the excitement,’ KJ said. ‘Tom Von Strongberg is the baddie, remember?’

			‘Sorry, I keep forgetting,’ Felix replied meekly.

			‘This must be hard for you to hear, Ace,’ Ollie said. ‘You covered every wall of our cabin with Tom Von posters. The bathroom, too.’

			Ace was, indeed, struggling to digest the news, as evidenced by the fact he had three hairs out of place and was making no effort to adjust them. ‘What exactly has Tom Von Strongberg done wrong?’ he asked.

			‘Tom Von Strongberg –’ KJ began.

			‘Can we just call him “Tom Von”?’ Ollie asked. ‘“Tom Von Strongberg” is a real mouthful.’

			‘If it means you’ll stop interrupting me,’ KJ replied, ‘then yes, let’s refer to him as Tom Von from now on. What he’s done wrong, Ace, is hack into a video game called StuntMaster.’

			If Ollie didn’t have a seatbelt on, he would have fallen off his chair.

			‘What? How? When? Why?’ Ollie stammered.

			‘All valid questions,’ KJ replied.

			Screenshots from a video game – which Glory assumed was StuntMaster – appeared on the glass. It was Glory’s first look at the game that had swept the world. It was her first look at any video game. The graphics were incredibly lifelike as characters ran, jumped and flipped past baddies to grab gold coins and other treasure.

			It was Felix’s first look at the game, too. ‘The characters look like real kids,’ he said.

			‘They are real kids,’ KJ called back to him. ‘StuntMaster accesses the camera on players’ phones to transpose their face onto their avatar.’

			‘Such a cool feature,’ Ollie said. He was staring at the images of StuntMaster as though looking at photos of an old friend.

			‘Tom Von has exploited this feature to create an insidious digital virus,’ KJ said. ‘The virus uses hypnotism to transform anyone playing StuntMaster into a zombie.’

			‘A zombie?’ the kids replied.

			‘A zombie,’ KJ repeated.

			‘How many people play StuntMaster?’ Glory asked.

			‘At last count, 100 million,’ KJ said. ‘Most of them under 18 years of age.’

			The kids exchanged looks of horror.

			‘Define “zombies”,’ Francesca said.

			‘Anyone infected by Tom Von’s virus,’ KJ replied, ‘will lose the ability to think freely, reducing them to brain-dead sleepwalkers.’

			‘That’s impossible,’ Ace objected. ‘Clearly, someone made up this story to destroy Tom Von’s reputation.’

			‘Tom Von has already unleashed the virus on a small number of players,’ KJ replied. ‘Observe.’

			Videos appeared on the glass featuring children from around the world, all exhibiting the same vacant stare as they stumbled slowly and without purpose through their surrounds.

			Glory was prone to negative thoughts, but the idea of having no thoughts at all made her sick to the pit of her stomach. ‘Surely, once kids know there’s a risk of being zombified, they’ll stop playing the game,’ she said.

			‘A warning was issued seven days ago,’ KJ said. ‘But the game is so addictive that the number of people playing StuntMaster actually increased.’

			Glory couldn’t wrap her head around such a compulsion, having never played anything other than classic board games. (Admittedly, the Greys once got so involved in a game of Amphibia Trivia, they stayed up until 8.05 pm.)

			‘How long does the zombifying last?’ Francesca asked.

			‘Unless someone can work out a way to reverse it,’ KJ replied, ‘the kids will remain like that for the rest of their lives.’

			The Stunt Kids gasped in horror.

			‘Whoa, whoa, whoa,’ Ace said. ‘Tom Von’s one of the most famous people on the planet. He has everything a human could ever want. What would motivate him to do this?’

			‘We don’t know,’ KJ replied. ‘But we can guess. The rise of StuntMaster has seen a sharp decline in the sale of all other video games, including Colonel Smashgood, a game based on Tom Von’s most famous action hero.’

			‘Tom Von wants to turn all the kids in the world into zombies just because they like another game more than his?’ Felix asked. ‘That’s a serious overreaction.’

			‘Must admit,’ Ollie said, ‘In interviews I’ve seen with him, he seems pretty obsessed with himself.’

			‘You would be, too,’ Ace said, ‘if you were the biggest action star on the planet.’

			‘This goes beyond self-obsession,’ Glory said. ‘It’s heartless and cruel.’

			‘I can’t wait to kick his selfish butt,’ Francesca said.

			‘I’m still struggling to wrap my head around this,’ Ollie said. ‘You’re saying Tom Von isn’t just an A-list action star, he’s an elite computer hacker?’

			‘No,’ KJ replied. ‘From all reports, he can barely use a phone, which is why he kidnapped Clementine Timms, one of the world’s youngest coding gurus. Here’s her profile.’

			A photo of Clementine appeared on the glass. She had blue eyes, a button nose, a cautious smile and thick white hair, which poked out her oversized green hoodie.

			Her age was displayed on the screen – 12 years old, the same age as Glory and the other Stunt Kids (except Felix). Glory couldn’t imagine how scared she’d be if she were kidnapped by anyone, let alone a man as physically imposing as Tom Von.

			‘Tom Von took Clementine to his private island and coerced her into creating this virus,’ KJ continued. ‘Then, a week ago, he gave the gaming company an ultimatum. Delete StuntMaster by five o’clock this afternoon, or he’ll unleash the zombie virus on the world.’

			‘Why haven’t they deleted it?’ Glory asked.

			‘Instead, they’ve employed the world’s best hackers to try and destroy Clementine’s virus. So far, they’ve been unsuccessful. And with only five hours, 15 minutes and 31 seconds until Tom Von’s deadline, we don’t like their chances.’

			‘That’s how long we’ve got to save the world?’ Ollie asked.

			‘Saving the world might be overstating it,’ KJ said. ‘But, yes, that’s how long you have to rescue Clementine and save 100 million children from zombification.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			The Stunt Kids stared out of the plane’s small circular windows in silence, pondering not just their fate but the fate of the children they had been entrusted to protect.

			For over an hour, all that could be seen was ocean and sky, until finally a landmass came into view that was as rugged as it was beautiful.

			‘Is that Tom Von’s island?’ Glory asked.

			‘Yes,’ KJ replied. ‘One of the most inhospitable places on the planet.’

			‘Because of its topography?’ Glory asked. She’d learnt this word in a Davina Burgonet documentary and had been waiting 693 days to use it in context.

			‘You understand topography, Glory?’ KJ said. ‘I’m impressed.’

			Glory beamed like a supermoon.

			‘The topography makes the island incredibly difficult to navigate,’ KJ replied. ‘So does the wildlife. Much of it was brought to the island by Tom Von for the specific purpose of scaring away intruders.’

			‘What are we talking about here?’ Ollie asked. ‘Sharks instead of guard dogs?’

			‘Close,’ KJ replied.

			Glory’s mind went into overdrive.

			The island’s probably overrun with spiders, snakes and cone snails. (Have you heard of cone snails? They’re cute creatures but they have harpoon-like teeth containing a venom for which there is no antidote.)

			Through the small windows, the island appeared untouched and uninhabited. The dense rainforest was bordered on all sides by steep limestone cliffs.

			‘Doubt this island would pass a disability audit,’ Ollie quipped.

			‘There don’t seem to be any houses,’ Ace observed.

			‘Tom Von must live in the trees,’ Felix said, ‘like he did in the Cheeky Chimp movies.’

			‘You’re half right, Felix,’ KJ replied. ‘Tom Von has built a glass mansion in the middle of the forest, on top of a river cave, inaccessible except by his helicopter.’

			‘So, how will we access it?’ Ollie asked.

			‘Excellent question,’ KJ said.

			‘Thank you,’ Ollie replied.

			‘As you can probably guess from his choice of habitat,’ KJ continued, ‘Tom Von doesn’t enjoy company. He’s been known to scramble the signals of approaching ships and shoot missiles at nearby aircraft, spiralling them off-course. He also has drones patrolling for trespassers.’

			‘So he’ll know we’re coming,’ Francesca said.

			‘I’ve concealed my aircraft signal,’ KJ said. ‘But you’re right, I can’t get too close to his mansion or he’ll see us.’

			‘Then how will we get to him?’ Glory asked.

			‘There’s a river running through the island,’ KJ replied, ‘which leads to the cave upon which Tom Von’s house is built.’

			‘If he’s a baddie,’ Ollie said, ‘shouldn’t we be calling it a “lair”?’

			‘I’m seriously regretting picking you for this team,’ KJ said.

			‘No, you’re not,’ Ollie replied.

			‘Previous missions have led us to believe that Tom Von’s house – sorry, lair,’ KJ said, ‘can be accessed via this underground cave.’

			Photos of a cave appeared on the screen. They were blurry, low-resolution pictures clearly taken in a hurry.

			‘Wait, wait, wait,’ Ollie said. ‘What exactly happened on the previous missions?’

			‘Several adult search and rescue teams tried and failed to capture Tom Von and rescue Clementine,’ KJ said.

			‘Define “failed”,’ Francesca said. 

			‘Are they still alive?’ Felix asked.

			‘Most of them,’ KJ replied.

			Ollie and Felix shot each other horrified looks. Ace continued to stare out the window. Glory anxiously double-knotted the laces of her yellow trainers.

			Angry strongmen. Killer creatures. Underground caves. A mission so dangerous that adult rescuers died trying to complete it. WHAT. AM. I. DOING?

			Glory’s negative thoughts began to cloud her head. She employed Flame’s breathing technique. Once. Twice. Thrice. Gradually, the dark clouds lifted.

			‘Once you land on the island,’ KJ said, ‘you must locate the river. Follow it downstream. This will lead you to the underground cave.’

			All the kids were listening intently now.

			‘Underneath each of your seats is a backpack,’ KJ said.

			The Stunt Kids retrieved black backpacks with SK printed on them.

			‘Inside is an insulated water bottle,’ KJ said. ‘And some high-protein, dried food snacks.’

			Felix screwed up his face as he studied a packet of vacuum-sealed prunes.

			‘I’ve also packed sunscreen,’ KJ said. ‘Which I suggest you apply now. It’s scorching out there.’

			The kids obliged. Ollie slathered so much on his face that he looked like a yeti.

			‘Also in your backpacks,’ KJ continued, ‘are a Swiss Army knife, a torch hat, a map of the island and a compass.’

			‘We have maps and a torch on our phones,’ Ollie said.

			‘You’re not taking your phones,’ KJ replied.

			Ollie broke into a sweat so intense it caused the sunscreen on his face to bubble. ‘My phone is part of me.’

			‘You mean, StuntMaster is a part of you,’ Ace said.

			‘I’m sorry, Ollie,’ KJ said. ‘But Tom Von can use your phones to pinpoint your location. That’s what brought the first rescue team unstuck.’

			Ollie, Felix and Glory exchanged petrified looks. Ace was still in a state of disbelief that his hero was a villain. Francesca looked like she couldn’t get on the island quickly enough.

			The glass screen retracted and KJ passed back a silver tray. ‘Please put your phones, smartwatches and anything else with location tracking on the tray.’

			The kids obliged, relieving themselves of an assortment of electronic devices. Glory had nothing to contribute. Her only location-tracking device was her internal compass.

			‘Oh no,’ Ace gasped as he dropped his phone into the tray. ‘I just remembered something. I took my smartwatch off when I had a shower this morning and forgot to put it back on. It’s still at Stunt Camp. I got it from my parents last Christmas. It’s gold-plated.’

			‘It’s OK, Ace,’ KJ said. ‘We’ll get it back after your mission.’

			This seemed to put Ace’s mind at ease.

			‘One more question,’ Felix asked.

			‘What’s that, Felix?’ KJ replied.

			‘How will we know how much time’s left if we don’t have our smartwatches?’

			‘Glory’s watch is analogue,’ KJ said. ‘And very stylish, I might add.’

			‘Oh, thanks, KJ,’ Glory said, surprised by the compliment.

			Whoop, whoop.

			An alarm blasted from the plane’s internal speakers.

			‘Is that a good whoop whoop?’ Ollie asked.

			‘There’s no such thing as a good whoop whoop,’ KJ replied. ‘Tom Von’s drones are on the verge of picking up my plane signal. I can’t take you any closer. Put your backpacks on.’

			The Stunt Kids promptly obliged.

			‘How will we get onto the island?’ Glory asked.

			‘Like this,’ KJ replied.

			The roof of the plane swiftly retracted.

			‘Ah, KJ?’ Ollie shouted through the intense wind now filling the cabin. ‘Should I be reattaching Bernie?’

			‘No. Put him in your backpack,’ KJ yelled. ‘Inmediatamente!’

			‘Copy that!’ Ollie zipped Bernie into his bag and slung it back over his shoulders. ‘So . . . what exactly is about to happen?’ he asked as the fierce wind flattened his green mohawk.

			‘No time to discuss. Good luck, Stunt Kids!’ KJ hollered.

			Before the Stunt Kids could reply, their seats were ejected, shooting them out of the plane and high into the sky.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			‘Ahhhhhhh!’ Felix screamed.

			‘Eeeeeeee!’ Ollie yelled.

			‘My hair!’ Ace cried as his blond mane blew wildly across his face.

			Glory couldn’t muster a sound. Stunt Camp had taught her to expect the unexpected, but being ejected from her first plane ride was beyond her wildest unexpectations.

			KJ’s plane banked sharply and quickly became a speck in the distance. As the Stunt Kids plummeted towards the ocean, the air hit them with such ferocity their faces looked like Picasso paintings. The wind wasn’t just powerful, it was loud. But not loud enough to drown out Glory’s negative thoughts.

			This time I really am going to die. On the plus side, I’m wearing cool clothes. Unfortunately, no one will ever know once sharks devour my body.

			There was a noise above, like a pelican flapping its wings, and Glory’s descent suddenly halted. She was no longer hurtling towards the ocean. She was floating. She looked up and was relieved to see that a parachute had unfurled from her backpack. Her friends were also under parachutes. Suddenly, the world felt unbelievably still.

			‘Phew!’ Ollie sighed.

			‘Double phew!’ Felix added.

			‘Hold those phews,’ Ace said. ‘I don’t think we’ll make it to land.’

			Glory looked towards the island. The limestone cliff face was still a good 50 metres ahead of them and although they were no longer freefalling, they continued to descend.

			‘We’ll need to do a water landing,’ said Francesca.

			‘A water landing would be very sharky,’ Ollie said. ‘Look.’

			The others followed Ollie’s pointing finger to a dorsal fin cutting through the turquoise water below.

			‘I know my aquatic life,’ Ace said. ‘And that fin belongs to a great white shark.’

			‘No,’ Glory said, ‘it’s a bottle-nosed dolphin.’ She hated correcting people, but, in this instance, survival outweighed politeness.

			‘I wish I were wrong, Glory,’ Ace said. ‘But there’s a reason I win Stunt Camp trivia every year. That is definitely a great white sh–’

			A bottle-nosed dolphin leapt out of the water and stared into Ace’s pale blue eyes. Then it executed a perfect spin before slapping back into the sea.

			‘Stunt dolphin!’ Felix exclaimed from underneath his parachute.

			‘Anything you want to say to Glory?’ Ollie asked Ace.

			‘Lucky guess,’ Ace replied.

			Soon, the cheeky mammal was joined by a flipping, twisting friend. Then another. And another. Until there was a pod of 12 dolphins putting on a stunt show that would have made Flame and Rocket proud.

			If we’re going to die, Glory thought, there are worse final moments.

			The dolphins darted off as suddenly as they’d appeared.

			‘Great show!’ Felix remarked.

			‘I thought the ending was a little abrupt,’ Ollie said.

			‘They were scared,’ Glory said, studying a large shadow deep below the water’s iridescent surface.

			‘Of what?’ Felix asked.

			‘Of that!’ Glory pointed to the shadow, which was rapidly rising.

			‘Alright, Miss Wildlife Expert,’ Ace said. ‘What do you think it is?’

			Glory was so frightened she struggled to get the words out. ‘It’s a giant . . .’

			A pair of enormous tentacles broke through the waves with a huge splash and hurtled towards Ace and Francesca.

			‘Squid!’ Glory yelled.

			Ace and Francesca used their body weight to angle their parachutes away from the bulbous tentacles.

			‘I’m going to tie that salty freak show in knots for scaring me like that,’ Francesca said.

			‘I don’t think it likes being badmouthed,’ Ollie said as the squid’s enormous cone-shaped head popped out of the water.

			Octopuses get a lot of love for being super intelligent, and so they should. But squid are clever, too. And this colossal cephalopod was not going to let a bunch of parachuting tweens outsmart her. She knew that while the Stunt Kids could lean left and right, they couldn’t halt their descent. Soon, all five of them would be in her watery playground.

			‘That squid looks like it could eat us all and still be hungry,’ Ollie said, staring nervously at the squid’s saucepan eyes.

			‘We need to get as close to the cliff as we can,’ Francesca said, ‘then ditch our parachutes, launch at the cliff face and hope we can cling on.’

			‘If we can’t,’ Felix said, ‘we’ll be salt and pepper Stunt Kids!’

			‘Felix, watch out!’ Ace exclaimed.

			Felix angled to the left, narrowly avoiding a slithering tentacle. This seemed to make the squid angrier. It simultaneously shot out another two tentacles. One snagged Glory around the waist. The other clasped Ollie’s left wrist.

			‘Oi!’ Ollie yelled at the giant squid. ‘We don’t know each other well enough to hold hands!’

			He punched hard, successfully dislodging the tentacle.

			Glory twisted and turned, desperately trying to break free of the tentacle’s grasp. If only she had Felix’s contortion skills. But she didn’t. The squid tightened its grip and pulled her towards the water.

			Glory’s life flashed before her eyes. Her idyllic early days. The Accident. Her sheltered existence. And, finally, the highlight of her short time on the planet, Stunt Camp.

			As the giant squid dragged her downwards, Glory wriggled, pushed and prodded. But she couldn’t escape the tentacle, which was clutching her so tightly she was struggling to breathe. She seemed certain to meet a very squiddy death until she remembered a trick she’d learnt at Stunt Camp. She focused every ounce of her energy on her core. Then did the most intense sit-up she had ever attempted . . . and it worked. She broke free of the tentacle, which slithered back into the water.

			Glory’s relief was short-lived. By twisting and turning, she had tangled her parachute so severely it was now redundant. Without anything to keep her buoyant, she plummeted towards the squid, which opened its beak in anticipation. (If you’ve never seen a squid opening its beak, don’t look it up. Especially if you’re reading this before falling asleep. It is pure nightmare fuel.)

			Glory closed her eyes and tumbled towards the hungry squid. Falling, falling, then not falling. She opened her eyes and was shocked to find herself sitting on Francesca’s lap.

			‘You’re not a giant squid!’ Glory said before her thoughts had time to settle.

			‘Nice of you to notice,’ Francesca replied.

			Glory sucked in a big salty breath. ‘You saved my life.’

			‘No,’ Francesca said. ‘I just postponed your death for a few minutes.’ She pointed upwards. Their two parachutes were entangled. Glory gulped.

			‘We need to ditch the parachutes earlier than planned,’ Francesca said, ‘and try and stick the cliff landing from here.’

			Glory looked towards the cliff. It seemed well beyond her biggest leap. But in the milliseconds she had at her disposal, she couldn’t come up with an alternative plan. She nodded nervously.

			The other Stunt Kids were higher in the sky, allowing them time to get closer to the cliff before they leapt.

			‘Your Swiss Army knife is in the side pocket of your backpack,’ Francesca said. ‘Can you feel it?’

			As the wind smashed into Glory’s face, she reached behind her and searched for everyone’s favourite Swiss invention (except for maybe the wristwatch. Or muesli).

			‘Got it,’ Glory said, clasping the knife in her right hand.

			‘Good,’ Francesca replied. ‘We need to cut away our parachutes and jump.’

			The squid’s enormous tentacles burst out of the crashing waves once again.

			‘Now!’ Francesca yelled.

			Glory and Francesca reached above their heads and sliced at the suspension lines connecting the parachutes to their backpacks. The second they were free of the parachutes, they clenched their knives between their teeth and jumped.

			The girls’ legs and arms flailed in the briny breeze as they attempted to traverse the colossal distance between themselves and the cliff. Though they were covering serious ground (or air), they were also descending rapidly.

			Francesca’s toes were almost touching the water when THWACK. She grabbed onto the bottom of the rock face with both hands. Without pausing for breath, she began scaling the sheer limestone wall.

			Glory also managed to grasp onto the lowest section of the cliff face. But she was only holding on by the three middle fingers of her left hand.

			The giant squid hovered below. All three of its hearts were yearning for Glory stew. If it had lips it would have been licking them as Glory seemed destined to drop into its creepy beak (remember, don’t look it up).

			Ever have that feeling you’re 99.99 per cent sure you’re going to fall, but there’s a tiny voice inside your brain telling you to hang on? Glory was experiencing this right now. Fortunately, the small voice was growing louder.

			Hang on, Glory! Arriba, arriba! (For some reason, the voice had Spanish vibes. Maybe it was because KJ had told her that everything sounds better in Spanish.)

			Glory had done plenty of rock climbing at Stunt Camp, but she was always attached to a rope or, if free climbing, above a foam pit. Now, instead of a safety net, she had an angry, hungry giant squid watching her every move.

			Gravity is a fierce adversary, but Glory was up for the fight. She lunged upwards, locking the fingers of her right hand into the most minuscule of grooves. Then she grasped a tiny ledge with her right foot and pulled herself upwards with her left hand, using a narrow ridge she’d seen Francesca grab onto.

			There was no room for error or self-doubt. Each time Glory hauled her body upwards, she had to believe that she would reach the ridge, ledge or crack in question. If she didn’t, she would become a squid snack.

			The wind ratcheted up another notch and the waves crashing into the bottom of the cliff face grew larger and wilder. Glory looked down and quickly wished she hadn’t. The giant squid was still watching her. It seemed to close one of its saucer eyes then open it again.

			Is my mind playing tricks or did that creepy cephalopod just wink at me?

			Glory broke eye contact with the squid and focused on the last section of the cliff. She looked left, then right, then up. The only thing resembling a foot or handhold was almost a body length above her head.

			‘You need to do a dyno,’ Francesca shouted through the wind.

			(Have you heard of a dyno? It’s a cool name for a dynamic rock-climbing move, which requires gaining serious momentum, then launching yourself at the next ridge or crack, losing all contact with the wall, basically flying, until you stick the hold. Alternatively, you don’t stick the hold and you fall into a squid’s beak. It should be noted that this is a unique consequence for a failed dyno.)

			Glory had completed several dynos in the safety of the stunt shed and had felt a massive rush of adrenaline after each one. But now, as her arms and legs ached and the wind smashed into her face, a dyno seemed no bueno. (The voice in her head was speaking Spanish again. To clarify, no bueno translates to ‘no good’.)

			Glory had learnt that hesitation eroded confidence. So she stopped thinking and got moving. She leapt towards the ridge above, losing all contact with the cliff face. Even though her dyno was over in a second, Glory still had time to experience a rainbow of emotions. Fear, anticipation, more fear, then relief as she grabbed hold of the tiny jutting section of rock and used it to pull herself up.

			‘Almost there,’ Francesca called from above. The boys, still suspended under their parachutes, cheered. Glory used their encouragement to propel her, throwing her right arm upwards, then her left arm, right leg, left leg, until she reached the top of the cliff.

			If it had been Hai waiting, she would have helped Glory to her feet, wrapped her in an enormous hug, and the two of them would’ve laughed, cried, then laughed again. But it wasn’t Hai waiting. It was Francesca. She stared at Glory for what seemed like hours, then quietly remarked, ‘Nice one.’ It was the first time she had ever complimented Glory.

			The boys mimicked the girls’ island approach, cutting away their parachutes and leaping onto the cliff face.

			Ace and Felix scaled the jutting limestone with such ease it might as well have been a set of stairs. ‘Show-offs,’ Ollie called from below. Then he used his incredible upper body strength to follow them. When they reached the top, Ace fashioned his hair back into a topknot, Ollie reattached Bernie and the others absorbed their surroundings.

			Ahead of them was the lushest, densest rainforest any of them had ever seen. It featured trees even taller than those surrounding the stunt shed. In among them were stunning plants boasting the most vibrant flowers imaginable.

			‘Something smells incredible,’ Felix said.

			‘It’s the passionflower,’ Glory said, pointing to a purple plant shaped like a trumpet. It was one of dozens of tropical blooms, including heliconia flowers (also known as lobster claws), hot-pink orchids, bright orange monkey brush vine and vivid green banana trees.

			The sounds of the forest were equally evocative. Monkeys, lemurs and marmosets all made their presence heard. As did the birds. Crimson rosellas, lyrebirds, white-throated treecreepers, brown thornbills, spotted pardalotes, tropical midges.

			The feeling of being in nature, nothing but nature, made Glory feel like she had stepped straight into a Davina Burgonet documentary. It would have been wondrous except for the fact that deep among this thriving ecosystem was a mansion – sorry, a lair, housing the evil Tom Von and his innocent prisoner, Clementine.

			‘Can’t wait to clobber Tom Von for making it so hard to get onto his island,’ Francesca said.

			‘Which way to the river?’ Ollie asked, staring vaguely at the map he’d taken out of his backpack.

			Once again, Glory drew on knowledge she’d acquired while watching Davina Burgonet’s documentaries. She studied their surrounds before announcing confidently, ‘We’re here.’ She pointed to the southwest corner of the map. ‘If the river runs east to west and Tom Von’s lair is close to the centre of the island, then we need to head northeast.’

			‘I’m hopeless with north, west and south,’ Felix said.

			‘What about east?’ Francesca asked.

			‘I always forget east!’ Felix replied.

			‘Nice work, G-Star,’ Ollie said as he returned the map to his backpack.

			Glory was about to reply when she spied something out of the corner of her green eye. Something beginning with S. Or, more specifically, E. Before Glory could alert the others to the emerald tree boa snaking its way down the closest tree, the ravishing reptile slithered into the green grass, using its camouflage to execute the perfect vanishing act. Glory was overcome by a potent combination of wonder and fear.

			‘What are we waiting for?’ Francesca said. ‘Let’s kick some Tom Von butt.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			As the Stunt Kids ventured deeper into the rainforest, new players joined the animal orchestra. Glory recognised most of them. A howler monkey. A bare-throated bellbird. A yellow-banded poison dart frog. But there were some noises she couldn’t identify. And that troubled her.

			‘Do you think that giant squid was native to this island?’ Felix asked. ‘Or did Tom Von ship it in?’

			‘Either way, it freaked me right out!’ Francesca said. ‘I’m only just realising I’ve got a giant squid phobia.’

			‘Pretty sure that’s a universal condition,’ Glory said.

			‘I’m just glad it wasn’t a butterfly,’ Felix said.

			The others laughed, presuming their short and curly friend was telling a short and curly joke.

			‘I’m not kidding,’ Felix said. ‘Butterflies are my greatest fear. It’s called lepidopterophobia.’

			‘Have you always been scared of butterflies?’ Glory asked gently.

			‘No,’ Felix replied. ‘It started on my first day of school. I was so nervous I got stomach cramps. They were so bad that it felt like a meerkat was about to burst out of my tummy.’

			‘I felt the same before my first day,’ Ollie said.

			‘I revelled in my first day of school,’ Ace said. ‘And I won a Principal’s Award in my first week.’

			‘Shut it, Ace,’ Francesca said.

			Ace rolled his eyes.

			‘My dad told me that it was just butterflies,’ Felix continued. ‘He thought this would make me feel better. Instead, I connected butterflies with stomach cramps. And now they terrify me.’

			‘What about moths?’ Francesca asked.

			‘I love moths,’ Felix replied.

			‘You’re a conundrum,’ Ollie said. ‘An excellent conundrum.’

			‘Thanks,’ Felix replied. ‘Even though I have no idea what a conundrum is.’

			‘I’ve never heard of anyone being scared of butterflies,’ Ace said, trying, unsuccessfully, not to sound judgemental.

			‘There must be something you’re scared of,’ Francesca said.

			‘Nup,’ Ace replied smugly.

			‘I’ve just admitted I’m scared of giant squids,’ Francesca said. ‘That was hard for me. It’s your turn to ’fess up.’ She shot Ace one of her trademark icy stares. He wilted.

			‘Fine,’ Ace said. ‘I hate creepy crawlies. Ants. Worms. Centipedes.’

			‘Add those to my list!’ Felix said. ‘What about you, Ollie?’

			‘I know it’s a cliché,’ Ollie said. ‘But I’m scared of clowns.’

			‘Were you scared of Rocket and Flame when you met them?’ Francesca asked.

			‘They’re not clowns,’ Felix said defensively.

			‘They’re clown-esque,’ Glory replied.

			‘Have to admit,’ Ollie said. ‘I was scared of both Rocket and Flame at my first Stunt Camp.’

			Felix, Ace and Francesca smiled at the thought. Glory wasn’t smiling. She was terrified the others were going to ask about her greatest fear.

			Her terror was justified.

			‘What about you, Glory?’ Ace asked. ‘What are you most frightened of?’

			All eyes were on Glory. She couldn’t remain silent after her friends had been so honest. But she couldn’t tell them the truth either.

			They’ll think I’m so pathetic they’ll carry on without me.

			‘I need a toilet break,’ Ollie said.

			Glory wasn’t sure if Ollie genuinely needed to go or was saving her from answering the question. Either way, she was deeply relieved when he raced off to find a secluded section of forest.

			As the others waited for Ollie to return, Francesca’s stomach groaned. ‘I’m so hungry. That first-mission muffin barely touched the sides.’

			She reached into her backpack, pulled out a dried orange and took a bite. Her face scrunched up like a crumpled sock and she threw what remained of the dried orange into the forest. ‘That is not food!’

			‘You can’t beat fresh fruit.’ Felix was about to eat a small red berry he’d plucked from a big, leafy tree.

			‘Don’t eat that!’ Glory dived on Felix, knocking the berry out of his hand.

			‘Whoa,’ Felix exclaimed. ‘What’s with the rugby tackle?’

			‘I don’t know what a rugby tackle is,’ Glory said, dusting herself off. ‘But I know that’s a strychnine tree and their fruit are deadly.’

			‘Oh, man,’ Felix exclaimed. ‘I hate deadly berries.’

			‘Pretty sure they hate you too,’ Francesca replied.

			‘Good point,’ Felix said, then he turned to Glory. ‘Thanks for saving me from a berry-induced death!’

			‘Any time,’ Glory replied with a smile. She looked to Ace, who was sitting alone, staring into the depths of the forest.

			‘Are you OK, Ace?’ Glory asked.

			Ace snapped out of his trance. ‘Yeah. I just want to find Clementine.’

			Ollie still hadn’t returned so they tried the other dried fruits KJ had packed for them. Glory sampled a dried cumquat. It was so sour she could only manage a quarter bite. Felix nibbled on a slice of dried grapefruit. His face scrunched up so tightly, his eyes almost disappeared. ‘That’s the worst thing I’ve ever tasted,’ he said. ‘And I’ve eaten rotten fish.’

			‘Has Ollie forgotten we have an incredibly tight deadline?’ Francesca asked.

			Glory scoured the greenery. ‘I hope he didn’t get lost.’

			Several more minutes passed before Ollie returned, all smiles.

			‘Finally,’ Ace said.

			‘Let’s go!’ Francesca raced ahead, walking more briskly than many people can run.

			‘Everything OK?’ Glory asked Ollie as they tried to keep up with Francesca’s hyper-steps.

			‘Peachy,’ Ollie replied, scratching his left ankle. ‘Did I miss anything?’

			‘Felix nearly died,’ Ace said dryly.

			‘What?!’ Ollie exclaimed, shooting a worried look at his young, flame-haired friend.

			‘I almost ate a poisonous berry,’ Felix said. ‘I mean, I didn’t know it was poisonous! Obvs!’

			‘Obvs!’ Ollie replied with a smile.

			‘Luckily Glory did,’ Francesca said.

			‘You are full of surprises, Gee-Gee,’ Ollie exclaimed as they continued power-walking along the forest floor.

			‘But don’t think that you’ve got out of sharing your greatest fear,’ Ace said.

			Glory sighed. She thought she’d dodged that bullet. She paused then asked, ‘What if I tell you a story instead?’

			‘If it’ll distract me from how hot and hungry I am,’ Felix said, ‘bring on story time.’

			‘Fine with me,’ Francesca said, still walking at a furious pace.

			‘Same,’ Ollie said.

			‘I’m going to allow it,’ Ace added.

			They walked underneath a canopy of trees so enormous they blocked out most of the scorching sun.

			Glory inhaled deeply before announcing, ‘This is the story of The Girl in the Bubble.’

			She gulped.

			What was I thinking? I’m not ready to tell this story. But if not now, when?

			‘Nice pausing for effect,’ Ollie whispered.

			Glory cleared her throat.

			This is it, the revealing of my deepest, darkest secret.

			‘Bubble Girl didn’t always live in a bubble.’ Glory spoke quietly, accidentally adding to the sense of suspense. ‘In fact, her pre-bubble life was wondrous. She’d settled into her second year of primary school, made four fantastic friends and had an inspiring teacher, Mr Bottomtop.’

			‘His name has “bottom” in it!’ Felix snickered.

			Glory waited until Felix finished giggling before continuing. ‘In her pre-bubble life, Bubble Girl danced. She ran. She jumped. She sang. She rode her bike. She danced.’

			‘You’ve already said that she danced,’ Francesca said.

			‘That’s because Bubble Girl loved dancing,’ Glory replied. ‘She danced almost more than she walked.’

			‘Is this story going somewhere?’ Ace asked as he ducked under a low-hanging branch.

			‘She’s setting the scene,’ Ollie retorted. ‘Keep going, Glory, I’m already hooked.’

			‘On the last day of her pre-bubble life,’ Glory continued, ‘Bubble Girl and her best friend, Harper, were riding their bikes home from school. The summer sky was cloudless and the air smelt of freshly cut grass and sunscreen. As the warm wind kissed her face, Bubble Girl had never felt more alive.

			‘“Race you to my house!” Harper shouted.

			‘“Bring it on!” Bubble Girl replied enthusiastically.

			‘The race was close. Bubble Girl and Harper were neck and neck, wheel to wheel. As soon as one of them inched ahead, the other caught up. When they were five houses from the finish line, Bubble Girl streaked ahead. She put both her hands in the air as if she’d just won the Tour de France and shouted, “Woohoo!”

			‘She felt alive. She felt immortal until . . .

			‘Bekerk!

			‘A chicken had escaped the neighbour’s coop and crossed the road right in front of Bubble Girl.’

			‘Did you know the chicken is the closest living relative to the tyrannosaurus rex?’ Felix asked.

			‘Shhh,’ Ollie said. His voice was calm but firm enough to silence Felix.

			As Glory sucked in a deep breath, the sounds of the forest seemed to disappear, as if all the island’s inhabitants were listening.

			‘When she saw the chicken,’ Glory continued, ‘Bubble Girl squeezed the brakes hard. Too hard. She managed to avoid the chicken but she went careening over the handlebars. She crashed into the letterbox then slammed onto the pavement. The pain was so intense she passed out.’

			Glory knew that if she stopped talking, she wouldn’t be able to start again. So she focused on putting one word in front of another (while also putting one foot in front of the other).

			‘When Bubble Girl woke up, she heard beeps and blips. She was in hospital. Both her arms and legs were in plaster, and there were cuts and bruises all over her body.’

			‘This is a terrifying tale,’ Felix said.

			‘I’m not even up to the scary bit yet,’ Glory said.

			The others exchanged looks of disbelief as they marched through the forest.

			‘Most parents would see this as an unfortunate, once-in-a-lifetime accident,’ Glory continued. ‘But Bubble Girl’s parents saw it as an ominous warning. From the moment she was discharged from hospital, Bubble Girl was wrapped in cotton wool.’

			‘Literally?’ Felix asked.

			‘No,’ Glory replied. ‘That would be impractical, not to mention incredibly itchy. I meant Bubble Girl wasn’t allowed to do anything even remotely dangerous. Which is to say she wasn’t allowed to do anything. No school. No running, jumping, riding, skipping or scootering. No dancing. Not even in the safety of her now padded bedroom. But the most disastrous consequence of Bubble Girl’s new life was that she lost all her friends.’

			‘Even Harper?’ Ollie asked.

			Glory nodded.

			‘That’s terrible,’ Felix said.

			‘It wasn’t their fault,’ Glory replied. ‘Bubble Girl wasn’t allowed to see or speak to them. So, eventually, they gave up. Bubble Girl had no brothers and sisters. And she wasn’t allowed pets because you can trip over a dog, get diseases from a bird, drown in a fish tank. You get the picture.’

			‘Was she allowed to watch TV?’ Felix asked.

			‘Only documentaries,’ Glory replied.

			‘Urgh,’ Ollie exclaimed.

			‘Bubble Girl begged her parents to change their minds. She pleaded, appealed and implored. But they were so scarred by The Accident, they vowed never to let their precious little girl face the outside world again.’

			A shard of light pierced through the canopy and bounced off the tears on Glory’s cheeks.

			‘It’s impossible to stop kids getting hurt,’ Francesca said.

			‘Totally,’ said Ollie. ‘Life’s a packet of Band-Aids waiting to be opened.’

			Glory couldn’t make eye contact with her friends for fear of falling apart. So she stared ahead at the seemingly never-ending forest and finished her story.

			‘Eventually, Bubble Girl stopped asking to leave the house. All her parents’ warnings, all their terrifying stories about incidents and accidents, all that watching and not partaking, made her terrified of leaving the bubble. Bubble Girl was convinced that she would die without a friend in the world until one day, after a series of unlikely events, she accidentally popped her bubble. Life outside was both terrifying and exhilarating. After a shaky start, Bubble Girl faced her fears, learnt a bunch of amazing skills and made incredible new friends. Life became even more extraordinary when Bubble Girl and her friends were asked to form a top-secret group and undertake an urgent, life-or-death mission.’

			Glory let her words hang.

			‘What happened on the mission?’ Felix asked, eyes wide with anticipation.

			‘That chapter hasn’t been written yet,’ Glory replied.

			‘Argh!’ Felix exclaimed. ‘I hate cliffhangers!’

			‘That is the most engrossing story I’ve ever heard,’ Ollie said, smiling warmly at Glory.

			‘I liked it, too,’ Francesca said, looking Glory in the eyes.

			Ace sniffled and wiped away a tear.

			‘Are you OK?’ Glory asked.

			‘I think I’m allergic to these lobster claw flowers,’ Ace replied. ‘Let’s keep moving.’

			Glory had thought telling her story would make her feel weak and vulnerable. But sharing her past, shining a light on it, made her feel powerful.

			She thought about Clementine and how powerless she must be feeling right now. She looked at her great-grandmother’s watch. ‘We have less than three-and-a-half hours to get to Tom Von’s lair. Let’s pick up the pace.’

			‘Can do,’ Francesca said. She sprinted at full tilt through the jungle, ducking, weaving and flipping before disappearing off the face of the Earth.

			‘Ahhh!’ Francesca screamed from wherever she was.

			Glory and the other Stunt Kids tried to follow their feisty friend’s voice but they couldn’t see Francesca anywhere.

			‘She’s become invisible!’ Felix said, scanning the surrounding trees. ‘Maybe this forest is enchanted.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			‘The forest isn’t enchanted,’ Francesca shouted angrily from her mystery location. ‘It’s full of traps.’

			‘Sounds like she’s underground,’ Felix said. ‘I’ll start digging.’ He used his hands to burrow into the dirt.

			Glory kept her eyes low, scanning the forest floor until she spotted a hole in the ground. As she hurried towards it, she realised it wasn’t a hole. It was a pit. A pit so deep and dark that Glory could only just see Francesca.

			‘Get me out of here!’ Francesca screamed, her voice echoing in the dirt chamber.

			‘Felix,’ Glory said. ‘I need you to grab my legs, double trapeze style.’

			‘On it,’ Felix replied, hurrying over to the pit. The others followed.

			‘Why did you jump down there, Francesca?’ Ollie asked as he gazed into the darkness.

			‘Ollie, the second I get out of here,’ Francesca shouted from below, ‘I’m going to kick your cheeky butt. I fell because the pit was hidden.’

			‘Probably by this.’ Felix picked up a piece of fabric that perfectly matched the colour of the soil.

			Ace studied the fabric. ‘Impressive camouflage.’

			‘I’m not impressed!’ Francesca yelled. ‘I’m angry!’

			‘Yeah, I’m picking up on that vibe,’ Ollie said.

			‘Let’s focus on getting Francesca out,’ Glory said.

			‘Good call,’ Felix said. ‘Ready when you are, G.’

			Glory nodded to Felix and he clasped her ankles, slowly lowering her into the dark pit, headfirst.

			The pit was a perfect rectangle, leading Glory to assume it had been created by a human (animals aren’t really into corners). It was so deep that, even at full stretch, Glory’s fingertips remained some distance from Francesca’s, who was jumping up to try and grab them.

			‘I still can’t reach her,’ Glory called to the others.

			‘Ace,’ Felix said. ‘Hold on to my legs while I hold Glory’s.’

			‘Triple trapeze,’ Ace said. ‘As you know, that’s one of my many specialties.’

			‘Not an amazing time to flex,’ Felix said. ‘Just grab my ankles.’

			Ace obliged. But even with Ace holding Felix, Felix holding Glory and Francesca leaping as high as she could, Glory still couldn’t reach Francesca’s hands.

			‘Ollie, I need you to hold my ankles,’ Ace said.

			‘Quadruple trapeze,’ Ollie replied, moving into position. ‘Now we’re talking.’

			‘Hurry up,’ Francesca called out. ‘It’s getting creepy down here.’

			Ollie grasped Ace’s ankles. Ace grasped Felix’s ankles. And Felix grasped Glory’s ankles. Finally, Glory could reach Francesca’s hands. She was about to take hold of them when Francesca shrieked and her hands disappeared.

			‘What happened?’ Glory asked.

			‘Things are slithering over my feet!’ Francesca’s voice was high-pitched and frantic. ‘Horrible things!’

			‘Worms?’ Ollie asked.

			‘They’ve got legs!’ Francesca yelled. ‘Hundreds of legs!’

			‘Leggy worms?’ Felix asked, hopeful.

			‘There’s no such thing as leggy worms!’ Francesca hollered.

			Strange clicking and hissing noises emanated from below.

			‘Sounds like centipedes,’ Glory said, trying her best to sound calm.

			‘Giant centipedes,’ Francesca replied. ‘Thousands of them.’

			Click. Hiss. Click. Hiss. Their eerie sounds were filling the pit.

			‘I’m so glad it’s you and not me down there, Francesca,’ Ace said.

			‘Not helping!’ Francesca snapped.

			‘Sudden movement scares centipedes,’ Glory said. ‘We need to pull you up slowly or they’ll bite.’

			‘Just get me away from these hideous little freaks!’ Francesca yelled. ‘OMG! They’re racing up my legs!’

			‘Slowly reach for my hands again,’ Glory said.

			Francesca tentatively outstretched her shaking hands. Glory grasped them tightly.

			‘Ollie,’ Glory called out. ‘Pull us up very, very slowly.’

			‘Can do,’ Ollie replied.

			This was not as simple as Ollie’s casual reply implied. It required enormous strength and control to carefully lift his four intertwined friends out of the pit of ’pedes.

			‘They’re on me now,’ Glory said, her voice wavering. As dozens of enormous centipedes scurried up her hands and arms, it felt like hundreds of tiny needles were pricking her skin. Adding to the horror show were the clicking and hissing noises, which became almost deafening as the creepy-crawlies slithered onto Glory’s neck.

			She felt a powerful urge to scream but knew this could result in a painful bite. She remained as still as possible, even when the centipedes climbed onto her chin, over her cheeks and onto her eyes and mouth.

			Maybe bubble life wasn’t so bad after all, Glory thought.

			Eventually, the centipedes made their way up Glory’s torso and legs and onto Felix’s hands and arms.

			‘This is the creepiest experience of my life!’ Felix cried.

			‘Hurry up, Ollie,’ Ace called out. ‘If they climb onto me, I’m letting go.’

			‘Ace,’ Glory said, barely moving her mouth in case more centipedes decided to hold a dance party on her face. ‘They won’t bite you as long as you stay calm.’

			But Ace was already wriggling.

			‘Cut it out, Ace,’ Felix called up to him, ‘you’re going to drop me.’

			The centipedes climbed up Felix’s legs and onto Ace’s hands, arms and neck. Ace’s breathing became so loud it filled the dirt chamber. He was trying desperately to remain still but he couldn’t help a slight shudder. This irritated a centipede on his right hand and it bit him. Hard.

			Ace howled. As his body convulsed, he let go of Felix’s left ankle. He was still holding on to Felix’s right foot, but as the human ladder lost rungs, it lost stability.

			‘I’m about to fall,’ Francesca screamed from below.

			‘Me too!’ Glory called. ‘Ollie, ditch the slow-mo plan. Just get us up any way you can.’

			‘Copy that!’ Ollie replied. ‘Embarking on project get everyone out inmediatamente!’

			Using his incredible upper body strength, Ollie pulled up Ace, who wailed in pain as he pulled up Felix, who grimaced as he pulled up Glory, who kept her eyes closed as she pulled up Francesca.

			This movement further irritated the centipedes, who responded in the only way they knew. Biting. Lots of biting. The pit became a cacophony of shrieks and squeals.

			One by one, the Stunt Kids escaped the hole in the ground, rose to their feet and vigorously shook their bodies to fling off the centipedes still attached to their clothing and skin. To the birds and animals watching from the trees, it must have looked like the Stunt Kids were rehearsing a new dance style as they wiggled, jiggled and winced.

			When they were all finally centipede-free, they inspected their bites. Felix, Francesca and Glory had dozens dotting their bodies. Ace only had three bites, but he was wailing the loudest. Ollie, who’d managed to avoid all contact with the centipedes, focused on covering the pit with the dirt-coloured fabric.

			‘What are you doing?’ Felix asked.

			‘Hiding any evidence we’ve been here,’ Ollie replied. ‘Don’t want Tom Von knowing we’ve infiltrated his deadly island.’

			‘In that case, Ace,’ Francesca said, ‘tone down the wailing.’

			‘I’m not wailing,’ Ace said petulantly. ‘You are.’

			‘So, what now?’ Ollie asked.

			‘I’m not risking another pitfall,’ Francesca said, inspecting a cluster of bites on her right arm. ‘We need to find another way to reach the river.’

			‘And quickly,’ Glory said, looking at her antique watch. ‘There are only three hours till the deadline.’

			‘How do we get to the river without walking down Hidden Trap Lane?’ Ollie asked, scanning the ground.

			‘Like this!’ The others could hear Felix but not see him.

			‘Oh no,’ Ollie groaned. ‘Felix has fallen into a trap.’

			‘Guess again!’ Felix exclaimed from his mystery location.

			Glory cast her eyes upwards and was shocked to see Felix balancing on the highest branch of an incredibly tall tree. Glory estimated it was as tall as ten northern giraffes piggybacking one another (northern giraffes are an underrated measuring tool, don’t you think?).

			‘What are you doing up there?’ Ollie asked.

			‘Inventing a new form of transport,’ Felix replied. ‘It’s fast and fun and keeps us off the ground. I call it tree running!’

			Felix ran along the branch and took a colossal leap, landing with poise on the highest branch of the next tree.

			‘Come on,’ he yelled down to the others. ‘It’s getting lonely up here.’

			‘I’ll keep you company,’ Francesca said, promptly scaling the tree.

			‘I’m really sorry, Bernie,’ Ollie said. ‘But I’ve gotta try this.’

			He followed Francesca up the tree, jumping between branches as if falling was an impossibility. Ace, still cranky about his centipede bites, sighed before climbing towards the sky.

			As Glory stared up at her nimble friends, the moniker from her dad’s favourite hat jumped into her head: Trees are tall and tall things fall. But thoughts about her dad were quickly replaced by thoughts of Clementine. A spot of tree running was the least she could do to save that clever coder from a frightful fate.

			Glory completed Flame’s breathing exercise. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. Then she leapt as high as she could, grasping the lowest branch and pulling herself onto it. She climbed up to the next branch. Then the next one. And the next. Until there she was, balancing on the highest branch of one of the tallest trees on the island.

			Glory looked down and quickly wished she hadn’t. If she fell from this height, she’d smash every one of her 206 bones. Her dad would have to buy a new hat, one that read: Trees are tall. And trees break all your bones if you fall from them while tree running.

			Not very catchy. But very accurate.

			Glory looked across the treetops. The others were well ahead of her now. If she wanted to catch up, she had no choice but to take up this brave new sport.

			She took a giant breath, ran along the giant branch and took a giant leap of faith.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Running across treetops isn’t as easy it sounds.

			Actually, it doesn’t sound that easy, does it? Nah, it sounds nuts, which is probably why Felix was still leading the way. He was adding flips to his leaps. Single flips, double flips, even a triple flip between two well-spaced trees. The others copycatted, spicing up their moves with spins, twists and gainers.

			In Glory’s early days at Stunt Camp, this would have intimidated her. Now, it inspired her. She added flips, twists and spins to her jumps. It was exhilarating.

			The Stunt Kids were moving at breakneck speed, covering ground much quicker than if they’d been walking (or even running) along the forest floor. With the added bonus of avoiding pits full of clicking, hissing centipedes.

			That’s not to say tree running was a low-risk pursuit. All the Stunt Kids experienced trips, slips and scrapes. But Felix’s was the most eye-watering. Distracted by a golden eagle circling high above, Felix lost his footing just as he was about to launch off a particularly narrow branch, and, in what could be considered a fitting tribute to the bird of prey above, he landed spread-eagled on a thick branch below. He emitted a loud groan, then lay on the branch, panting like a thirsty dog.

			Ollie winced as if feeling Felix’s pain. Ace was also squirming.

			‘Are you OK, Felix?’ Glory asked from above.

			Felix sucked in deep breaths.

			‘I’ve got aspirin in my first-aid kit,’ Glory said, climbing down to him. ‘Or Band-Aids? Or a bandage? What do you need?’

			Felix seemed to have lost the ability to speak. After a dozen deep breaths, he finally returned to his feet.

			‘What just happened?’ Glory asked.

			‘Something very painful,’ Felix uttered, ‘which you may never understand.’

			He climbed gingerly back to the top of the tree and continued jumping.

			Glory shrugged then followed.

			As she jumped from tree to tree, wind rushed through her hair and adrenaline raced through her veins. Finally, something on this island was going right. She was beginning to wonder why tree running wasn’t a more popular mode of transport when Ace shrieked up ahead.

			‘What’s wrong, Ace?’ Felix asked.

			‘Who thought it was funny to throw a banana at my head?’ Ace asked.

			‘I think it’s hilarious,’ Ollie said. ‘But I didn’t do it.’

			‘It can’t have been one of us,’ Francesca replied. ‘We’re too busy tree running.’

			‘There must be monkeys among us,’ Felix said. ‘I hope so. I love monk– urgh!’

			The sound of a banana slapping Felix in the face was followed by loud squawking.

			The Stunt Kids looked up to see a flock of toucans gliding above the colossal trees, each one gripping a ripe banana in its bulbous orange beak.

			Toucans were Glory’s favourite bird. She was so awed by seeing them in the wild that what happened next caught her completely off guard.

			‘Ewww!’ she cried.

			Her favourite bird had just spat her favourite fruit in her face.

			‘Hey!’ Glory shouted, momentarily forgetting that toucans don’t speak English. ‘What was that for?!’

			The boisterous birds squawked then launched a barrage of banana bullets at the Stunt Kids, who were forced to stop tree running and take shelter.

			‘I can’t see through the banana fog!’ Francesca said.

			‘Me neither!’ Ollie added.

			‘There’s banana in my hair!’ Ace said. ‘No more tree running for me.’

			He descended the tree. The others followed. This seemed to appease the toucans, who stopped spitting and returned to their perches in the sky. Glory was sure she saw one of them smile.

			Back on solid ground, the Stunt Kids continued searching for the river, all the while keeping a close eye out for potential hidden traps.

			As the day stretched on, the flora and fauna became increasingly boisterous. Mostly the fauna. (You don’t hear many noise complaints about flora, do you?) The birds were particularly rowdy.

			‘Did you know a bird’s eyes take up roughly 50 per cent of their head?’ Felix said. ‘If our eyes had the same proportions, they’d be the size of baseballs. Can you imagine having baseball-sized ey–’

			Felix stopped mid-sentence when he spotted a winged creature above. It wasn’t a bird. And it wasn’t a bat.

			‘Butterfly!’ Felix’s legs crumpled underneath him as his greatest fear flapped gently above his head.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			The butterfly was orange, white and black with a pattern that would make a peacock jealous.

			This was cold comfort to Felix, who looked like he wanted to shrivel up like a piece of old slime. Glory put a reassuring hand on her freckly friend’s shoulder. ‘It’s OK, Felix. It can’t hurt you.’

			Felix shrugged her off and curled up in a ball on the forest floor.

			‘It’s just one butterfly,’ Ollie said. ‘It’s probably way more scared of you than you are of it.’

			‘By one, do you mean one thousand?’ Ace asked.

			‘Why would someone say one when they mean a thousand?’ Francesca asked.

			‘Because that’s how many butterflies there are,’ Ace replied, pointing to the sky. ‘Look!’

			Butterflies of every imaginable colour and pattern were descending. It was literally (OK, not literally) raining butterflies.

			To most people, this would be a source of wonder, an attraction tourists would pay too much money to witness. But for Felix, it was a multicoloured nightmare. As the kaleidoscope of butterflies (that’s really what a group of butterflies is called – cool, huh?) fluttered around him, Felix rocked back and forth, muttering to himself, ‘Butterflies aren’t real. Butterflies aren’t real.’

			‘Felix,’ Francesca said. ‘Think about this logically. What’s the worst thing a butterfly can do? Land on your face? That wouldn’t hurt. It would tickl– Arghhhh!’ Panic consumed Francesca’s eyes as a large orange butterfly landed on her cheek. ‘I’m with you, Felix. These butterflies are freaky! Run!’

			Felix sprang to his feet and raced after Francesca. She was quick. Lightning quick. But Felix, fuelled by fear, tumbled past her.

			Ollie looked to Glory and Ace. ‘I guess we’re running from butterflies!’

			They scrambled through the forest, weaving through trees and hurdling fallen branches.

			‘The river,’ Glory exclaimed excitedly. ‘I can hear the river!’

			‘I can see the river,’ Felix called from up ahead.

			‘We’ve finally found it!’ Francesca said.

			The sight of the waterway invoked both relief and fear in Glory. Relief because they were finally on the path to finding Tom Von’s lair. Fear, because this was no babbling brook. The river was on a steep gradient, causing the water to travel downstream at a frightening pace.

			Ace and Ollie raced towards them. Ollie had so much momentum he bumped into Felix, who soared through the air before splashing into the surging rapids. Within seconds, he was whisked downstream and out of sight.

			(If you’ve ever been white water rafting, you’ll know rapids are graded from one for teeny tiny rapids, otherwise known as ‘Are you sure they’re rapids?’ all the way to six, otherwise known as ‘Don’t even think about it, you crazy raisin!’ If an official rapid grader found themselves here, in this incredibly remote but picturesque locale, I have no doubt they would grade the rapids consuming Felix a seven. A lucky number for some. A very unlucky number for Felix.)

			Even a professional white water rafter born in a kayak and fed grade six rapids for breakfast wouldn’t be crazy enough to tackle the stretch of water Felix was racing down without a vessel.

			‘Ahhhh!’ His voice was becoming more distant by the millisecond.

			‘Oh no,’ cried Ollie. ‘What have I done to my mini amigo?!’

			‘Everyone grab one of these.’ Francesca was holding a bunch of jumbo Elephant Ear leaves. ‘We’re going to ride them down the river.’

			The others looked at Francesca as though she’d just turned into a mermaid.

			‘Felix is drowning,’ Francesca said, her voice full of urgency. ‘So unless someone has a better idea?’

			The others shook their heads.

			‘Looks like we’re leaf surfing,’ Ace said, relieving Francesca of one of the Elephant Ears.

			‘Heeeeeeeeeeeelp!’ Felix’s voice sounded like it was coming from a distant land. He was a tremendous swimmer, but he’d only be able to keep his head above such turbulent waters for a couple more minutes at most.

			Glory was contemplating how to get in the water when Francesca and Ace leapt into the air, slid their leaves underneath their feet and landed on the surface of the raging river. They wobbled on the leaves before regaining their balance and surfing down the rapids, leaning left and right to manoeuvre around the many jutting rocks.

			‘Hurry up!’ Francesca called back to Glory and Ollie. ‘Felix can’t tread water forever.’

			Having never surfed, snowboarded or skated, Glory knew if she tried Francesca and Ace’s fancy-pants water entry, she’d join Felix in the rapids. So she lay facedown on the leaf and launched into the water.

			‘Excellent idea, G-Funk!’ Ollie said, mimicking her. ‘Let’s bodyleaf!’

			They whizzed down the river, leaning left and right to avoid the rocks. At first, Glory’s only focus was not falling into the water. But as she adapted to the torque of the leaf and the tumult of the rapids, she attempted sharper turns. Soon she felt so comfortable, she moved into a crouching position and surfed the turbulent tributary.

			‘I don’t want to be the only one on training wheels!’ Ollie sprang to his feet. But he jumped too quickly and lost his balance. In a desperate effort to stay upright, he clutched the leaf’s stem. It broke in his hands just as the leaf smashed into a submerged rock.

			Ollie hurtled into the air. ‘Ahhhhhhh!’

			Ace and Francesca were downstream, frantically attempting to catch up to Felix. Ollie’s fate rested in Glory’s shaking hands. She veered hard to the left, positioning her leaf directly underneath Ollie’s falling frame. Then she threw her arms out and caught her mohawked mate.

			‘Nice catch, G-Flip!’ Ollie exclaimed.

			‘I can’t hold you for much longer!’ Glory shouted over the sound of wild water as she continued to steer the leaf around the large river rocks.

			‘It’s OK,’ Ollie said. ‘I can get back to my feet.’

			But as he tried to do so, the leaf frayed under their combined weight. And this wasn’t their biggest problem.

			‘Waterfall!’ Francesca shouted from up ahead. ‘Epic waterfallllllllllllll!’

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Glory and Ollie didn’t know if their friends had survived the drop. All they knew was they were about to follow them over the edge.

			The water was smacking into their anxious faces with such ferocity they could barely see each other, let alone what lay before them. The sound of gushing water was so intense it felt like they were inside a whirring blender, spinning, turning, twisting, until they were at the very edge of the falls. The leaf was fraying so badly now that the back half snapped off and disappeared over the edge.

			‘I think our leaf wants to break up with us,’ Ollie said.

			‘We only need it for a few more seconds,’ Glory yelled. ‘Lean to the right and grab on tight.’

			This was an accidental rhyme. It was no time for poetry.

			As they reached the lip of the waterfall, Glory and Ollie leant right, like bobsledders rounding a sharp bend. But if Ollie thought Glory had found a way to avoid falling over the falls, he was seriously mistaken. Their leaf deserted them and they plummeted over the edge, entwined in one another like a pair of courting swans.

			While Ollie screamed, Glory focused on her plan. She had directed them to the right side of the waterfall because she’d spied a giant overhanging branch, jutting from an enormous tree growing alongside the river. As they tumbled towards the branch, Glory stretched out her arms and grasped it with both hands.

			‘Don’t let go of me,’ Glory shouted over the sound of the water.

			‘Wasn’t planning to!’ Ollie replied.

			They swung around the branch, completing several full rotations, like a pair of tangled totem tennis balls.

			Once Glory was confident they had enough momentum, she let go, launching them high above the wild waters. Ollie clung to Glory like a limpet as they flipped, twisted and turned before landing in a knot of limbs on the embankment at the bottom of the waterfall.

			As they scrambled to their feet, they heard cheers from the riverbank. It was Felix, Francesca and Ace.

			‘You’re alive!’ Glory said.

			‘Sure feels like it!’ Felix replied with a smile. He put his hand over his mouth and dropped his voice to a deeper tone. ‘Welcome to the bottom of the waterfall. We hope you enjoyed your flight.’

			‘To be honest, it was a little bumpy,’ Glory said with a smile.

			‘Felix,’ Ollie said. ‘I’m so sorry for knocking you into the rapids. That was a total klutz move.’

			‘It was a total accident,’ Felix said. ‘I shouldn’t have been standing so close to the edge.’

			‘How did you tread water all that time?’ Glory asked.

			‘I didn’t,’ Felix replied. ‘When the waterfall pulled me towards it, my breathing became so shallow I went under. I thought that was it. Farewell, Felix. Then a hand reached down and pulled me back into the world.’

			He looked towards Francesca, who smiled.

			‘We haven’t even found the cave,’ Glory said. ‘And Francesca’s already saved two lives.’

			‘So have you,’ Ollie said. ‘Mine and Felix’s. Us boys need to lift our game.’

			Ace didn’t respond. He seemed a picture of concern as he pulled his wet hair back into a topknot.

			‘Worried your mane will go frizzy?’ Ollie said.

			‘We’ve got bigger things to worry about than my hair,’ Ace snapped.

			The others were so surprised they almost fell over. They couldn’t remember a time when Ace’s hair wasn’t his number-one priority.

			‘We must be getting closer to Tom Von’s mansion,’ Glory said.

			‘Lair,’ Ollie corrected.

			‘How much time do we have?’ Francesca asked.

			Glory glanced at her old watch. ‘Two hours and three minutes.’

			‘How many seconds?’ Felix asked.

			‘Twelve,’ Glory said.

			‘Phew,’ Felix replied.

			‘I need a toilet stop,’ Ollie said, scanning the area for a private nook.

			‘Another one?’ Francesca asked.

			‘Give me a break, I just swallowed half a river,’ Ollie said. He ventured into an especially dense section of jungle.

			‘I need to go, too,’ Ace said, darting in another direction.

			Francesca rolled her eyes. ‘Boys have such weak bladders.’

			‘Hey, I don’t need to go for a wee,’ Felix said. ‘Probably because I did a huge one in the river.’

			‘I better not have been near you at the time,’ Francesca replied.

			‘Sorry!’ Felix said, without a shred of embarrassment. Francesca shook her head, disgusted.

			Glory, Francesca and Felix waited with increasing impatience for Ollie and Ace to return. They were hungry, tired and worried about Clementine.

			When Ace and Ollie finally rejoined them, the Stunt Kids set off downstream without a word.

			Eventually, Ollie broke the silence.

			‘I’ve been thinking about what my parents would say if they knew what we were doing. I reckon my mum would be proud. But my dad would be a nervous Nellie. He barely sleeps when I’m on Stunt Camp, let alone on a mysterious island. What about you, Felix?’

			‘My mum’s an ambulance officer and my dad’s a firefighter,’ Felix said. ‘I reckon they’d be stoked I’m a Stunt Kid.’

			‘So they should be,’ Francesca said.

			‘Shucks.’ Felix’s cheeks went beetroot red. ‘That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, Francesca.’

			‘Won’t happen again,’ Francesca replied.

			It was difficult to tell if she was joking.

			‘What about your parents?’ Glory asked Francesca as they continued tracing the river’s path.

			‘One of my mums would be off the charts proud,’ Francesca replied. ‘My other mum would be counting the days till I was home safely. How about yours, Glory?’

			‘You heard my Bubble Girl story,’ Glory said. ‘My mum and dad would self-combust if they knew what we were up to.’

			‘Whoa, whoa, whoa,’ Felix spluttered, mouth agape. ‘You’re Bubble Girl?!’

			‘Did you seriously not work that out?’ Ace asked.

			‘No,’ Felix said, looking stunned. ‘But everything makes so much sense now.’

			As the Stunt Kids continued tracing the river’s edge, cicadas buzzed. Frogs croaked. Bats clicked. Directly above the Stunt Kids, a flock of small birds flapped their wings so rapidly they sounded like an orchestra of crickets.

			‘Hummingbirds!’ Felix said excitedly.

			‘They’re not hummingbirds,’ Glory said.

			‘Would you prefer we called them by their Latin name?’ Ollie asked, tongue firmly in cheek.

			‘That’s not how a hummingbird’s wings sound,’ Glory said. ‘I mean, it’s close, but there’s something not quite right about it. It almost sounds . . . mechanical.’

			‘Mechanical?’ Francesca asked. ‘Are you saying they could be . . .’

			‘Drones!’ Ollie cried as one of the creatures fired a laser out of its beak, narrowly missing Bernie and setting a nearby bush ablaze.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			The Stunt Kids raced along the riverbank, jumping, flipping, twisting and tumbling to avoid the lethal lasers shooting from the humming-drones’ robotic beaks. One of them narrowly missed Francesca and sliced a nearby mahogany tree in half. Birds and animals scattered as the centuries-old evergreen crashed to the forest floor, causing a sonic boom that reverberated across the island. The tree would have cut Ace in half if he hadn’t quickly executed an incredible handspring, avoiding both the tree and the raging river.

			Another laser was about to strike Francesca when she executed a perfect straddle splits. The deadly beam soared over her head.

			The Stunt Kids not only had to dodge lasers but logs, ditches and poisonous frogs. It was exhausting work.

			‘We’ll never outrun them,’ Francesca said, doing a cartwheel to avoid yet another laser beam. ‘We need to take them down.’

			‘How?’ Felix asked while completing his twenty-third consecutive tumble.

			‘Combat!’ Francesca leapt into the air and did a perfect spin kick, hurling a hovering drone into the water. It sparked, fizzed, then sank like a stone.

			Ollie used a fallen branch to strike another drone, sending it crashing to the forest floor.

			‘Bye-bye, birdies.’ Felix grabbed a stick in each hand and, like a mini ninja, took down two drones simultaneously.

			Glory hated combat. But she hated dying even more. As a drone speared towards her head, she punched upwards with all her might. It hurt her hand. It really hurt her hand. But she cracked the drone in half. It emitted a sad beep and crumpled to the ground.

			‘Nice one, Glory!’ Francesca said. Then she launched herself upwards and executed a 360-degree tornado kick, catapulting three drones into the trees.

			‘Right back at you, Francesca,’ Glory replied as she smashed her fist into another drone.

			Ace was the only Stunt Kid not in combat mode. He continued to evade the lasers with ducks, dives and rolls.

			Soon, there was only one drone left. It speared towards Felix, who was facing the other way, blissfully unaware he was being targeted. The humming-drone was about to fire a deadly laser into Felix’s neck when Ollie ran, flipped and headbutted the drone. It smashed into a large branch and shattered into pieces.

			‘Ow!’ Ollie said, rubbing his head. An egg bruise immediately sprung from it.

			‘What happened?’ Felix asked, studying Ollie’s egg with concern.

			‘He just saved your life,’ Francesca said.

			‘With his noggin,’ Glory said with a smile.

			‘What’s a noggin?’ Felix asked.

			‘That’s what my dad calls his head,’ Glory said. ‘Not sure why.’

			‘Can we circle back to the bit where I saved Felix’s life,’ Ollie said.

			‘And I didn’t even realise!’ Felix said. ‘Thanks, Ollie.’

			‘Makes me feel slightly less terrible about accidentally knocking you into the river,’ Ollie said.

			Glory glanced at her watch. ‘No time to celebrate, we need to keep moving.’

			They continued trekking along the riverbank.

			‘When KJ told us there would be drones patrolling the island,’ Francesca said in between hurried steps, ‘it would have been helpful to let us know they were disguised as hummingbirds.’

			‘Maybe the other rescue teams didn’t encounter them,’ Glory said. ‘Tom Von probably has a bunch of different drones patrolling the island.’

			‘So we’re lucky they’re the first ones we’ve seen,’ Felix said.

			‘Maybe,’ Ace replied, ‘or maybe they knew exactly where we were.’

			‘How could they?’ Felix asked. ‘We’ve covered our tracks. We don’t have our phones or anything else that would allow Tom Von to track us.’

			‘Are you sure about that?’ Ace asked.

			‘We gave them all to KJ,’ Francesca said.

			‘Did we?’ Ace asked.

			‘What’s with all the mysterious questions, Ace?’ Ollie asked.

			‘We almost got sliced in half by humming-drones,’ Ace said. ‘And I think it’s all your fault.’

			‘What?!’ Ollie stopped walking and stared into Ace’s blue eyes, his brow furrowed. ‘How could it be?’

			‘You haven’t been sneaking off to go to the toilet,’ Ace said. ‘You’ve been sneaking off to play StuntMaster.’

			‘On what?’ Ollie asked. ‘You all saw me give my phone to KJ on the plane.’

			‘I think you’ve snuck an extra phone onto the island,’ Ace said. ‘And Tom Von has used it to identify our location.’

			‘Why would Ollie have a second phone?’ Felix asked.

			‘Because he’s so addicted to StuntMaster,’ Ace said, ‘that he can’t go for more than a few hours without playing it.’

			‘No one’s denying Ollie loves StuntMaster,’ Glory said. ‘But he would never let that affect our mission.’

			‘If you’re right,’ Ace said, ‘he won’t mind me patting him down.’

			Ace looked at Ollie. There was a long, awkward pause before Ollie nodded, giving Ace permission to search him.

			Ace began by checking Ollie’s pockets.

			‘Is this really necessary?’ Glory asked, sensing Ollie’s unease.

			Ace checked the rest of Ollie’s clothing. He found nothing out of the ordinary until he reached Ollie’s left ankle. ‘What’s this?’ he asked suspiciously.

			‘That’s Bernie,’ Ollie replied.

			‘Nice try,’ Ace said. ‘But Bernie’s your right foot.’

			‘Alright, alright,’ Ollie said.

			The others watched intently as Ollie bent down, reached into his sock and pulled out a small, compact mobile phone.

			Glory was stunned.

			‘Seriously?’ Francesca seethed.

			‘StuntMaster’s more important to you than your friends and our mission?’ Felix asked.

			‘Wait,’ Glory said. ‘Maybe there’s a reasonable explanation for Ollie having a second phone.’ She looked expectantly at him. 

			‘There isn’t.’ Ollie’s voice was full of shame. ‘My dad blocked StuntMaster on my phone, so I secretly bought a second one that he doesn’t know about. I didn’t give it to KJ because Ace is right. I am seriously addicted. Since I first downloaded StuntMaster, I haven’t gone more than a few hours without playing it. And I didn’t know if I could. But since we set foot on this island, I haven’t thought about the game once.’

			‘So when you said you were heading into the bushes to go to the toilet . . .?’ Francesca asked.

			‘I went to the toilet!’ Ollie said. ‘I’m not used to drinking this much water.’

			Francesca’s face suggested she wasn’t convinced.

			‘All I care about is finding Tom Von and Clementine,’ Ollie implored. ‘I haven’t even turned the phone on. Look . . .’ He held up the small phone. The screen was blank.

			‘You probably turned it off through your sock when I found it,’ Ace said.

			‘I didn’t,’ Ollie declared, looking at the others. ‘You have to believe me.’

			‘You just lied about Bernie,’ Ace said, glaring at Ollie. ‘Why should we trust you?’

			Felix and Francesca scowled at Ollie.

			‘Glory,’ Ollie said. ‘You believe me, don’t you?’

			Glory could see hurt and anger in Ollie’s eyes. She could also see something else.

			‘I believe you,’ Glory said. She turned towards the others. ‘And, right now, it doesn’t matter how the drones found us. In less than two hours, Tom Von will unleash his zombie virus. If we’re to have any chance of stopping him, we need to work as a team.’

			She set off briskly downstream. After a long, tense pause, the others reluctantly followed.

			The Stunt Kids were covered in scratches, struises and centipede bites. They were tired, hungry and divided. So divided that they walked in single file. Even though Ollie’s right leg was clearly troubling him, he overtook Glory and marched out in front. Ace seemed to have forgotten they were on a tight deadline as he lumbered well behind the others, frequently glancing towards the sky.

			They trudged, they trekked and they tried not to throw a tantrum. After an hour of wordless walking in pulsating heat, there was still no sign of Tom Von’s lair.

			‘How much time’s left, Glory?’ Francesca’s voice was brimming with frustration.

			Glory checked Great-Grandma Gretel’s watch. ‘Fifty-nine minutes and 21 seconds.’

			‘And we haven’t even laid eyes on the cave,’ Felix said.

			‘Yes we have,’ Ollie called from up ahead. ‘And it’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen!’

			‘Is this another one of your lies?’ Ace shouted from the back of the group.

			‘Come see for yourself!’ Ollie replied.

			The others hurried towards him.

			‘Whoa,’ Felix exclaimed, awestruck.

			Felix’s whoa was well warranted. The cave was a thing of wild and rugged beauty, a limestone cavern with steep, glimmering walls. As the river snaked through it, the water changed from blue to turquoise. Ollie led the others inside. All except Ace, who was still some distance from the cave mouth.

			They reached into their backpacks and put their hat torches on.

			‘Lucky we did all that bouldering at Stunt Camp,’ Ollie said, shining his torch along the cave wall.

			‘Or we could swim,’ Felix said, reaching down to test the water temperature with his fingers.

			‘Felix, stop!’ Glory screamed. She was crouching down and studying the river closely. ‘There’s something strange about the water in here.’

			‘What kind of strange?’ Francesca asked, examining the turquoise liquid.

			‘It’s a different colour from the rest of the river,’ Glory said.

			‘Maybe it’s a trick of the light,’ Ollie said.

			‘There’s less light in here than outside,’ Glory said. ‘The water should appear darker.’

			Francesca took a deep breath and recoiled. ‘Something smells gassy.’

			‘Was that you, Felix?’ Ollie asked.

			‘Of course it wasn’t,’ Felix snapped.

			Glory picked up a loose chunk of limestone and threw it into the river. The water bubbled aggressively and the rock disintegrated.

			‘It’s a rock-eating river!’ Ollie uttered.

			‘I really hate this island,’ Francesca said.

			Felix stared at the river in disbelief. ‘Tom Von sure loves making beautiful things ugly.’

			‘Looks like we need to channel our inner crabs,’ Ollie said, ‘and climb along the cave wall.’

			‘Hurry up, Ace!’ Felix shouted from the mouth of the cave.

			Ace was still a good 20 metres from the entrance.

			‘Coming!’ Ace called out. ‘Just need to make a quick toilet stop.’ He rushed towards a nearby shrub.

			Francesca looked at Glory and rolled her eyes. ‘Boy bladders strike again.’

			Ollie studied the cave walls. ‘There aren’t many finger or footholds. I can see why the adult rescue teams struggled.’

			‘Please don’t remind me of that,’ Felix said.

			They were interrupted by the sound of movement outside the cave. Ace emerged from the scrub and was about to join them inside when . . . BANG!

			A sheet of glass dropped from the cavern roof, covering the cave mouth and trapping Ace outside.

			‘Where did that come from?’ exclaimed Felix, who’d been lucky not to lose a toe when the glass speared down. He banged on the glass. It didn’t move. On the other side, Ace looked perplexed as he studied the transparent structure blocking his entry.

			‘If we all run into the glass at the same time,’ Francesca said, ‘I reckon we can break it.’

			‘Sounds dangerous and fun,’ Felix replied.

			‘I’m in,’ Ollie said.

			Glory wasn’t convinced of the plan’s merits but was keen to maintain a sense of unity after Ollie’s phone scandal.

			The foursome took several steps back from the glass wall.

			‘On three,’ Francesca announced. ‘One, two, three . . .’

			They rammed into the glass, shoulder-first.

			The glass didn’t break. But it felt like their shoulders did. As Glory, Francesca and Ollie rubbed their aching limbs, Felix ran at the glass headfirst.

			SMACK!

			Once again, the glass didn’t move. An egg bump popped out of Felix’s forehead.

			‘Are you alright?’ Glory asked.

			‘That glass is harder than my head,’ Felix replied. ‘Which means it’s really hard.’

			‘Egg head twins!’ Ollie said, gesturing to his own egg bump and smiling.

			Felix didn’t smile back.

			Francesca picked up a chunk of limestone from the cave floor. ‘Maybe this will break it.’

			She hurled the limestone at the glass wall.

			THUD.

			It bounced off the transparent surface and rolled into the river, where it bubbled, fizzed and disappeared.

			Ace desperately rapped on the glass from the other side.

			He seemed to be yelling, but the glass was so thick the others couldn’t hear him.

			This became an even greater problem when Glory spotted a golden eagle diving towards her topknotted trapeze partner.

			She pointed desperately to the sky, hoping to draw Ace’s attention to the enormous bird of prey, which was heading straight for him.

			‘Run, Ace, run!’ Glory shouted.

			Ace attempted to lipread Glory, then he mouthed a reply. He seemed to be saying something about frozen raspberries.

			The others watched in horror as the golden eagle grasped Ace’s broad shoulders in its sharp talons and carried him into the sky.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			As Ace and the golden eagle disappeared into the distance, Glory’s cheeks flushed with anger.

			‘I used to love golden eagles. Now they’re my least favourite bird on the planet.’

			‘Wonder if it’s the same one that distracted me while we were tree running,’ Felix said.

			‘Wait,’ Ollie said. ‘When KJ showed us Tom Von’s profile on the plane, it mentioned him having a pet golden eagle.’

			‘Maybe he’s taught it to catch intruders,’ Francesca said.

			‘If that’s the case, he’s a seriously advanced bird trainer,’ Ollie said.

			‘He’s a boneheaded spudmug, is what he is,’ Francesca growled.

			‘Let’s take down that sinister sack of muscle,’ Glory hissed in a voice so menacing it made Francesca sound like a Teletubby.

			Before the others could respond, Glory gripped the cave wall and began to traverse it at speed. As the others copied her, they looked like a quartet of angry cave crabs.

			When they moved into a narrower section of cave, a strange ticking sound permeated the darkness. Felix turned his hat torch towards the noise and quickly regretted it.

			‘Zombie fish!’ Felix yelled.

			Glory pointed her torch at Felix. His face was ashen as he stared at a white lizard-like creature with no eyes centimetres from his right hand.

			‘It’s a cave salamander,’ Glory said calmly. ‘Some call it the human fish.’

			‘I call it the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen,’ Felix said, scurrying past it.

			‘It’s completely harmless,’ Glory said as they continued scaling the inner wall of the cave. ‘Unless you eat it.’

			‘No chance of that,’ Felix said. ‘I’m going salamander-free this year.’

			‘We don’t have time for a reptile lesson,’ Francesca said. ‘Let’s put on the afterburners.’ She overtook Glory and the foursome continued bouldering until they reached an even narrower section of the cave.

			Their hat torches revealed a plethora of enormous, icicle-shaped formations lining the roof. ‘Stalactites!’ Glory shouted excitedly.

			‘I think you’ll find they’re stalagmites,’ Ollie replied.

			‘Nope,’ Glory said. ‘Stalactites hang on tight to the roof. Stalagmites might trip you up if you don’t see them.’

			As if keen to disprove Glory’s point, the stalactites began dropping from the roof like limestone spears. One landed centimetres from Glory’s left hand, smashing onto the cave wall and crumbling into the river. Another landed millimetres from Francesca’s right foot.

			‘If one of those hits us at the wrong angle,’ Francesca said, ‘it could cut us in half.’

			‘Let’s not let them hit us,’ Ollie said.

			As they continued scaling the wall, ducking and weaving to avoid the stalactites, it reminded Glory of her very first stunt, Faking Out the Trash. There was even a Tributary of Toxicity.

			Finally, they reached a stalactite-less part of the cave. It was a lot narrower than the previous section. The roof was also substantially lower. The tight space made Glory’s head a whirling storm of worry. About Ace. About Clementine. About the millions of kids who would become mindless zombies if they didn’t reach Tom Von soon. Very soon.

			Glory’s anxious thoughts threatened to overwhelm her. She returned to the present by breathing deeply, feeling the rock face in her hand, smelling the dank cave air and listening to the gurgling river. Her meditative moment was interrupted by a scream.

			Glory turned her hat torch towards Francesca, who was nose to nose with something that looked like a skull. Because it was a skull. A human skull.

			‘Maybe it’s one of the adult rescuers!’ Francesca said, her voice trembling.

			Glory studied the dead head. She wasn’t perturbed by it, having seen myriad animal skulls while watching Davina Burgonet’s documentaries. ‘I don’t think this person died recently.’

			‘That doesn’t make me feel any better,’ Felix replied. He quickly climbed past the skull, making sure not to look it in the eyes. Or at least the sockets where the eyes used to be.

			As the Stunt Kids moved deeper into the cave, the toxic river became so narrow that they could place one foot on either side of it and walk. While it provided a welcome respite from bouldering, the journey was no less treacherous. One slip and they’d disintegrate like mints in a bottle of cola.

			‘Time check?’ Francesca said.

			Glory pointed her hat torch at her wristwatch.

			‘Thirty-two minutes, 14 seconds.’

			‘Better step on it,’ Francesca said. She began running through the dank, dungeon-like space, one foot on either side of the river. Glory managed to keep pace, but the boys dropped behind.

			The girls went step for step through the darkness, scurrying faster and faster until Francesca slipped on a wet rock and fell. Glory instinctively threw out her hand. Francesca clasped it, but before Glory could pull her up, Francesca’s ponytail dipped into the water and immediately disintegrated.

			‘I was trying to grow my hair long, you stupid, toxic river!’ Francesca yelled. The river did not respond.

			Drawing on every bit of her newfound physical (and mental) strength, Glory pulled Francesca’s body upwards until her spirited companion was able to regain her footing. Francesca sucked in several deep breaths.

			‘Are you OK?’ Glory asked.

			‘I’m super cranky about my new hairstyle,’ Francesca said. ‘But thanks for saving my life.’

			‘Now we’re even,’ Glory said.

			The girls shared a small smile then resumed cave running. As they darted through the dark space, it became increasingly narrow before ending abruptly at a rock wall, the toxic, ponytail-eating water pooling underneath it.

			Glory stared at the wall in disbelief. ‘Where’s the entrance to Tom Von’s lair?’

			‘Please don’t tell me we’re in the wrong cave,’ Francesca said.

			‘I won’t tell you that,’ Ollie said as the boys caught up to them. ‘Even though I’m pretty sure we are.’

			‘Cool haircut,’ Felix said, studying Francesca’s new do. ‘Really brings out your eyes.’

			Francesca shot Felix an icy, stalactite-y stare.

			‘Tom Von wouldn’t have gone to the effort of poisoning the water if this was some random cave,’ Glory said. ‘There must be some way to access his lair from in here.’

			‘Who knows how Tom Von thinks,’ Francesca said. ‘The guy’s a monster.’

			Felix shook his head despondently. ‘I can’t believe we’ve failed our first mission.’

			Ollie nodded sadly. ‘By the time we get out of here, 100 million kids will have been turned into zombies.’

			‘No way,’ Glory said. She banged her fist against the cave wall, methodically moving from top to bottom, left to right, looking for a hollow sound, a point of weakness, a trapdoor, or anything else that might represent a way to access Tom Von’s lair.

			‘You’re wasting your time,’ Francesca said.

			‘And hurting your hands,’ Ollie added.

			Glory’s hands were indeed peppered with struises but she continued tapping the wall. She had almost tested every square millimetre when she heard a soft beeping sound.

			‘Was that your phone, Ollie?’ Francesca asked.

			‘No!’ Ollie snapped. ‘I told you. I haven’t even turned it on.’

			The cave wall suddenly retracted into the rocky roof like a garage roller door, revealing an enormous white room on the other side.

			Sitting in the middle of the enormous white room was a girl with thick white hair.

			‘Clementine!’ Glory ran towards her.

			‘Wait!’ Ollie said. ‘It could be a trap.’

			This didn’t stop Felix and Francesca following Glory into the white room. Ollie shrugged and joined them.

			‘Go back!’ Clementine shouted.

			‘Back where?’ Ollie said.

			‘The cave!’ Clementine replied.

			But it was too late. The cave wall slammed down, blocking their exit.

			‘Fear not, Clementine,’ Felix said in his deepest, bravest voice, ‘Felix and the Stunt Kids are here to save the day.’

			He tumbled at full speed towards a magnificent spiral staircase on the other side of the large white room.

			‘Wait!’ Clementine said. ‘You’re going to –’

			BANG!

			Felix collapsed as if struck by a truck. ‘Ohhhh,’ he winced as his body crumpled. ‘What just happened?’

			‘You crashed into an invisible wall,’ Clementine said. ‘There are four of them.’

			‘Which makes this an invisible cell,’ Glory said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			BANG!

			Francesca charged in the opposite direction to Felix but suffered the same painful fate, smacking into an invisible wall and dropping to the floor.

			‘Francesca,’ Ollie exclaimed. ‘Didn’t you hear Clementine say we’re in an invisible cell?’

			‘Can we trust her?’ Francesca said, pacing the cell like a caged tiger. ‘She’s the creator of the zombie code. She might still be under Tom Von’s spell.’

			‘I was never under his spell.’ Clementine bristled, staring Francesca in the eye (well, in the neck, she was a lot shorter). ‘Tom Von kidnapped me and threatened to hurt my family if I didn’t create that code. And now I’ve done what he asked, he’s left me down here to rot.’

			Glory studied Clementine’s eyes. They were puffy from lack of sleep but they were also full of kindness.

			‘Has the gaming company deleted StuntMaster yet?’ Clementine asked, hopeful.

			‘Nope,’ Ollie replied.

			‘What are they waiting for?’ Clementine asked. ‘Tom Von’s not here for a haircut.’

			‘Don’t mention haircuts,’ Felix whispered.

			‘They haven’t deleted the game,’ Glory said. ‘They’ve employed the world’s best hackers to try and undo your coding.’

			‘I don’t mean to brag,’ Clementine said. ‘But no one can undo my coding. It’s un-undoable.’

			‘If that’s you not bragging,’ said Francesca, ‘I’d hate to hear you bragging.’

			‘Francesca, your negativity’s not helping,’ Ollie snapped.

			‘Leave Francesca alone,’ Felix said. ‘You’re the one who tipped off Tom Von with your secret phone.’

			‘Stop blaming each other,’ Glory said.

			‘Maybe we should blame you,’ Francesca said. ‘You led us into Tom Von’s invisible cell.’ She turned away from Glory and made the L gesture with her right hand.

			It was Glory’s turn to snap. ‘Don’t call me a loser,’ she challenged. ‘You have no idea how much it hurt the first time.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ Francesca asked. She appeared genuinely confused.

			Glory mimicked Francesca’s L gesture with her hand.

			‘That doesn’t mean “loser”,’ Francesca said. ‘I do it when I need to let go.’

			‘Like Elsa in Frozen?’ Ollie asked.

			‘No!’ Francesca exclaimed. ‘Well, maybe a little. It’s to stop me getting stuck in a negative thought loop. I would never call you a loser, Glory.’

			I wish I hadn’t jumped to the worst possible conclusion at Stunt Camp, Glory thought. I could’ve prevented hours of worry.

			‘I’m really sorry for the misunderstanding, Francesca,’ Glory said.

			This didn’t seem to appease Francesca whose facial expression remained set to ‘extreme wrath’.

			‘I think we all need a second to clear our thoughts,’ Felix said in his newly discovered deep voice. He retreated to a corner of the invisible cell.

			Glory, Francesca and Ollie withdrew to the other corners, forming an angry Stunt Kid square.

			Glory looked at her watch and sighed. Time was running out. She banished anything resembling a negative thought to the back of her mind and focused on an escape plan. She stared through the invisible wall at the large white room. It was sparse, except for the spectacular staircase, which had an enormous palm tree growing through the middle of it.

			The only other thing adding colour to the room were dozens of posters for Tom Von’s movies. The first featured a teenage Tom in a martial arts movie called The Stingy Ninja. Tom Von grew older with each film until, in the final poster, for a movie called Colonel Smashgood 9: Prepare to be Smashed Good! he looked similar to the profile picture KJ had shown them.

			As well as documenting Tom Von’s rising star, the posters also laid bare his astonishing physical transformation. From lithe karate kid to hulking action star to aging hulking action star.

			Glory’s muscles ached just looking at Tom Von’s bulging biceps and exploding chest. But they also ached because the journey across the island had been exhausting. She couldn’t remember her legs and arms ever feeling so heavy. Her heart was heavy, too. After everything they’d done to reach Tom Von’s mansion – sorry, lair – getting trapped in an invisible cell was a severe anticlimax. Like queuing all day for a book signing by your favourite author only for them to go home when you finally reach the front of the queue. Oh, and before the author leaves, they crush you with their bare hands. Because if Tom Von was planning to turn 100 million of the world’s children into zombies, what would he do to a bunch of kids crazy enough to try and stop him?

			‘How did Tom Von create these invisible walls?’ Felix asked. ‘Is he a wizard?’

			‘He’s the least wizardy person I’ve ever met,’ said Clementine. ‘The walls aren’t invisible. It’s glass so thin it’s undetectable to the naked eye. Not sure if you’ve noticed, but Tom Von loves glass.’

			‘That’s right,’ Ollie said. ‘I remember on his profile that his favourite hobby is glassblowing.’

			‘Wait a minute,’ Felix said. ‘KJ had a glass partition in the plane. What if KJ and Tom Von are in this together?’ 

			It was a hideous thought. One Glory was keen to shut down. 

			‘No way,’ she said. ‘KJ’s on our side. I know she is.’ 

			The others didn’t seem so sure. 

			‘I don’t know who KJ is,’ Clementine said, ‘but I think it’s as simple as Tom Von liking glass because he adores his reflection.’

			‘We have a friend that loves his reflection,’ Felix said. ‘But he was kidnapped by Tom Von’s pet golden eagle.’

			‘Her name is Piper,’ Clementine said. ‘She would’ve taken your friend to Tom Von. Not sure if that’s good or bad news.’

			‘It’s good news if the eagle didn’t drop him,’ Glory said, deeply worried for her friend.

			‘But terrible news if Tom Von unleashed some of his Colonel Smashgood moves on him,’ Ollie added.

			The thought sent shivers down the Stunt Kids’ spines.

			‘You got a lot further than the adult rescue teams,’ Clementine said. ‘If that makes you feel any better.’

			‘It doesn’t,’ Francesca said, still pacing the cell.

			‘It makes me feel better,’ Felix said. ‘Thanks, Clementine.’ The little tumbler flashed his most winning smile.

			‘How do you know about the other rescue attempts if you’ve been trapped down here?’ Glory asked.

			‘Because every time Tom Von forced a rescue team to retreat,’ Clementine said, ‘he appeared in front of me via hologram to brag about it.’

			‘So he’s not even on the island?’ Francesca asked, fuming.

			‘He’s upstairs,’ Clementine said, rolling her eyes towards the roof in case her words weren’t enough. ‘He’s just lazy.’

			‘Is Tom Von seriously doing all this because another game is more popular than his?’ Felix asked.

			‘I have no idea,’ Clementine replied. ‘You can ask him when he comes down to feed us to his giant squid.’

			‘Why would he do that?’ Glory asked.

			‘That’s what he’s planning to do to me,’ Clementine replied. ‘I’m guessing you’ll receive the same treatment.’

			The Stunt Kids exchanged looks of disbelief and horror. Francesca finally stopped pacing. ‘No way am I letting that freaky octopod gobble me up.’

			‘Then you’d better have an incredible plan up your sleeve,’ Clementine replied.

			‘Wait,’ Glory said. ‘What happens once the deadline passes? Can Tom Von still release the virus?’

			‘No,’ Clementine replied.

			‘Why not?’ Ollie asked, stretching his leg muscles.

			‘All of Tom Von’s favourite movies feature a race against the clock,’ Clementine replied. ‘So he insisted his evil virus have one, too. Once the deadline passes, the virus deletes itself. It’s the trickiest coding I’ve ever written, but it’s watertight.’

			‘So impressive,’ Felix gushed.

			BANG! Francesca hurled herself at one of the invisible walls again.

			‘Wow,’ Ollie exclaimed. ‘You’re a really slow learner.’

			Francesca rubbed her shoulder as she gingerly rose to her feet. ‘I refuse to sit and wait for that nutbag to feed us to his salty pet. There has to be a way out of here.’

			‘I’ve spent days trying to escape,’ Clementine said. ‘It’s futile. I suggest you get comfortable and think about your favourite things while you still can.’

			Glory tried to think about dancing. Animals. Birds. Books. Her new friends. But no matter how hard she tried, her thoughts kept returning to the 100 million kids about to be zombified.

			All because I led us into Tom Von’s trap. I’m not a Stunt Kid. I’m a loser. I’m a pretender. I’m a . . . blowfly?

			Glory watched in amazement as a blowfly emerged from the leaves of the palm tree, flew across the white room and into their invisible cell.

			‘Fly!’ Glory gestured to the roof.

			‘Great idea,’ Francesca said sarcastically. ‘Let’s fly out of the cell.’

			‘No,’ Glory said. ‘Look!’ She pointed to the blowfly, which had stopped for a rest (or more likely a poo) on the ceiling above.

			‘Wow,’ Felix said. ‘How exciting. Thanks for sharing.’

			‘It flew into the cell,’ Glory said. ‘Which means the walls don’t go all the way to the ceiling. If the gap’s big enough, we might be able to climb out of here.’

			‘How do you know that fly hasn’t been in here the whole time?’ Francesca asked.

			‘I saw it fly into the cell,’ Glory replied. ‘You watch. It’ll fly out again any second now.’

			The kids stared up at the blowfly, which remained in exactly the same spot, scratching its little hairy legs. For a minute. Two minutes. Three minutes.

			‘Fly-watching is the most boring sport ever,’ Felix said.

			Finally, the fly flew. But not out of the invisible cell. It did another lap then stopped on the roof above to rest (or poo) again.

			‘You definitely imagined it flying in,’ Francesca said.

			‘I definitely didn’t,’ Glory insisted.

			Suddenly, the blowfly flew out of the cell and made its way back to the palm tree. The others dipped their heads in embarrassment.

			‘You were right, Glory,’ Felix exclaimed. 

			‘Excellent detective work, G-Whiz,’ Ollie said.

			‘Sorry for doubting you,’ Francesca said. ‘So, what’s the plan?’

			‘I’m glad you asked,’ Glory replied.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			‘I regret everything!’ Glory exclaimed from the bottom of a human totem pole.

			Ollie was standing on Glory’s shoulders. Francesca was standing on Ollie’s shoulders. And Felix was standing on Francesca’s shoulders, the cherry on top.

			Clementine wasn’t part of the totem. She was wandering around the cell, murmuring nervously to herself.

			Glory ignored Clementine’s mutterings. She had enough doubts of her own. Time was almost up. If her plan failed, it was zombie o’clock.

			The pressure was mental and physical. Ollie’s feet felt so heavy on Glory’s shoulders she wondered if they’d leave permanent marks, like when a seagull runs across wet cement. But she devised this plan. She couldn’t show a shred of doubt.

			Felix was standing on tippy-toes and tracing up the glass with his fingers.

			‘Can you feel anything?’ Francesca asked from below.

			‘Nothing but glass,’ Felix called back down. ‘Unbelievably thin glass.’

			‘Can you jump up and feel for a gap?’ Glory called from the bottom of the totem.

			‘I can try,’ Felix replied. ‘But if I fall, I’ll take you guys down with me.’

			‘That’s a risk we have to take,’ Glory said.

			‘What’s a fall between friends?’ Ollie asked, attempting to lighten the mood.

			Francesca grunted. ‘Less small talk, more escaping.’

			‘You’ve got this, Felix,’ Clementine called up to him.

			This was precisely what Felix needed to hear. ‘Thanks, Clem. Can I call you Clem?’

			‘No,’ Clementine replied resolutely.

			‘Oh, OK,’ Felix said. He shifted his attention to the other kids. ‘I’m going to need maximum momentum.’

			‘We’ll crouch as low as we can,’ Francesca said, ‘then rise in sync.’

			‘Sounds like a plan,’ Glory said. ‘On my three. One, two, three.’

			With her new friends balancing precariously on her shoulders, Glory slowly, carefully, squatted down until she was almost touching the floor. A month ago, she would have buckled under the weight of three other tweens. But Glory was a Stunt Kid now. She flexed her core and maintained perfect balance before springing up with gusto.

			Ollie and Francesca did the same, three pistons charging a small, redheaded motor named Felix, who used the momentum to leap high into the air.

			Clementine and the others watched closely, hearts beating wildly, as Felix threw up his hands, the fate of the world resting in his freckly fingers.

			‘Got it!’ he exclaimed, grasping the top of the wall with both hands and pulling himself up.

			The gap between the roof and the wall was extremely narrow but Felix, using his elite contortion skills (he could fit through the head of a tennis racquet, remember?), managed to wedge himself through, all the while clasping onto the razor-thin, invisible wall.

			‘You did it!’ Clementine called up to Felix. ‘That was incredible!’

			‘Thanks, Clem . . . entine,’ Felix replied.

			Before Glory could ask Felix how he planned to get down, he used his feet to kick off the glass wall, executing a stunning double backflip, before sticking a perfect landing on the other side of the invisible cell.

			Glory and the others quietly expressed their excitement so as not to alert Tom Von.

			‘I probably should have asked this before now,’ Francesca said from atop the human totem, ‘but how do the rest of us get out?’

			‘I’ve got it from here,’ Clementine replied confidently.

			‘Does that mean we can dismount?’ Glory squeaked from the bottom of the totem, which was beginning to look like the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

			‘Affirmative,’ Clementine said. ‘Stellar job, Stunt Kids.’

			Francesca and Ollie jumped off Glory’s shoulders, much to Glory’s relief.

			‘When Tom Von brought me down here,’ Clementine said, ‘there was no cell. The walls only appeared when he punched a code into a security system.’

			‘Where’s the keypad?’ Felix asked, searching the white walls.

			‘Hidden behind the poster for Colonel Smashgood 5: Smashtopia,’ Clementine replied.

			‘Smashtopia’s my favourite film ever,’ Felix said.

			The others looked at him with disbelief.

			‘Was my favourite film ever,’ he corrected. He carefully removed the Smashtopia poster, revealing a sophisticated security keypad. ‘What’s the code, Hacker One?’

			‘No idea,’ Clementine said. ‘But if you can locate the manufacturer name and model number, I can disarm it.’

			‘How?’ Glory asked.

			‘You’re Stunt Kids,’ Clementine replied. ‘I’m a Code Kid.’

			‘It’s made by a company called Invisicell,’ Felix said, studying the security pad. ‘Does that help?’

			‘It will if you can find the model number,’ Clementine replied.

			Felix examined the bottom of the security pad. ‘Model number: IS7454.’

			Clementine closed her eyes and nodded as though Felix was reciting poignant poetry. ‘Try two-five-one-nine-three, star, hash, hash,’ she said assuredly.

			‘Can you repeat that?’ Felix requested, desperately not wanting to disappoint his code-conquering crush.

			‘Of course,’ Clementine replied calmly. ‘Two . . . five . . . one . . . nine . . . three. Star . . . hash . . . hash.’

			‘Got it,’ Felix said. He punched in the code then turned expectantly towards the others.

			BANG!

			Francesca had charged straight into the glass wall again.

			‘Seems we’re still in an invisible cell,’ Ollie said.

			‘You think?!’ Francesca grimaced as she rubbed her head. Though she had experienced more head knocks than anyone, her noggin was miraculously bruise-free.

			‘Time for Plan B?’ Glory asked.

			‘That should have worked,’ Clementine said, pacing.

			‘Wait,’ Felix said, his brow furrowing. ‘Did you say one hash and two stars?’

			‘No,’ Clementine replied. ‘One star, two hash symbols.’

			‘Oops,’ Felix said. ‘Let me try again.’

			This time when he punched in the code, the security system beeped and a message flashed across the screen.

			‘System disarmed,’ Felix announced excitedly.

			Francesca rushed forward. This time there was no ‘bang’ or ‘ow’ because the invisible cell had disappeared. ‘You did it, Felix!’ she exclaimed.

			‘Nice work, you two,’ Ollie said to Felix and Clementine as the kids assembled at the bottom of the staircase.

			Glory was surprised at how liberating it felt to be free of walls she couldn’t see.

			‘Awesome teamwork,’ Clementine said, fist-bumping Felix.

			‘Thanks, Valentine,’ Felix replied before quickly correcting himself. ‘I mean, Clementine!’

			His face went redder than his hair. Clementine’s face went rosy, too, before her features formed a more serious expression. ‘I thought I was going to die inside those invisible walls.’

			This warranted further discussion but time was not their friend.

			‘What can we expect up there?’ Francesca asked.

			‘I didn’t get a chance to look around before Tom Von brought me down here to develop the code,’ Clementine replied. ‘But I’d prepare for the worst.’

			‘Whatever’s up there can’t be more annoying than stairs,’ Ollie exclaimed. ‘Abled baddies design the worst lairs.’ He sighed and began the climb.

			As Glory followed him, her body tensed as she imagined what they might find.

			A lion preparing to maul us? A boa constrictor so enormous it could strangle all five of us at once? Maybe Tom Von will be sitting astride a rhino? Or a hippo? Or a rhino/hippo hybrid: a rhinopotamus? What if there are a dozen rhinopotamuses and the second we reach the top of the stairs, they crush us in a rhinopotamus stampede?

			Even if these predictions were a little fanciful, it was fair to assume Tom Von wouldn’t be throwing them a welcoming party. 

			And what about Ace? What if he’s missing or hurt or worse?

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			When Clementine and the Stunt Kids reached the top of the staircase, there was no rhinopotamus. Or boa constrictor. There wasn’t even a Tom Von. But there was a view. A truly spectacular one.

			In direct contrast to downstairs, which was devoid of natural light, the top storey was all windows, with a glass ceiling. A translucent cube surrounded by towering trees crammed with wildlife. A reverse zoo.

			As the evening sun shone through the glass roof, its light bounced off a humungous TV playing a movie which, unsurprisingly, Glory didn’t recognise.

			‘Hey,’ Felix said, watching the screen intently. ‘This is Colonel Smashgood 9: Prepare to be Smashed Good!’

			‘Definitely the worst film in the franchise,’ Ollie said. (This view was shared by critics who panned the film for its shallow characterisation and atrocious dialogue, including Tom Von’s catchphrase, ‘Is Smash, Is Good’.) Fortunately, there was no sound coming from the speakers fixed to each corner of the giant glass room.

			An unpleasant odour filled the space. Glory recognised it: stress sweat. It emanated from a home gym, which featured every piece of gym equipment imaginable. And some you probably can’t imagine.

			Next to the gym was a collection of props. Glory recognised them from Tom Von’s film posters. Nunchucks. Swords. Shields. Ninja stars. A fairy wand. There were also half a dozen life-size cut-outs of Tom Von as his various movie characters. The only one Glory recognised was Colonel Smashgood. Glory couldn’t imagine being so egotistical that you would choose to be surrounded by giant, cardboard versions of yourself.

			There was a digital countdown clock projected onto the glass above the prop corner. It read: 19 minutes and 34 seconds. Make that 19 minutes and 33 seconds . . . 32 seconds. You get the gist.

			‘No way!’ Felix exclaimed. He wasn’t clock watching. He was staring at an enormous candy bar featuring every lolly ever created. Caramel buds. Sherbies. Musk sticks. Freckles. Milk bottles. Witchety grubs. Sour straps. Marshmallows. Red and green frogs. There was even a Tom Von lolly (it leaves an intensely bitter aftertaste).

			There was a laptop on a timber desk in the middle of the room. ‘Do you think that’s the computer Tom Von will use to unleash the virus?’ Glory asked.

			‘I know it is,’ Clementine replied. ‘It’s the one I created the zombie code on.’ She rushed over to the laptop and began tapping the keyboard with the proficiency of a concert pianist. ‘It has multiple security layers,’ she said, a ball of concentration. ‘But I’m sure I can disable them in time.’

			Suddenly, rock music blasted through the speakers. It was so loud, the glass walls shook.

			‘I know this song,’ Felix said, moving his head to the beat. ‘It’s the Colonel Smashgood theme music.’

			There was another sound. A familiar sound. Sliding glass.

			‘The roof!’ Ollie said. ‘It’s retracting!’

			The glass roof split neatly in two before disappearing into the walls. It let in two things. Much-needed fresh air. And Tom Von, who jumped from a large tree, landing right behind Clementine.

			He looked bigger, older and sweatier in person. He was wearing army fatigues, black boots and a red headband. He was dressed as Colonel Smashgood.

			Tom Von pressed a button on the large remote he was brandishing and the music stopped.

			‘Step away from the keyboard, Tiny,’ Tom Von ordered.

			‘I hate it when you call me Tiny,’ Clementine replied through gritted teeth.

			‘I know you do,’ Tom Von replied. ‘Now back away.’

			Dread filled Clementine’s eyes as she stepped away from the computer.

			Glory didn’t blame her. Tom Von was not so much a man-mountain as a man mountain range. His closely cropped hair framed a face etched with stress lines. Buried among the creases were two green eyes bereft of kindness.

			Glory tried to imagine what Tom Von would have been like as a kid. Surely not this angry. Or this muscley.

			‘Where’s Ace?’ she asked.

			‘Don’t worry, Glory,’ Tom Von said. ‘Ace is exactly where he needs to be.’

			‘What does that mean?’ Glory asked. ‘And how do you know my name?’

			‘The same way I know Ollie, Felix and Francesca’s names,’ Tom Von replied.

			‘Wow,’ Francesca said. ‘You’re even more irritating than your action characters.’

			The others were stunned by Francesca’s bolshie-ness.

			Tom Von smiled. ‘I’m going to take extra pleasure in feeding you to Barbara.’

			‘Ah,’ Ollie muttered. ‘Who’s Barbara?’

			‘My giant squid,’ Tom Von said. ‘Gorgeous creature. Very sensitive. Think it’s because of her three hearts.’

			‘You’re doing all this because StuntMaster is more popular than the Colonel Smashgood game?’ Glory asked.

			‘Of course not!’ Tom Von replied in disbelief. ‘I hate the Colonel Smashgood game. They made my character look old. But even if they successfully captured my rugged good looks, I still would have hated it. I hate all video games. They stop kids from seeing my movies. Do you know the first eight Colonel Smashgood films broke box office records? But thanks to StuntMaster, Colonel Smashgood 9 was a flop and the studio cancelled the franchise.’

			‘Wait, wait, wait,’ Francesca said. ‘You’re saying that because kids are looking at a screen featuring StuntMaster instead of a screen showing your movies, you want to turn them all into mindless zombies?’

			‘Yes,’ Tom Von replied. ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying.’

			‘Colonel Smashgood 9 was a flop because it’s a terrible film,’ Ollie said. ‘There’s absolutely nothing original about it.’

			‘What about the reveal that I have an evil twin?’ Tom Von asked sincerely.

			The kids rolled their eyes, except Glory who knew nothing of the ‘evil twin’ cliché.

			‘What would you annoying kids know about movies anyway?’ Tom Von snarled.

			‘Yeah,’ Ollie replied sarcastically. ‘We’re just your target audience.’

			‘I don’t have to explain myself to you.’ Tom Von walked towards the laptop. ‘The time is nigh to zombify.’

			‘What’s the hurry?’ Francesca glanced at the countdown clock. ‘There are still 15 minutes and 27 seconds till the deadline.’

			‘I’m too excited to wait.’ Tom Von rolled a wireless mouse on a mousepad featuring a photo of himself as Colonel Smashgood. ‘Isn’t it incredible?’ he enthused. ‘Thanks to Clementine, I’m about to stop 100 million snotty kids ever having another thought.’

			His brow furrowed as he studied the screen. ‘I just have to find my way to the virus launch page.’

			As Tom Von used the painstaking search-and-peck typing technique, Clementine whispered to Glory, ‘Tom Von can’t trigger the virus without the mouse. Do you think you can get it off him?’

			‘I don’t see a mouse,’ Glory whispered.

			It took Clementine several seconds to realise Glory was serious. ‘The roly-poly thing in Tom Von’s hand.’

			‘That looks nothing like a mouse,’ Glory whispered. ‘It doesn’t even have whiskers.’

			‘You’re right,’ Clementine whispered back. ‘But now’s probably not the time to discuss it. Do you think you can snatch it?’

			‘I can try,’ Glory replied.

			As Tom Von searched for the letter ‘s’ on his keyboard, Glory stealthily crept up behind him and kicked the mouse out of his enormous hand.

			‘Oi!’ Tom Von grunted.

			The mouse dropped to the white marble floor and Glory swiftly tapped it towards Clementine, who grasped it in her small, nimble hands.

			Angry blue veins bulged from Tom Von’s neck. ‘Hand it over, Tiny,’ he demanded, his face reddening with rage. ‘Or you’ll be Barbara’s entrée.’

			‘Have to catch me first,’ Clementine said, running towards the staircase. She was almost at the top step when Tom Von pushed another button on his mega remote.

			WHOOSH!

			A wall of glass slammed down from the ceiling and blocked access to the stairs.

			‘Tiny,’ Tom Von said as he marched towards Clementine, ‘I’m going to ask you one last time using all my manners. Please give me back my mouse.’

			‘Or you could throw it to me!’ Ollie ran up the glass wall, parkour-style, then grasped the lowest branch of the closest tree.

			‘I’m a coder,’ Clementine called up to Ollie as Tom Von bore down on her. ‘Throwing’s not my thing.’

			‘Then slide it to me.’ Glory had positioned herself against the wall furthest from the staircase.

			Sliding was very much in Clementine’s skillset. She’d been sliding a mouse over a mousepad since before she could talk. As Tom Von launched himself at Clementine, she ducked beneath his giant outstretched arms and slid the mouse to Glory. Glory picked it up and, in one clean motion, threw it to Ollie in the tree.

			‘Perfect throw, G-Kapee,’ Ollie called, catching the mouse. Then he grinned at Tom Von. ‘Come and get it, big man!’

			‘I was hoping to deal with you lot on my own,’ Tom Von sneered. ‘But you kids have more pluck than I predicted.’

			‘We’re not kids,’ Felix said, standing as tall as his small stature would allow. ‘We’re Stunt Kids.’

			‘Good for you,’ Tom Von said. ‘But I’m on a tight deadline. Standby.’ He pressed a black button on his remote. The glass walls shook as a new song blasted from the speakers.

			‘This is the closing music from the Colonel Smashgood movies,’ Felix said.

			‘You’d be a good trivia partner, Felix,’ Tom Von said. ‘If you weren’t about to become squid bait.’

			The Stunt Kids heard them before they saw them. Two beefy men and a woman musclier than both of them grunted loudly as they swung from tree to tree towards the lair.

			‘Ah,’ Ollie muttered nervously. ‘Who are they?’

			‘My stunt doubles,’ Tom Von replied. ‘In between films, they do odd jobs around the lair. Cooking. Cleaning. Security. Comes in very handy at times like this.’

			Glory gulped. So did the others. Fair to say it was a very gulp-worthy moment.

			As the stunt doubles drew closer, it became evident the men were identical twins who had gone to great lengths to distinguish themselves from one another. One was clean-shaven with short, neat, mousy brown hair. He wore a sharp suit with a crisp white shirt, somewhat overdressed for island life.

			The other twin had long, curly hair, a straggly beard and silver hoop earrings. (‘Suburban pirate’ is how I’d describe his style.) ‘Goran!’ Tom Von called out to him. (Seems his name was Goran.) ‘Take out the mohawked one.’ He gestured, unnecessarily, to Ollie, before turning his attention to the neat twin. ‘Ivan, you shut down the little redhead.’ He pointed to Felix. ‘Jean, finish off the girl with the weird haircut.’ He pointed to Francesca.

			‘Your toxic river gave me this stupid hairstyle,’ Francesca said. ‘I’m gonna make you pay for that.’

			‘No, you won’t,’ Tom Von replied before turning his attention to his stunt doubles. ‘And . . . action!’

			Goran landed on Ollie’s branch then vigorously jumped up and down, trying, in vain, to shake him off.

			Ollie bounced on the branch as though it were a trampoline. ‘This is fun, pirate man!’ he said. ‘Should we double-bounce each other?’ Goran grunted angrily then launched himself at Ollie. Ollie jumped up to the next branch then poked his tongue out.

			While Goran chased Ollie up the tree, Ivan completed two breathtaking flips before landing in front of Felix on the marble floor.

			Jean, the musclebound Stunt Queen (social media handle: JeanyBeanyStuntQueenie), flipped, turned and twisted before landing on the branch where Francesca had taken up residence.

			As Ollie, Felix and Francesca ducked, weaved and flipped to avoid their oversized opponents, Tom Von glared at Glory and Clementine. ‘I’m going to make sure neither of you backchat me or anyone else again.’ He focused his angry gaze on Clementine. ‘You created a keyboard shortcut for the virus in case the mouse didn’t work. What is it?’

			The young coder clasped her hands together to stop them trembling. ‘I forget.’

			‘You have a photographic memory, Tiny,’ Tom Von said. ‘You don’t forget anything.’

			‘Luckily, I remember how to disable the virus.’ Clementine raced towards the laptop and had one hand on the keyboard when Tom Von executed a swift shin kick, dropping the white-haired ingénue to the hard marble floor.

			‘Clementine!’ Glory cried. ‘Are you alright?’

			‘My favourite ice-cream flavour is perfume,’ Clementine replied groggily.

			Tom Von turned his attention to Glory. ‘I hope your favourite flavour is pain. Because you’re about to get a big scoop of it.’

			‘Is that dialogue from your last film?’ Glory replied. ‘If so, I’m not surprised it bombed.’

			‘You are out of your depth, little girl.’ Tom Von stomped towards Glory, muscles and eyes bulging.

			‘You were a kid once,’ Glory said, attempting to buy much-needed time. ‘What happened to make you so nasty?’

			This stopped Tom Von in his tracks. ‘People always want to know how I got so buff. Or how much money I make. Or my skincare regime. No one’s ever asked what made me who I am.’

			‘I’d love to know,’ Glory said. It was true that she was intrigued by Tom Von’s early life. But she was more interested in running down the zombie clock.

			‘I had a toxic relationship with my father,’ Tom Von said. ‘He was a magnificent glassblower but a cold and unavailable parent.’

			‘You’ve clearly inherited his love of glass,’ Glory said, attempting to buy time. ‘This place has the most incredible walls I’ve ever seen.’

			‘Thanks for noticing,’ Tom Von said. ‘Your feedback is important to me. Anyway, back to my father . . .’

			As Tom Von continued to share his origin story with Glory, the other Stunt Kids continued their one-on-one battles. Ollie clung to the wireless mouse like the planet depended on it (which it did) as he ducked and weaved to avoid Goran’s dizzying combination of karate, aikido and jiu-jitsu. As skilled as Ollie was, there was only so long he could repel this multidisciplined martial artist. Eventually, Goran seized hold of Ollie’s right arm, which led to Ollie’s right hand, which led to the mouse.

			‘Francesca,’ Ollie yelled. ‘Catch!’ With a quick flick of the wrist, Ollie threw the mouse through dozens of branches and into the left palm of Francesca, who was several trees away. She pocketed the mouse while using a thick branch to fend off Jean, who had procured a sword from Tom Von’s movie prop collection and was trying to dice, splice and slice her young foe. Jean was a gifted swordswoman. But so was Francesca. She ducked, dipped and twisted, evading Jean’s sword and sneaking in several blows of her own with her makeshift, branchy blade. But the sword is mightier than the stick, and it wasn’t long before a powerful blow from Jean snapped Francesca’s branch in half. Tasting victory, the stuntwoman thrust her blade towards Francesca’s chest. Francesca seemed destined to become heartless until she executed a stunning backflip, narrowly avoiding the pointy end of Jean’s sword and landing on the branch below.

			But it wasn’t all good news. The wireless mouse dropped out of her pocket. Jean was about to clasp it when Francesca kicked the mouse towards Felix, who was being stalked by Ivan on the marble floor below.

			Felix, always at his best at ground level, tumbled away from Ivan and performed a stunning cartwheel, catching the mouse between his feet. Then he resumed tumbling. Ivan sighed and raced after him.

			Ivan was full of beans, literally (he’d consumed two cans of baked beans before he received Tom Von’s call to arms) and figuratively (he was bursting with energy). By contrast, Felix was tiring. It had been an enormous day of tumbling, running away from deadly (not deadly) butterflies and falling down waterfalls.

			Sensing his weariness, Glory took small, backwards steps towards the lolly banquet, maintaining eye contact with Tom Von, who was becoming misty-eyed as he talked about being overlooked for the lead role in the Year 10 play. Glory slowly reached behind her back, dipped her hand into a jar full of lolly frogs and calmly retrieved . . . a green frog.

			Fail!

			She discarded the green frog and tried again. This time she pulled out . . . another green frog.

			Fail again!

			Tom Von began monologuing about his high school social, blissfully unaware of Glory’s (un)lucky dip. She plunged her hand into the lolly jar once more.

			Glory desperately needed a change of fortune but couldn’t risk taking her eyes off Tom Von to look at the jar. So she called on higher powers. 

			Hai, if you can read my thoughts from wherever you are, please use your special connection to frogs to make the frog gods shine favourably on me.

			This time Glory pulled out – a red frog.

			Ribbit! Thanks, Hai!

			Ivan was about to grab Felix’s freckly foot when Glory whispered, ‘Felix, open wide.’

			Felix opened his mouth without hesitation, and Glory hurled the red frog straight in. Felix swallowed it whole then licked his lips.

			‘Mmm,’ Felix exclaimed. ‘Red-dy goodness.’

			(You may recall Ollie telling Glory that Felix should never have anything with red colouring. You’re about to find out why.)

			Within seconds, Felix was tumbling at double speed. Then triple speed. Then quadruple speed. He was mumbling at quadruple speed, too. It sounded like he was speaking a dozen languages simultaneously as he raced around the room like a puppy doing zoomies. Ivan had no hope of keeping up.

			But a sugar rush often ends in a sugar crash. After 11 high-speed circuits of the glass room, Felix slowed to average speed. Then half speed. Then quarter speed. Ivan seized on Felix’s sluggishness, shepherding him into the props corner. He grabbed two shields from Colonel Smashgood 7: Bangers and Smash and banged them together. Unfortunately for Felix, his head was between them.

			‘That felt hurty.’ As Felix slumped to the floor, the mouse dropped from his hand. Ivan snatched it. ‘Hey, boss, quick hands!’

			He threw the mouse to Tom Von, who snapped out of his monologue in time to catch it.

			‘Excellent work, Ivan,’ Tom said before turning back to Glory. ‘So, what was your favourite part of my story?’

			‘Ah . . .’ As intrigued as Glory had been by what made Tom Von so evil, she had been too worried about her fellow Stunt Kids to listen to a single word of his sorry tale.

			‘I liked the bit about Halloween,’ she guessed, hoping to buy more time.

			‘You liked that my dad made me dress as a pumpkin?!’ Tom Von fumed.

			‘Ah . . .’ Glory stammered. ‘I think I misheard that bit. Could you tell the story again?’

			‘Absolutely not,’ Tom Von said. ‘It was emotionally draining. Besides,’ he glanced up at the clock, ‘the time has come to unleash Zovirus.’

			‘What’s Zovirus?’ Glory asked.

			‘A portmanteau of Zombie virus,’ Tom Von replied.

			‘What’s a portmanteau?’ Ivan asked.

			‘A combination of two words,’ Tom Von replied, exasperated.

			‘Can you spell it?’ Glory asked, still trying to draw things out.

			‘Of course I can,’ Tom Von said. ‘P-o-r-t– wait, you’re trying to distract me again. Well, I’m not falling for any more of your tricks because it’s Zombie O’clock.’

			He held the mouse tightly in his giant hand, turned on his heel and strutted towards the laptop. There was no time to think. Glory had to rely on intuition and impulse. She took six quick steps and did something she never thought she’d be able to do. Not in a million years. She launched into a round-off back handspring, followed by two back somersaults, sticking a perfect landing between the man-mountain and the computer.

			‘You’ll have to defeat me first,’ Glory said, surprising everyone. Including herself.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Glory glanced at the countdown clock.

			Twelve minutes, 31 seconds.

			Felix was rolling around the room, groaning and grumbling, a combination of being sandwiched between two shields and the sugar crash.

			Francesca’s battle with Jean became less one-sided when she got hold of Tom Von’s prop sword from Colonel Smashgood 3: Smash Talk. The ensuing battle would have warmed the hearts of passionate sword fighters the world over (are there many of those?).

			Ollie maintained a broad grin as he jumped, ducked and dodged Goran’s quick kicks, but his movement was becoming less fluid as his legs grew heavy.

			Clementine remained dazed and confused on the cold, marble floor. ‘Turkey’s not a vegetable,’ she muttered.

			It was up to Glory to stop Tom Von from unleashing the virus. The bizarreness of this predicament wasn’t lost on her. Three weeks ago, she wasn’t allowed to leave the house without wearing safety pads, a fluorescent vest and a helmet. Now, here she was, a girl who hated combat, about to fight the planet’s biggest action star to save the children of the world.

			There was no time to mull over the preposterousness of these circumstances. She had to stop Tom Von any way she could. She leapt high and executed a stunning spin kick, striking Tom Von in the chest. He barely flinched, except to laugh. He laughed so hard tears sprang to his soulless green eyes.

			‘Stunt Kid,’ Tom Von scoffed. ‘More like runt kid.’

			Rage caught in Glory’s throat. Her mum had taught her that hate was a strong word and it was better to say you intensely disliked someone. Well, Glory intensely disliked Tom Von. But there was no denying his physical strength.

			He picked Glory up as though she were no heavier than a sack of baby potatoes and threw her towards his smelly home gym.

			THUD! Glory crashed into Tom Von’s punching bag and dropped to the floor.

			‘You’re even more pathetic than you look,’ Tom Von scoffed as he ambled back to the computer.

			His disdain made Glory burn with fury. She raced towards him at full tilt, running, flipping, then spearing her legs towards him like an angry screwdriver.

			Tom Von swatted her away like she was a pesky mosquito, sending Glory sprawling into a clothes rack in the props corner. A jester’s hat fell off the rack and onto Glory’s head.

			Tom Von laughed so hard he almost fell over. ‘That is too perfect. Anyway, let’s get this virus cooking.’

			Tom Von was so confident he had defeated Glory that he turned his back to her and used the mouse to navigate to the virus launch page.

			Badly winded, Glory sucked in several deep breaths. She was low on confidence, energy and ideas.

			What made me think I could defeat this beast of a man in combat?

			A strange image popped into Glory’s head. It was Felix. But he wasn’t smiling his famous smile, he looked wounded. It was the same facial expression he’d had after spread-eagling a branch while tree running. The image gave Glory an idea. But to execute it, she would need to do something she had tried and failed at 31 times.

			As Tom Von prepared to cause untold damage with his zombie virus, Glory grabbed a mallet from the prop corner and ran straight towards the man-mountain. She was about to crash into him when she dropped to the floor, extending her legs to the left and right of her torso, creating an upside-down Capital T with her body. It was her first ever straddle splits and it positioned Glory directly below Tom Von’s enormous frame. She thrust the mallet upwards, striking Tom Von between his legs. Hard.

			He winced then crumpled like a fallen statue. Glory rolled out of the way, narrowly avoiding him as he crashed onto the marble floor. The mouse fell out of his hand. Glory swooped on it.

			Mimicking Ollie’s earlier stunt, she ran up the glass wall as though it had invisible footholds and grasped the lowest tree branch. Above her, Ollie and Goran remained engaged in battle. Francesca and Jean were thrashing it out in the neighbouring tree.

			Glory was about to leap onto the next highest branch when Felix screamed from below, ‘Glory, duck!’

			The noun or the verb? Glory wondered. Can’t imagine there are too many quacking ducks around here. Let’s go with the verb.

			Glory bobbed down and was very glad she did when something small, hard and fast whistled above her head. She looked down and was horrified to see Tom Von brandishing an enormous gun, a prop she recognised from the Colonel Smashgood 4: Smashapalooza poster downstairs.

			‘Don’t worry, they’re only rubber bullets,’ Tom Von said. ‘But they can still inflict irreparable damage.’

			Glory had never had a weapon pointed at her. She hated the feeling.

			‘I’ll put the gun down,’ Tom Von shouted, ‘if you give me back my mouse.’

			‘Nah,’ Glory replied. ‘I won’t be doing that.’

			Tom Von’s face turned magenta before he fired a barrage of rubber bullets. Years of pretending to be a soldier had made him an A-grade marksman. But although his aim was true, Glory’s heart was truer. She climbed the enormous tree like a lemur possessed.

			The rubber bullets split branches and mulched leaves. One almost pierced Glory’s ear. But she made it to the tallest branch of the tallest tree, body intact, mouse in hand.

			The view from the top of the majestic tree was more beautiful than any author could describe. But Glory had no time to enjoy it. She raced across the branch as one, two, three rubber bullets whizzed past her. Unfortunately, the fourth bullet didn’t whiz past. It thumped into Glory’s left calf muscle. A pain shot up her leg that was so intense, she lost her footing.

			Glory felt like she was moving in slow motion as she fell, crashing from branch to branch. Through a haze of pain and fear, she heard shouts of concern from the other Stunt Kids. And laughter from Tom Von. A voice inside Glory’s head whispered to her.

			I tried my best and I failed. Goodbye, strange world.

			A louder, bolder voice inside Glory’s mind intervened.

			You are Glory Flowers. You are powerful. You are worthy. You are loved.

			The voice sounded like Flame. And Rocket. And Hai. And the other Stunt Kids, all rolled into one.

			Glory pulled her knees to her chest so she was tumbling, not freefalling. This offered increased protection from protruding branches but accelerated her propulsion. Just as she looked certain to leave a Glory-sized hole in the hard marble floor, she executed a front flip with a twist and landed on Tom Von’s back.

			As you know, the bigger they are, the harder they fall. Tom Von hit the floor so hard, it put a crack in the marble and rendered him dazed and confused.

			‘I’m a fluffy carpet,’ he muttered.

			‘No, I’m the fluffy carpet,’ Clementine replied.

			As the others continued their battles with the stunt doubles, Glory pressed her knees into Tom Von’s back and scanned the room, looking for inspiration. She spied a skipping rope in the props corner (from Tom Von’s brief foray into costume drama, Skip to My Loo). The rope was well beyond Glory’s reach. She’d have to lift her knees off Tom’s back and make a mad dash over to it, hoping Tom Von didn’t get to his feet in the interim. An unlikely proposition. She was paralysed by indecision when a familiar face appeared in the lair. The familiar face was Ace. He seemed unharmed. Bizarrely, he was holding a medium-sized wicker basket.

			‘Ace!’ Glory said, her knees still digging into Tom Von’s back. ‘You’re alright!’

			Ace nodded as he walked.

			‘Perfect timing,’ Glory said. ‘Can you pass me that skipping rope?’ She gestured to the props corner.

			Ace stared at Glory, his eyes cold and distant.

			‘Oh no,’ Glory exclaimed, ‘you’ve been zombified!’

			‘No.’ Ace strode, straight-backed, towards Glory. ‘My mind’s never been clearer.’

			‘That’s great news! Hey, don’t forget the skipping rope.’

			Ace continued walking towards her, basket in hand.

			Glory was becoming increasingly concerned by her friend’s behaviour.

			‘Ace,’ she said. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘You know my passion has always been acting, not stunting,’ Ace said.

			He continued striding towards Glory.

			‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ Glory stole another glance at the countdown clock.

			Seven minutes, 28 seconds.

			‘Tom Von’s my hero,’ Ace said. ‘He’s the biggest action star on the planet.’

			‘I love squids!’ Tom Von muttered from underneath Glory’s knees.

			Ace ignored him. ‘Breaking into acting is not about talent,’ he said. ‘It’s about opportunity. So when KJ told us Tom Von had the technology to pick up any internet-enabled device on the island, I seized my moment.’

			Glory’s face fell. ‘You didn’t leave your smartwatch at Stunt Camp.’

			‘Of course not,’ Ace said. ‘I hid it in my topknot.’

			Glory’s mind went into overdrive. ‘That’s how the drones found us,’ she said.

			Ace nodded. ‘I used my smartwatch to give Tom Von our location. In return, he promised me an acting role in his next film.’

			‘You didn’t get shut out of the cave,’ Glory said. ‘You were waiting for the golden eagle.’

			‘Being picked up by Piper and carried across the island was terrifying,’ Ace said. ‘But it was all worth it when Tom Von told me I’d be playing his son in his new movie, BodyBuilder, BodyBreaker.’

			‘Baaaaa,’ Tom Von bleated.

			‘So you’re prepared to sacrifice your friends and millions of other kids,’ Glory said, ‘all for a part in a movie?’

			‘What can I say,’ Ace replied. ‘Showbiz is ruthless.’

			Glory was baffled by Ace’s selfishness. And stupidity. ‘Tom Von won’t be making another film. He kidnapped Clementine. He created a zombie virus. He’s going to jail for a very long time.’

			‘Oh, Glory,’ Ace said patronisingly. ‘You have no idea how the real world works.’

			‘Better explain it to me then,’ Glory said, seething.

			‘Once Tom Von’s virus is unleashed everyone will realise he’s more powerful than all of his characters combined. The world loves powerful people. Tom Von’s star will shine even brighter.’

			‘Twinkle, twinkle,’ Tom Von muttered.

			‘Ace,’ Glory pleaded. ‘You’re a good person. I know you are. Don’t sink to Tom Von’s level. Not only is he evil, I could tell from watching five seconds of one of his movies that he’s a terrible actor.’

			This critique unleashed something in Tom Von.

			‘How dare you,’ he growled. Fuelled by the sting of negative feedback, he pulled his right arm from underneath Glory’s knee and plucked the mouse from her hand.

			Glory quickly trapped Tom’s arm back under her knee but not before he threw the mouse to Ace. ‘Release the virus,’ he ordered his disciple.

			Ace nodded dutifully and walked towards the laptop.

			Glory was furious at herself for letting go of the mouse.

			‘Don’t do it, Ace,’ she said. ‘Think about all those kids losing the ability to think, to imagine, to dream.’

			‘Serves them right for being addicted to a stupid computer game,’ Ace replied.

			‘It’s not a stupid game!’ Ollie called down from the trees, narrowly avoiding a karate chop to the neck from Goran. ‘StuntMaster has been proven to improve memory, problem-solving and reasoning skills.’

			Ace ignored Ollie and strode towards the computer. Glory snuck another look at the countdown clock.

			Five minutes, 3 seconds.

			Glory allowed herself 5.29 seconds to visualise her plan. Then she jumped off Tom Von and did the perfect gainer, landing in between Ace and the laptop.

			Tom Von tried to stand but he couldn’t move. Because two new knees were wedged into his back. They belonged to Clementine, who had snapped out of her daze, retrieved the skipping rope and was now using it to tie her captor’s feet to his hands. ‘I’ve been dreaming about this for 93 hours and 42 minutes,’ she said.

			Glory maintained her position between Ace and the computer. ‘You’re a good person, Ace,’ she said. ‘I know you don’t want to do this.’

			‘Get out of my way, Bubble Girl,’ Ace replied.

			This only increased Glory’s resolve. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

			Ace let out an exaggerated sigh. ‘I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this.’

			He reached down and opened the wicker basket.

			People often wonder what fear smells and sounds like. To Glory, it smelt like chicken and sounded like bekerk.

			In the last three weeks, Glory had conquered a bucketful of fears. But the one she hadn’t conquered, because she hadn’t adequately acknowledged it, was her greatest fear of all, her fear of chickens, which, of course, dated back to The Accident.

			As the chicken pecked and bekerked at her feet, her heart was beating so fast it felt like it might thump out of her chest. She breathed in for four. Held it for four. And exhaled for four. But she didn’t have time to rinse and repeat. The zombie clock was racing towards zero.

			Bekerk!

			You know how certain sounds transport you back in time? Every bekerk was doing that for Glory, picking her up and plonking her right back into the worst moment of her life. The glass walls seemed like they were closing in. The air felt so thick she was struggling to breathe.

			While Glory was frozen in fear, Ace flipped over her, landing in front of the computer. He quickly navigated to the virus launch page and was one click away from unleashing the virus when Glory looked the chicken in its beady eyes. ‘I’m sorry, but I have to do this.’

			Before the chicken had time to respond, Glory picked her up and plonked her right on Ace’s head. The chicken’s eyes bulged with shock before . . . SPLAT. She pooed in Ace’s perfect hair.

			Ace was so horrified he dropped the mouse. As it tumbled towards the marble floor, Glory stretched out her right leg and kicked hard and high. Tom Von and Ace watched in horror as the mouse sailed over the glass wall. Before Ace could express his anger, Glory executed a rapid leg sweep, dropping him to the floor.

			‘Here, Glory.’ Clementine slid a pair of nunchucks (which Tom Von had stolen from the set of his first film, Stingy Ninja) across the floor. Using knot-tying skills she’d learnt from a nautical documentary, Glory bound Ace’s hands and feet together.

			‘Don’t suppose you have another set of those?’ Ollie asked from above. After the battle of his life, he had managed to pin Goran to a large branch.

			‘Try this!’ Clementine slid a battle rope to Glory who threw it to Ollie, who used it to tie Goran to the branch.

			‘What have you got for me, Clementine?’ Francesca yelled from the neighbouring tree. Remarkably, she’d won her battle with Jean and had managed to wrap the muscular stunt woman in an incapacitating bear hug.

			Clementine and Glory repeated their slide and throw routine, this time with a surfboard leash from Tom Von’s diabolical surf movie, Point Beefcake.

			Francesca used the leash to tie Jean’s tree-trunk legs to the actual tree trunk.

			Felix was not having as much success with Ivan, who had hoisted the diminutive redhead high above his head and was spinning him like a ceiling fan. As Felix rotated, he noticed something that belied the neat twin’s otherwise immaculate presentation. Ivan’s ears were full of wiry black hairs. Felix was about to pass out from motion sickness when he reached out, grabbed a handful of ear hairs in each hand and yanked as hard as he could.

			‘Eeeeeeeeeeeeeooowww!’ Ivan’s deep voice gave way to a high-pitched squeal. He collapsed to the ground, writhing in pain.

			Felix’s hands were full of bristly, black ear hairs. ‘Ew!’ He threw them at Ivan. It had little effect on the situation.

			‘Felix, catch!’ Clementine slid a prop whip to Felix, which he used to bind Ivan’s hands and legs together.

			‘I don’t even like stunting,’ Ivan whimpered. ‘I wanted to be a florist. But I have a severe pollen allergy. It’s a tragedy.’

			Glory glanced up at the countdown clock. There were only 8 seconds to go.

			7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.

			WHOOP. WHOOP. WHOOP.

			The countdown alarm sent the birds above scurrying into the sky. A genuine tragedy had been averted.

			‘A good whoop whoop!’ Ollie exclaimed.

			An upbeat pop song burst from the speakers.

			‘Nice touch, Clementine!’ Francesca remarked as she and Ollie descended from the trees.

			‘It’s what we coders call an Easter egg,’ Clementine muttered as she returned to her feet.

			Francesca stared at Ace, his hands and feet bound together, his eyes staring solemnly at the darkening sky.

			‘Ace,’ she exclaimed. ‘How could you betray us like that?’

			‘We’ve been friends for five years,’ Ollie added.

			‘I thought we were a team,’ said Felix.

			‘You let down four people who would do anything for you,’ Glory said. ‘All for a man who cares about nothing but himself.’

			Ace stared at the floor and didn’t say a word. Glory couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. His quest for fame had been so all-consuming, it had led to a horrendous error of judgement.

			Glory’s ruminations were interrupted by the sound of whirring above. She looked up to see two aircraft approaching, a large police helicopter and a small black plane piloted by a woman munching on a white chocolate and raspberry muffin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Glory looked out the plane’s circular windows. Five police officers were guiding Tom Von, Ace and the stunt doubles into the back of the police helicopter.

			Clementine was up the front of the chopper, chatting furiously to the pilot, undoubtedly bombarding her with questions about the helicopter’s computer navigation system.

			Clementine looked up at Glory. They smiled and waved at each other. Then Clementine blew a kiss. Glory was surprised by this affectionate gesture until she realised the kiss wasn’t directed at her. It was aimed at the person sitting behind her . . . Felix.

			‘Sassy Red’: that’s what paint companies call the colour Felix’s cheeks turned. Then he smiled so brightly it lit up the darkening sky.

			Ace looked up at Glory and they exchanged a long, solemn gaze before he stepped into the chopper.

			‘What will happen to Ace?’ Glory asked KJ, who was pure concentration, wary of another muffin-related flying incident.

			‘The police will determine what role he played in Tom Von’s master plan,’ KJ said. ‘Even if they let him go, he can’t be a Stunt Kid. It’ll be the four of you from now on.’

			Although Glory, Ollie, Francesca and Felix were gutted by Ace’s betrayal and his premature departure, they felt deeply indebted to each other. In a short time, the foursome had formed an industrial-strength bond.

			‘So,’ KJ continued. ‘Tell me what happened down there. I want to know every little detail.’

			The Stunt Kids took turns telling KJ truthful tales about giant squids, creepy-crawly centipedes, banana-spitting toucans, hummingbird-drones and, of course, their victorious battle against Tom Von and his stunt doubles.

			Ollie, who had removed Bernie, used his impersonation skills to imitate Tom Von, Ivan, Goran and Jean. He also did a convincing Clementine impression.

			KJ listened attentively before announcing, ‘I’m very proud of the four of you. So are some other people I know.’

			The glass screen descended between the cockpit and the cabin and Rocket and Flame’s beaming faces appeared on it. Glory’s heart soared at the sight of her magnificent mentors.

			‘Booyah!’ Flame exclaimed. ‘We are so immensely proud of the four of you for blitzing your first mission.’

			‘A mission five adult search and rescue teams failed,’ Rocket added.

			‘Five!’ Ollie exclaimed. ‘KJ, you didn’t tell us five adult teams failed!’

			‘I said several adult teams didn’t complete the mission,’ KJ replied calmly. ‘Several can mean five.’

			‘The point is,’ Rocket said, ‘the four of you are better than five elite adult teams.’

			‘Stunt Kid Power!’ Flame exclaimed.

			‘How did Stunt Camp go today?’ Francesca asked.

			‘Without a hitch,’ Flame replied.

			‘Or a stitch!’ Rocket added.

			‘Most of the kids moved on quickly from their disappointment at not being chosen for KJ’s “movie”.’ Flame did air quotes with her fingers.

			‘And there was another special announcement,’ Rocket said. ‘We’ll let the stuntie involved tell you about that.’

			Rocket and Flame cartwheeled offscreen and were replaced by a smiling girl in a karate uniform.

			There was an excited chorus of ‘Hai’ and ‘Hi!’ before the special guest shared her news.

			‘So, guys, you’re not going to believe this,’ Hai said. ‘But the director of the Ichika Kikuchi movies watched our last day of Stunt Camp. Then she asked if I’d like to be Aya Marato’s stunt double in the next film.’

			‘No way!’ Francesca exclaimed, thrilled for Hai.

			‘That is epic!’ Felix said.

			‘Beyond epic!’ Ollie said. ‘That is epical!’

			‘I’m so thrilled for you,’ Glory said. ‘Are you going to do it?’

			‘You betcha!’ Hai said. ‘Mum’s coming on set with me. I think she’s even more pumped than I am.’

			Hai’s smile filled the screen.

			‘That is the best news ever.’ Glory attempted to jump up and down in excitement, forgetting she had a seatbelt on.

			‘Thanks, Glory,’ Hai said. ‘And thanks all of you for saving the world!’

			‘It was nothing,’ Ollie said.

			‘It was something!’ Hai replied.

			Rocket and Flame joined Hai on the screen.

			‘We’d better fly,’ Rocket said.

			‘We need to make sure all the stunties get a good night’s sleep before their parents pick them up in the morning,’ Flame added.

			‘But we’ll speak to you again sooner than soon,’ Rocket said.

			‘Bye, Stunt Kids!’ Hai exclaimed.

			‘Bye, Hai!’ the Stunt Kids replied as one.

			They were about to sign off when Hai said, ‘Glory, don’t forget to solve . . .’ her voice softened to a whisper, ‘the mystery of the killer jellyfish.’

			The others stared quizzically at Glory who struggled to hide a smile.

			Rocket, Flame and Hai waved emphatically before vanishing from the screen.

			Glory already missed them.

			The glass screen retracted into the plane ceiling.

			‘A quick update on your parents,’ KJ called back to them. ‘They’re happy and healthy and blissfully unaware of what their incredible children have achieved.’

			The Stunt Kids exchanged cheeky smiles.

			‘My parents will be happy to know I’ve kept things Sensible, Totally Undangerous and Never Thrilling,’ Glory said with a grin.

			The others exploded into laughter.

			‘My dad would be very happy about how little screen time I’ve had,’ Ollie said.

			‘I wish I could tell my mums about our adventures,’ Francesca said. ‘They’d be pumped.’

			‘My dad would be excited to know I’ve smashed my record for the most tumbles in 24 hours,’ Felix said.

			‘One hundred and eighty-nine,’ KJ said.

			‘How do you know that?’ Felix asked.

			‘I know everything,’ KJ said.

			‘Oh yeah?’ Felix said doubtfully. ‘How many insects can a bat eat in an hour?’

			‘One thousand and twenty-three,’ KJ replied.

			Felix looked to the others, amazed. ‘She really does know everything.’

			‘You should also know,’ KJ said, ‘that the company who created StuntMaster are in the process of making it hack-proof. They’ve also removed some of the game’s more addictive components.’

			‘I am soooo happy to hear that,’ Ollie said, even though he hadn’t looked at his phone since they’d boarded the plane.

			‘Me, too,’ KJ said. ‘I’ve wasted far too many hours on that game.’

			‘You play StuntMaster?!’ Ollie’s face was a mixture of surprise and excitement.

			‘Absolutely,’ KJ said. ‘I’m a huge gamer. And as much as I’d like to blame the game companies for the times when I play for too long, I need to take responsibility, too.’

			‘Ditto,’ Ollie said. ‘Hey, KJ, can we game together one day?’

			‘I can’t wait to kick your butt in any world you choose,’ KJ replied.

			‘Game on!’ Ollie exclaimed.

			As Felix and Francesca attempted to wrap their heads around KJ’s love of gaming, Glory politely enquired, ‘KJ, can I ask you a question?’

			‘Of course,’ KJ replied equally politely. ‘Ask away.’

			‘What does KJ stand for?’

			The others leant forward, equally eager to hear the answer.

			‘Killer Jellyfish,’ KJ replied.

			Glory’s mouth opened so wide she looked like one of those swivelling ceramic clowns from the carnival game. Do you know the ones? You pop balls between their creepy lips to try and win prizes you would never buy yourself.

			‘Really?!’ Glory asked.

			‘Of course not,’ KJ replied. ‘It stands for Kara Joanne.’

			‘That’s a lovely name,’ Glory said.

			‘I’m happy with it,’ KJ said. ‘Now, enough name-dropping, it’s time to talk about your next mission.’

			The Stunt Kids became four swivelling ceramic clowns.

			‘We’re going on another mission already?’ Ollie asked, massaging his right leg.

			‘Evil doesn’t go on holiday,’ KJ replied.

			‘But imagine where it would go if it did!’ Ollie exclaimed.

			‘Maths Camp!’ Felix said.

			‘Hey, I love maths,’ Glory said.

			‘Of course you do,’ Ollie replied with a smile.

			‘Are we going home first?’ Francesca asked.

			‘Nope,’ KJ replied.

			‘Back to Stunt Camp?’ Felix asked.

			‘Nope,’ KJ repeated.

			‘But my parents are coming to pick me up tomorrow morning,’ Glory said, glancing through the clouds at the world below.

			‘No, they’re not,’ KJ replied. ‘Flame and Rocket told them you were so good at being Sensible, Totally Undangerous and Never Thrilling they designed an extended holiday program for you. Strangely enough, your mum and dad were more than happy to stay an extra week in the world’s most boring town.’

			Glory was deeply relieved.

			‘As for the rest of you,’ KJ continued, ‘I’ve told your parents that you’ll be staying at Stunt Camp a little longer because you’ve been so brilliant we wanted to reward you with extra activities. They were all very proud.’

			The kids beamed at each other, all except Ollie, who wriggled uncomfortably.

			‘You miss your parents?’ Glory asked.

			‘Of course,’ Ollie said. He smelt each of his armpits then recoiled. ‘But what I really miss is soap.’

			‘There’s a shower up the back of the plane,’ KJ replied. ‘And fresh uniforms waiting for you in the bathroom cupboard.’

			It was only now that Glory noticed how filthy they all were.

			‘This is going to be the best shower of my life,’ Felix said.

			‘Take it in turns to freshen up,’ said KJ. ‘There are first-aid supplies in there for your cuts and struises.’

			They were all covered in scratches and struises but the biggest struise belonged to Glory, courtesy of Tom Von’s rubber bullet.

			‘Once you’re clean and rested, we’ll discuss your next mission. Spoiler alert. It makes your first outing look like child’s play.’

			‘In what universe are killer squids, toxic rivers and egomaniacal action heroes child’s play?’ Glory asked.

			‘Stunt Kid Universe,’ KJ replied.

			‘I’m hopeless at suspense,’ Felix said. ‘Can you tell us where we’re going before our showers? Please!’

			‘I can tell you where you’re not going,’ KJ said. ‘Back in time. To Mars. To Machu Pichu. Or Pichu Machu. But you might visit these destinations on future missions. Except Pichu Machu. That’s not a real place.’

			Ollie smelt his t-shirt and screwed up his nose.

			‘Maybe it’s best for everyone if I take the first shower,’ he said, ambling towards the back of the aircraft.

			As the plane banked sharply to the right, the others shared looks of anticipation and excitement. Glory couldn’t help imagining what their next mission might entail.

			Maybe we’re rescuing a child from the middle of the Arctic. Or the desert. Or from inside a volcano. Or a pyramid. Or a shipwreck. Or the International Space Station . . .

			As they soared above the clouds, dozens more possibilities played out in Glory’s head before she pushed them all to row ZZZ and focused on something she knew to be true.

			I’m with three of the coolest kids on the planet and we’re on our way to save the world. Again.
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