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Time flies when you’re having fun, even if you’re Mortimer DeVere, the 10,000-year-old boy. When unwelcome visitors arrive on spooky Unk Island, Mort and his sister Agnetha are plunged headlong into a dangerous race against time, tigers and the terrifying Trish. And, as their strange, secret collection of historical creatures begins to turn against them, the DeVere children discover that today may soon become the weirdest and wildest 24 hours of their very long lives!
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To Dave & Vera







 





A word from the author

Since Mort contains a few real-life historical figures, we’ve put a handy guide at the back of the book for those of you too lazy to use Google.
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Unk Island is not a place that gets many visitors. Shaped like a broken coffin, it squats at the very back end of nowhere, and is said by those who have seen it to be the ugliest lump of land to be found in all the seven seas. On days like today, cloud-hung and rain-lashed, it was about as welcoming as a bucket of rotten fish guts.

Yet, vile as the island might appear, six nautical miles away a ship was heading in its direction through the slab-like waves of an ink-black sea.


Someone, it seemed, wanted to be there.

At an almost impossible angle, the ancient Unk ferry wheezed painfully up the sheer cliff face of a mountainous wave before teetering on the crest and then plunging like a runaway rollercoaster back down, down, down into the gloomy depths, to start the whole terrifying process all over again. Nigel Spalding, his stomach jostling for space somewhere near his ears, clung to his seat, his fingernails digging into the varnished wood.
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He’d already checked the position of the lifeboats, memorised the instructions for using the lifebelts, and sent a tearful ‘goodbye’ to his mother via text message. There was nothing he could do now except hang on and pray. He hadn’t known before this ferry trip that he actually believed in God, but he was in no doubt now. A fresh blast of icy rain smashed against the glass of the ferry lounge window and, as the boat juddered and bucked under Nigel’s clenched buttocks, he squealed for the hundredth time.

It was surely, he calculated, only a matter of seconds before they sank to a cold and watery grave.

His pupils like pin marks against the white of his eyes, Nigel glanced at his boss to see how she was dealing with this voyage into hell.

‘You know, I had heard this ferry crossing could be quite rough,’ said Ms Patricia Molyneux, glancing up from her laptop, ‘but it looks like we’ve got off lightly, eh Nige?’
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Nigel stared at Trish. A slim, neatly dressed woman of around thirty, she sat comfortably upright, her computer balanced on her knees, a slight frown on her pleasant, if slightly forgettable face.

‘Lost the wi-fi connection though,’ she said, tapping a red nail against the laptop’s steel casing. ‘Damn. I was hoping to finish that “Tracking Truancy” presentation on the way over. Oh well, I’ll just have to do something else.’ Trish shut the laptop with a crisp ‘snik’ and placed it back inside its sleek protective case. She took out some paperwork and began making notes in the margins.

She’d gone completely mad, that was it, thought Nigel. The sheer terror of the ferry crossing had pushed her over the edge. It was the only explanation. Nigel forced his face back to the window and was confronted with a vast wall of water rearing up above the ferry as if it were an angry sea monster.

‘Mummy,’ whimpered Nigel, and puked his morning muesli all over his knees.
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Hard at work in his top secret laboratory eighty metres below Festering Hall (the only building on Unk Island), all that could be seen of Mortimer Montmorency DeVere were his legs. The rest of him was plunged deep into the complicated-looking guts of a complicated-looking machine standing in the middle of an even more complicated-looking collection of electronic equipment.

Bright yellow light spilled up from the hatchway, sending shadows dancing across the granite roof. Dozens of wires and tubes ran back and forth from the electronic equipment, which bleeped and winked softly as if the machine they surrounded was a patient in a hospital bed. A ginger cat coiled on top of a filing cabinet watched with eyes half-closed.

‘Angle-jack spanner, if you please, Leo,’ said Mortimer DeVere, his voice muffled and metallic. A pale white hand emerged from a thick coil of wires, its palm to the ceiling, fingers waggling impatiently. ‘Size six zero point four.’

Three men were leaning over the opening and one of them, a white-bearded man dressed in a long flowing robe, placed a tool on the outstretched palm. Spanner and hand shot back inside and a series of clangs echoed around the lab.

‘He needs to be careful, da Vinci,’ said a tall, gloomy man in spectacles, his arms folded across his thin chest. ‘He’s working close to Retro’s reactor core there.’
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‘The boy knows what he’s doing, Oppy,’ said the third man, exchanging glances with Leo. Da Vinci rolled his eyes in answer. Bobby Oppenheimer was always worrying.

‘I’m just saying he should be careful, that’s all. That’s a fusion reactor, H.G. You know what could happen if that went off? No, of course you don’t. How could you?’

H.G. Wells stroked his bushy moustache and went bright red. He was about to give Oppenheimer a piece of his mind when there was a large bang from inside the machine. Oppenheimer leapt in the air and clutched his heart.

Mort popped back into view and wiped the sweat from his brow. He handed the jack spanner to da Vinci.

‘There, that should do it. A few whacks with the spanner works every time.’

Mortimer DeVere clambered down the steps and brushed some dust from his sleeves. Apart from a few dark circles under his glittering eyes, he looked exactly like any other ten-year-old boy, which was very strange indeed because he was not, in fact, ten years old.

Mortimer Montmorency DeVere had been alive for a shade over ten thousand years. Thanks to a little hiccup in the DeVere family’s DNA, for every year a human being aged, the DeVeres, and the few ‘frevers’ like them, took a thousand. It was something to do with eating pine cones apparently, but Mort had long forgotten exactly why. The family had been on Unk Island ever since Mort’s father had beaten Julius Caesar in an arm-wrestling match. He’d been a very sore loser and the DeVeres thought it might be wise to relocate for a time; at least until the Roman Empire collapsed. Mort’s mother had been thinking about heading back to Italy but the isolation of Unk was a powerful argument for staying put. On Unk, no-one poked their noses into things that were none of their business.
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Things like Retro.

‘Today’s the big day, team!’ said Mort. He rubbed his hands together gleefully. ‘Test flight!’

Bobby Oppenheimer wandered over to the long window at the western edge of the laboratory. Great sliding glass doors opened out halfway down a sheer cliff face, hidden by two natural ledges of rock, one above and one below. The glass doors allowed the dull grey light in but, thanks to a layer of crystal sandwiched between the glass, no light could be seen from the outside. Oppenheimer squinted into the sky, his face a mask of perfect misery.

‘Hard to tell if we’ll get the full effect of the eclipse,’ he said, his voice tolling like a funeral bell. ‘And Leo says the flux capacitor won’t work without proper planetary alignment. Might be safer to postpone.’

‘If we don’t go today, we don’t go for 82 years,’ said da Vinci, his head bent over an unrolled chart spread across a lab bench. ‘Next eclipse like this is 82 years away.’

‘I don’t want to wait 82 years!’ spluttered H.G. Wells. ‘We’ve been working on this for more than a hundred already!’


‘More like two hundred,’ said da Vinci, ‘for some of us.’

‘It’s today,’ said Mort. ‘No discussion. It has to be.’

He looked up at Retro, standing like a spider on three legs. He’d started the project not long after his parents had left on their latest holiday, sometime around 1803. Mort had calculated – going on past experience – that he had a good hundred years before they came back to Festering Hall.

Piece by piece Mort had assembled his team, each of them a perfect cloned copy, like some sort of human jigsaw. The cloning, or copying as the DeVere family preferred to call it, was a hobby. Mort and his sister Agnetha’s hobby, to be exact. The copied clones never aged and, thanks to some ingenious microchip implanting, usually accepted their life on Unk as normal.

Apart from his research team for the Retro project – Leonardo da Vinci, Bobby Oppenheimer and H.G. Wells – Mort’s collection was a little on the wild side. He had a Vlad the Impaler, a Boudicea, a Nero and two Napoleons (the duplicate was caused by a heavy finger on the wrong button during the copying progress).

His sister mostly collected writers. Agnetha had a Chaucer, a Dickens, a Shakespeare, and her eye was on J.K. Rowling. She followed Rowling around from time to time, just waiting …

Their collections helped pass the time. With such a long life, boredom was a constant threat. Many days had stretched out in front of Mort, dry, dusty and dull.

But not this one.

If everything went to plan, if the flux capacitor worked properly, if the eclipse happened as predicted this afternoon, if Retro performed as planned, then today might be the very best day in Mort’s long, long life.

Mort clapped his hands. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, pressing a key on one of his gleaming computers, ‘let’s go over the procedure once more. I’m declaring Retro a go project as of now.’ A countdown clock glowed green on the screen and Mort beamed. ‘Four and a half hours to launch!’
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They’d made it!

As the ferry tied up at Unk’s ancient wooden jetty, Nigel barged the crewman aside and leapt ashore, crying hysterically. He dropped to his knees and hugged one of the rain-soaked jetty bollards as if it were a long lost relative.

He was safe! Safe! He was never – NEVER – setting foot on that blasted rust bucket again! He would just have to live on Unk Island for the rest of his life. Nothing on earth would persuade him to repeat that horrific voyage.


Behind him, Trish stepped carefully from the wet gangplank. She adjusted the skirt of her neat office suit and checked she had everything. Despite the wind, her hair didn’t seem to move. She fished out a telescopic umbrella from her bag and clicked it open.

‘You are funny, Nige,’ she said, glancing at Nigel. ‘But it’s time you stopped fooling around. We’re here on official business, remember? It’s not a holiday. What would Mr Skelly say?’

Burns, the bearded captain of the ferry, leaned out of his wheelhouse. ‘I’ll be back around four,’ he said, his eyes scanning the great black cliffs of Unk, the tops of which were lost in the thick mist. ‘We have to stop at Thunk, Chunk and Munk islands and I won’t be hanging around this place for long. If you ain’t here, we’re pushing off, got it?’

Trish smiled brightly. ‘We’ll be here, Captain,’ she said. ‘Have no fear.’

Captain Burns didn’t reply. He exchanged a glance with Roy, the ferry’s only crew member, who had already unhooked the ropes and hopped back aboard. ‘Oh, we ain’t feared, Miss. Not now we’s cast off. Remember, four o’clock. On the dot. Don’t forget it’s the eclipse this afternoon.’
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‘Eclipse?’ said Nigel. ‘What eclipse?’

Trish cut across his question. ‘Very well, Captain. See you then. And,’ she added, ‘it’s Ms Molyneux, thank you very much.’

Trish turned and, with heels clacking on the jetty boards, set off towards the steps that wound up the cliffs. There were rather a lot of them, and Trish wasn’t at all sure she’d worn the right shoes, but she wasn’t going to let Nigel know that. ‘Come on, Nigel,’ she said. ‘This shouldn’t take too long.’

Behind her, Nigel staggered to his feet and tottered after her, his briefcase held above his head to shield himself against the rain. As he ran he could hear something screeching somewhere up in the mist above him. It was impossible, but Nigel could have sworn they were the harsh cries of pterodactyls. Not that he’d ever heard a pterodactyl of course, but he had seen the Jurassic Park movies and that’s exactly what this sounded like.

‘Wait for me!’ he yelled and sprinted after his boss.
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Agnetha DeVere waved goodbye to William Shakespeare, closed the gate to his cottage behind her and got back into the golf buggy. She pulled down the plastic window sheeting against the rain and pressed the accelerator. As the cart splashed along the service road towards the main Festering building, Agnetha’s brow puckered in a Grade A frown.

She was going to kick that little swine Mort hard in the shins the next time she saw him.
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He’d done it again.

It was the third time this week.

Agnetha liked to check on her prized collection every morning in their compounds to make sure they were their usual sunny selves – as all writers are – and see that they had everything they needed. Most of them spent their days peacefully writing, which meant that much of Agnetha’s morning was taken up checking that their supplies of ink, paper, pens, printer ink and the like didn’t run out.

Most of them were very productive. Shakespeare alone had completed nine hundred and forty-two plays and a screenplay for a zombie movie in the past four hundred years. If it weren’t for Willy’s recent addiction to playing Call of Duty on the Xbox, Agnetha was sure he’d have done even more.

It was no wonder her collection was so productive, as each writer had his or her own compound designed perfectly to suit their needs. Charles Dickens had a large red-brick Victorian house complete with walled garden. Agatha Christie lived in a spooky vicarage on a mysterious island in the middle of a lake. Roald Dahl worked in an exact copy of the shed at the bottom of his garden.

Needless to say, Agnetha tried very hard to conceal from her collection the fact that the compounds were surrounded by electrified fences. It was as much for the writers’ own safety as anything else, but it didn’t do for them to start thinking too much. There had been that unfortunate incident with the Enid Blyton escape attempt …

But now, Agnetha’s mind was on one thing and one thing only.

One of her writers was missing.

The others were all there: Willy, Agatha, Roald, Beatrix Potter, Dr Seuss, Ian Fleming and Lewis Carroll.

But of Herbert George Wells, H.G. for short, there wasn’t a trace.

What made it all the more infuriating was that Agnetha had a pretty good idea of exactly where the blasted little man was. She gunned the golf buggy and headed for the service lifts. The door opened and Agnetha drove inside.

‘Basement level six,’ she said, activating the mechanism. The doors hummed closed and the lift dropped as quickly as Agnetha’s mood, the rain running off the golf buggy and pooling on the floor.

Once at level six, Agnetha didn’t take long to find her destination.

At a small door marked ‘Inspection’ she stopped, looked up and down the corridor and produced a plastic card. She inserted this into the lock and the door sprang open. Agnetha slipped inside and closed it silently behind her.

She was in a dimly lit service shaft running at right angles to the corridor where she’d left the buggy. The shaft echoed and hummed with the noises that kept Festering running. It was like being inside the guts of some huge animal. After fifty metres or so, she stopped. There were other noises here, coming from the other side of the wall. Voices.
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Agnetha stood on her toes and slid back a small hatch with a wire mesh across it. She was just tall enough to be able to look down at the space from where the voices came.

Below her was Mort’s secret laboratory.

‘Secret’, she thought. That was a laugh. She’d known about the place since it had been built. Did Mort think she wouldn’t notice the drilling, the construction, the mess? The thing had taken almost two years.

Mort was standing near what looked very much like the lunar module that had landed on the moon in 1969 and, for a moment, Agnetha wondered if that was what it was. Mort did have a bit of a thing for spaceships.

Agnetha turned her attention to the men in the laboratory. The one with the white beard and cloak was Leonardo da Vinci. The tall gloomy-looking one wearing glasses and dressed in a grey suit and tie was J. Robert Oppenheimer.

And lastly, dressed smartly as always, and with a bushy moustache sitting under his nose like a sleeping ferret, was the third man looking at the plans: her very own Herbert George ‘H.G.’ Wells.

‘I knew it!’ muttered Agnetha. This was the third time this week that H.G. hadn’t been safely writing away when she’d called.

The big question was what could Mort possibly want one of her pet writers for? He wasn’t an engineer, a scientist or an inventor.

While Agnetha sucked her lip and searched for an answer, Mort turned in the direction of a muffled bark from outside the lab door, allowing Agnetha to glimpse the countdown clock on the screen of the computer.

Suddenly, as Mort opened the laboratory door and Werner, Festering’s incredibly stupid bloodhound, came lolloping in, the reason why Mort had been borrowing H.G. hit her like a slap in the face.

This was worse than she’d imagined. Much worse.
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Werner had brought Mort a gift.

A soggy, half-chewed envelope poked out from between his slobbering jaws. He looked up at Mort and wagged his tail frantically.

Mort took the envelope between finger and thumb and wiped off as much of Werner’s drool as he could on the back of his sleeve.

‘How long have you had this?’ asked Mort. Werner didn’t reply.

Mort peered at the postmark. ‘This came more than a week ago, Werner!’ He glared at the dog. ‘What have I told you about hiding mail?’

Once again Werner said nothing. Instead he gave da Vinci’s groin a sniff before lying down on the laboratory floor and licking his own bottom.
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Mort turned his attention back to the envelope. Although it was addressed to his parents, he had no hesitation in ripping it open, his logic being that since they had left Festering before there was even a postal system in operation, anything addressed to them had to be a mistake. He took out the single sheet of cheap white office paper that was inside. Despite being in Werner’s mouth, the contents were clear enough, and what colour there had been in Mort’s pale face drained clean away.

This was a disaster.

‘I have to go,’ said Mort. He looked at his team. Of all days!

‘Bad news?’ said H.G. ‘A problem?’

Mort stuffed the letter into his pocket and nodded. ‘Nothing I can’t handle.’ He turned on his heel and headed for the door.

‘Should we abandon the countdown?’ said Oppenheimer.

There was, Mort couldn’t help noticing, a tiny undercurrent of glee in his voice. ‘No!’ yelled Mort over his shoulder. ‘Keep the preparations on target. I’ll deal with this and be back before you know it.’ The door slid shut and Mort disappeared.

Ten minutes later he was in his bedroom at the very top of the North Tower, a rickety-looking finger of stone that jutted straight up from Festering’s main building.

He picked up a pair of powerful binoculars lying on a side table and looked out to sea. If the letter was correct, the first sign would be the Unk ferry turning into Unk Island’s only harbour. Mort glanced at his watch. Almost time.

The leaky old tub hardly ever came into shore unless there was mail or – and this was as rare a happening as Halley’s comet – a visitor.

Mort slowly scanned the ocean. A thick curtain of rain lay like a shroud over the south. After a few moments the rain lessened slightly and Mort brought the binoculars to an abrupt stop. He leaned forward, adjusted the focus and watched as the Unk ferry came into view before slowly, but definitely, turning towards the island.

‘Well, well,’ murmured Mort. Despite the importance of the day he felt a stirring of excitement in his chest. The letter hadn’t been lying.

An enemy was approaching.

On any other day, Mort would have relished the battle but today, with the launch being scheduled after two hundred years of preparation, it was a problem that needed a quick fix. There was only one person for the job.

Khan.

Mort lowered the binoculars and tugged a velvet rope that hung from the ceiling.

From deep in the bowels of Festering Hall came the rumbling boom of the ancient servant bell. The vibrations were still shaking the ornaments on the mantle when Khan appeared at Mort’s shoulder, silent as an assassin’s knife in the back.

‘I do wish you’d stop creeping up on me, Genghis,’ said Mort.

Khan shrugged. ‘Vot you vont?’ he said in a voice like distant thunder, turning his heavy-lidded eyes towards Mort. His expression was that of a barefoot man who has stood on fresh dog poo.
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‘What’s the matter?’ said Mort. ‘You always look so miserable.’

‘I laughing on inside.’

The Mongolian warlord was dressed from head to toe in scabby-looking fur, his eyes set wide apart in an olive-skinned face, most of which was taken up by a waxed black moustache and beard. He was huge and, had it not been for the steel shock collar around his neck, controlled by Mort from a wrist-mounted remote control unit, he would happily have torn Mort apart with his bare hands.

‘I need you to take care of a little problem for me, okay?’

By way of answer, Khan spat noisily out of the window. Unfortunately it wasn’t open.

Mort shook his head. You could take the man out of Mongolia but you couldn’t take Mongolia out of the man.


‘It looks very much like we’ll be having a visitor,’ said Mort. ‘A woman is about to step off the ferry and she is not welcome on the island, particularly not today.’

Khan cocked his head.

‘Voman?’

‘Yes Khan, voman, I mean woman.’

‘And you vont me kill her?’ said Khan. ‘Is no problem. I kill many many vomens before. One day I kills seven hundred before lunch. And many many many mens. Iss easy.’

‘No, Khan, I do not want her killed. Not yet, at any rate. I just want you to … dissuade her. Scare her off the island. But do not kill, do I make myself clear?’

Khan frowned.

‘Just break bone?’

‘No, no breaking bones, Khan. Just get rid of her! I’ll monitor events from here.’ He moved forward and pressed a button concealed beneath the walnut panelling, which slid back to reveal a shining pole.


Khan wrapped a great hairy hand around it and dropped down through the North Tower.

‘And remember,’ shouted Mort, looking down the shaft as Khan disappeared, ‘no killing!’
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It took Trish Molyneux longer than she’d thought to climb the steps. After a couple of minutes, the rain had slackened only for them to be engulfed by thick fog, hardly able to see a few steps below and a few steps above.

It was exactly like Jurassic Park, thought Nigel. He fully expected the sharp beak of a pterodactyl to loom out of the mist in front of them at any moment.

However, after almost twenty more minutes of slipping and sliding, they reached the top of the cliffs and stood, panting in the cold Unk air, without having seen anything that resembled a pterodactyl.

‘At least the rain’s stopped,’ said Trish. ‘Not far now, eh?’

Nigel looked around them. He couldn’t see a thing. How did Trish know it wasn’t far? He was just about to open his mouth to ask exactly that when the mist parted and, in the far distance, they glimpsed the jagged outline of Festering Hall perched high on a gigantic granite outcrop. Then, as quickly as it had lifted, the mist rolled back in, but not before Nigel had glimpsed what looked alarmingly like a swamp, complete with decaying trees draped in moss.

‘How on earth are we going to find that place now?’ said Nigel, waving a hand in the general direction of Festering. ‘And what about that swamp? Did you see it? It looked like something out of a horror movie!’

‘Swamp?’ said Trish. ‘There aren’t any swamps round here, Nigel. What you saw was a marsh, which has, I believe, a path running through it. To the north.’ She opened her briefcase and took out a sheaf of printouts, each neatly encased in a plastic sheet. ‘And we’ll find it easily. I google-mapped everything before I came, just in case we didn’t have reception for the GPS.’ She waved her smartphone in the air, looked at it and frowned. ‘Which we don’t.’
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‘But we don’t know which way is north. We don’t have a compa–’ Nigel tailed off. Trish had produced a shiny brass-plated compass from her briefcase. It looked like the sort of thing Scott of the Antarctic would have used.

‘We’ll do it the old-fashioned way, Nigel. It’ll be fun!’

Fun? Nigel had a funny feeling that very little on Unk Island was going to fall under the general heading of ‘fun’. He shrugged and followed his boss into the mist, her eyes fixed on the compass in her hand. For all he knew, Trish might have a helicopter tucked away in her briefcase. She seemed to have thought of everything else.

Ten minutes later they were in the swamp.

Up close it was ten times scarier than it had looked from a distance and it was, despite what Trish said, definitely a swamp. Stinking black and green mud bubbled up against the narrow pathway and Nigel could have sworn he’d seen shapes moving through the broken-down trees and decaying vegetation.

‘I really think we should go back, Trish,’ he said to Trish’s back as she strode into the swamp, the trees closing in above their heads. ‘Let head office deal with it.’

‘As far as this mission is concerned, we are head office, Nigel,’ said Trish, speaking over her shoulder as she entered a small clearing where the path widened a little. ‘And it’s our job to be here, Nigel. Our job. What would we say to Mr Skelly if we abandoned our mission now? He’d be dreadfully disappointed in us.’

There was no reply.

‘Nigel?’ said Trish as she turned around.

Nigel had vanished.
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Normally, animals caught in one of Genghis Khan’s hoist traps made a lot of noise, perhaps sensing they were about to be served up like some Mongolian equivalent of a sausage sandwich.

This wasn’t the case with Nigel because he had cracked his head so sharply against a branch on his journey upwards that he had been knocked out cold, and was now tied up as tight as a Christmas turkey dangling in a butcher’s window.

Khan balanced on a branch midway up a decaying elm and looked down at the woman in the small clearing below, searching for her missing companion.

He scratched an itch inside the steel collar around his neck.

If it hadn’t been for the damn thing, he’d have thrown this woman and her stupid servant off the cliffs and made up some story for Mort about them falling off accidentally. But Khan knew from bitter experience that Mortimer DeVere was no pushover. ‘No killing’ he’d said, and Khan intended to obey. Mort had a way of sniffing out fibs like a terrier sniffing out rats, and an electric jolt from the collar was not something even the pain-hardened Khan wanted to repeat.

So Khan’s plan, such as it was, was a three-stage idea.

Stage one was to simply scare the visitors, shake them up a bit. This part, Khan had already completed.

Stage two was to scare them some more. This, Khan was about to do.

Stage three involved the visitors running fast back to the jetty and getting the ferry home. With a bit of luck Khan hoped he’d be home for the semifinal of American Idol.

Khan pulled out a sword from his belt and prodded Nigel’s limp body with the toe of his boot. Time for Stage two.

Nigel’s eyes opened. A split second later, with Khan’s blade waving in front of his face, so did his mouth.

Trish Molyneux was only four metres below but, had she been four hundred metres away, stone deaf, with cotton wool stuffed in her ears and her head in a bucket of water, there would have been no chance of her not hearing Nigel’s scream.

This close, it almost made her ears bleed.

Khan nodded happily. With Nigel making a noise like that, Khan knew any sane woman would be halfway to the ferry in no time.

‘Nigel?’ Trish said, peering up through the branches towards where Khan was sitting. ‘Are you all right?’

Khan blinked. Instead of turning tail and running back to the ferry, Trish kicked off her shoes and began to climb the tree. It was rough going, but the woman moved quicker than Khan would have believed possible, and in no time at all was high enough to see Khan clearly, one hand clamped firmly around Nigel’s mouth, the other clasping a fearsome-looking sword.

‘Oh,’ said Trish. Whatever she’d expected to find up in the tree, it wasn’t a Mongolian warlord from the thirteenth century.

Trish and Khan looked at one another.

Then Khan opened his mouth and roared, a gale-force howl of complete animal anger, which had reduced battle-hardened generals to tears before now.

Apart from wrinkling her nose, Trish didn’t seem to have noticed.

Khan roared again and waved his sword in Trish’s face as she rummaged around in her handbag.

As he opened his mouth to shout at the woman again, Khan realised something was wrong. His chin felt warm and he could smell smoke.

He looked down and saw that (a) the woman was holding a lit match and (b) his beard was on fire.
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‘Goodbye,’ said Trish and, bracing herself against the trunk of the tree, kicked Khan hard between his legs.

Once, many years ago, the original Genghis Khan had woken to find a blood-soaked Persian warrior holding an axe to his throat only seconds away from separating his head from his body. Until this moment in the tree, he had thought that would be the most surprising moment of his life.

He was wrong.

Khan’s eyes opened wide and, with a high-pitched squeaking sound like a tyre losing air, he toppled slowly backwards out of the tree, his beard trailing smoke behind him. Trish smoothly lifted his sword from his limp fingers as he fell.

The Mongolian hit the ground with a thunderous crash and bounced into a pool of thick grey–green mud, steam rising from his flaming beard as he sank below the surface.

‘What a rude man,’ said Trish. Nigel just nodded. His mouth didn’t appear to be working.

Trish took Khan’s sword and sliced through the rope holding Nigel. Landing with a bump and scrambling free, he sprinted towards a thick tangle of greenery.

‘Nigel!’ yelled Trish. ‘Wait!’

By the time she’d climbed down from the tree, Nigel had disappeared for the second time that morning.

Trish checked her watch.

Four hours until the ferry came back.

She checked her compass and headed briskly in the direction taken by the panicking Nigel.

Behind Trish’s retreating back, Khan’s face rose slowly from the stinking mud. Smoke coiling around his scorched beard, he removed an eel from his ear and stared hatefully after Trish.
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No matter what that pipsqueak Mortimer DeVere told him to do, Khan swore by the blood-drenched bones of all the mighty ancestor warriors of the Mongolian Empire and by the Ten Terrible Tribes of Borjigin, that that devil woman and her cry-baby servant would never leave Unk Island.
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‘She did what?’

Mort looked away from the computer screen where he’d been rechecking the timing of the eclipse and stared at his sister. What Agnetha had just told him was so shocking he had clean forgotten about his annoyance at her coming into his bedroom without knocking.

‘She kicked your little pet right into the swamp,’ said Agnetha, smiling sweetly. ‘After setting his disgusting beard on fire. I saw it all, I was right there hiding in the bushes the whole time.’

Mort blinked. This was impossible.

‘Tell me again what happened, Aggers. In detail. This is important.’

Agnetha sat down on the edge of Mort’s bed and went through the story again, without letting slip she knew about the secret laboratory. You never knew when that information might come in useful.

As his sister spoke, Mort’s face remained stern, but deep inside he felt a wonderful little electric thrill.

The woman had defeated Khan!

An opponent who could do that was a worthy enemy indeed.

Still, thought Mort with a glance at Agnetha’s smug face, he could do without his sister’s obvious glee at Khan’s defeat.

‘You do know why they’re here, Aggers?’ Mort asked. He plucked the letter from his pocket and handed it to Agnetha.

She unfolded the sheet.



Dear Sir/Madam,

It has come to the attention of the Unk Shire Education Department that there are two children of school age residing at Festering Hall, Unk Island. As our department has no record of either child attending school, and since repeated letters have remained unanswered, we have no course of action but to come to you in person to assess the educational needs of your children with a view to their immediate and compulsory school attendance. My assistant and I will be with you on Friday 21 March at eleven am.

Yours sincerely, Ms Patricia Molyneux,

Unk Shire Assistant Chief Education Inspector.



Agnetha looked up from the letter. ‘They want us to go to school?’

‘Bingo,’ said Mort.

Agnetha sucked her lower lip. ‘I’ve already been to school. Lots of times. I don’t want to go to school again.’


‘Exactly,’ said Mort. ‘The cheek!’

Mort looked at Agnetha. ‘We have obviously underestimated this Ms Molyneux. She’s got to be stopped at all costs!’

‘What’s this “we” stuff, Mort? Khan is yours. I didn’t have anything to do with your stupid plan. And what’s this “at all costs” stuff? It’s only school! I’m sure we can wriggle our way out of anything she throws at us.’

Mort paused.

The annoying thing about Agnetha was that she had spotted the flaw in his argument. They probably could find a way to get out of the school thing – although after hearing how easily this Trish woman had dealt with Khan, Mort wasn’t quite as sure as Agnetha about that. But Mort couldn’t mention the real reason he didn’t want Trish Molyneux anywhere near Festering Hall today of all days.

‘Or is there something you’re not telling me?’ asked Agnetha. There was a funny expression on her face that Mort didn’t like the look of.

‘No,’ he replied, a little too quickly. ‘No reason. I just hate school. Remember Sparta?’

Agnetha shivered. Of course she remembered. Sometime around 510 BC, their parents had had a stupid idea about toughening them up a little and had sent them to a school on the banks of the Evrotas. It had nearly killed them both.

‘Okay,’ said Agnetha, ‘but Unk Shire isn’t Sparta!’

‘We can’t take that chance,’ replied Mort, avoiding Agnetha’s eye. ‘I’ll sort it out. Scare her off.’

‘Like Khan?’

Mort ignored Agnetha and leaned back in his leather chair, folded his arms and frowned.

Sending Khan out had clearly been a tactical error.

He could see now he had been too confident in the ability of the Mongolian to scare off the visitors. Now it looked as though he was going to have to knuckle down and get serious with this Trish woman.

What he needed was something really scary. Something even the conqueror of Khan couldn’t deal with.

‘Mort,’ said Agnetha, ‘I don’t like the look on your face. You look exactly like you did that time you put a shark in Tutankhamun’s bathtub.’

‘He deserved it, the little sneak!’ Mort got to his feet and began pacing back and forth. ‘It’s time to bring out the big guns,’ said Mort, his eyes glittering. Agnetha felt a chill run down her spine. There was a dangerous streak in her brother that had landed both of them in hot water before now. And each time it had started with the same expression on his face he wore now. ‘I’ve been too soft. Much too soft.’

As if in answer, from somewhere deep in the belly of Festering Hall came a rumbling howl. Agnetha glanced sharply at her brother and grabbed his sleeve.
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‘You don’t mean …? No, Mort, you can’t! Not Smiler!’

‘Just watch me! I’m going to scare these interfering busybodies so much they’ll swim back to the mainland!’

‘If they make it to the water!’ Agnetha grabbed Mort’s arm. He shrugged himself free from her grasp and sprinted for the door.

‘Wait! Mort!’

Mort was already heading down the stairs two at a time.

‘Don’t worry, Aggers!’ he shouted over his shoulder. ‘You’ll thank me for this later!’

Agnetha took a step forward but she was too late.

Mort was gone.
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Nigel wasn’t very good at hiding.

Trish spotted him easily from twenty metres away, crouching in a bush and holding a trembling branch in front of him.

‘Come out, Nigel,’ said Trish as she drew closer. ‘Anyone can see you behind that twig.’

Nigel emerged from the bushes. ‘Is that man chasing us?’ he said, his eyes wide.

‘He’s in the swamp,’ said Trish. ‘But he won’t stay in there for long.’ She squinted into the distance. ‘Now let’s see if we can find this Festering Hall place, shall we? According to the maps it’s only about another kilometre.’

‘You don’t mean we’re still going through with this, do you?’ said Nigel.

‘Of course we are,’ Trish said. ‘It’s in the manual. “The Unk Shire Education Department always gets its man.” Section Three, paragraph sixteen, clause four. We’re not stopping for anything until those children are safely at school. Got it?’

Nigel nodded meekly.

Trish turned and began striding towards a gradually rising wedge of land covered in wind-stunted trees. She pointed a finger to the sky. ‘On to Festering Hall!’

Nigel took off after her like an Olympic sprinter. If there was one thing worse than following Trish Molyneux, it was waiting around for that hairy maniac to find him.
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Four hundred metres away, and finally free of the clinging mud of the swamp, Khan moved quickly. The woman and her lickspittle servant could only be a few minutes ahead and he was confident he could track them down easily enough.

[image: image]

Khan gingerly reached a hand towards his chin to check the damage done to his beard. As he did so he noticed something so wonderful that, for a brief moment, he felt dizzy.

His collar – the only thing that allowed that poisonous little squidge Mortimer DeVere to control him – was no longer around his neck! Khan punched the air and celebrated his new collar-free existence by dancing a jig. Admittedly it looked more like Khan was trying to shake a cockroach out of his underpants than any dance a normal human would recognise, but dancing wasn’t one of the skills needed to be a successful Mongolian warlord.

He felt free!

He felt light as air!

He felt like doing a spot of beheading or spear-chucking, perhaps even a little disembowelling. Just as a celebration, you understand.

The woman and her pathetic manservant first, and then the one he’d been thinking of eradicating for centuries: Mort.
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Mort floored the accelerator pedal on one of Festering’s many golf buggies and headed straight for the compounds. He flipped open his mobile and jabbed a thumb on a speed dial number.

‘Outside Smiler’s compound, Sir David,’ he snapped the instant the phone was answered. ‘Six minutes.’

It was a complicated route through a bewildering maze of corridors and service shafts, but Mort slammed the buggy round corner after corner without a second’s hesitation. Festering was so enormous there were parts of it that even he hadn’t fully explored, but this route was as familiar to him as his own face.

Almost exactly six minutes later, he skidded to a halt outside the steel doors of Smiler’s compound. There, waiting for him in his crisp safari suit, was the famous TV naturalist, Sir David, his hands clasped behind his back.

Sir David was another of Mort’s little secrets.

He and Agnetha had agreed with their parents that any additions to their collections had to already be dead. That way (explained their father at great length) there was less chance of any confusion should the unthinkable happen and a copy find its way back to the mainland. When the copy was of someone famous, the risks were even greater. Mort had tried it once before with Elvis Presley and that little episode had ended so badly that Mort had been grounded for two years.


The trouble was that Mort had wanted Sir David as curator for his collection as soon as he’d seen him on TV. He was perfect.

What was more, Mort’s parents hadn’t been home for two hundred years. And as their holidays usually lasted around three centuries they’d never find out, because the real Sir David would be long dead by the time they returned.

It had been simple to make a copy. Mort snared a sample of Sir David’s hair at a charity event and made his copy from that. And since Agnetha never watched television, Mort had never had to explain. She’d just assumed the man in the safari suit had been copied after he’d died.

‘How is he today?’ said Mort.

Sir David tilted his head to one side and smiled sadly. Which usually meant trouble.

Mort braced himself. ‘Problems?’ he asked.

‘Smiler, or – to put it more accurately, smilodon fatalis – is usually found in the remote areas of the globe,’ said Sir David in his velvety hushed voice, ‘feeding mainly on migrating wildebeest sweeping down in enormous herds from the vast northern tundra …’

Mort interrupted. Good though he was, once Sir David got going there was no stopping him.

‘Sorry, Sir David, could I have the quick version please?’

‘He’s not happy.’

‘Has Vlad been up to his old tricks again?’

Vlad the Impaler’s enclosure was quite close to Smiler’s and the Impaler liked to enrage Smiler by throwing rocks at him.

Sir David nodded. ‘Most likely.’

‘I’ll get the fencing raised,’ said Mort. He looked away from Sir David. ‘Now, do you think Smiler needs some exercise?’

Sir David looked puzzled. ‘Exercise, Master DeVere? He gets plenty of exercise around the compound. It’s the biggest on the island. Ten hectares.’
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Mort paused. ‘I thought we might … um, let him out for a proper run?’

The blood drained from Sir David’s face. ‘Out? On the island?’

‘Yes,’ said Mort a little too quickly. ‘Out. I think he could do with some real fresh air for once.’

From inside the compound came a roar from Smiler. It was almost as if he knew what was coming.

‘I don’t think that’s wise, Master DeVere,’ said Sir David. ‘I don’t think that’s wise at all. Smilodon fatalis, well, to put it bluntly, is a very, very dangerous animal. Anyone on the island would be lucky to escape with their lives!’

Mort felt a twitch of doubt right in the pit of his stomach. But then an image of Trish Molyneux carting himself and Agnetha off to some horrible old school sprang into his mind, followed by another of his lovely Retro machine gathering dust in the lab. He fixed Sir David with a glare. ‘There is no-one else on the island. And if they are, they shouldn’t be! Besides, I’ll be monitoring things from the air. If Smiler looks like he’s going to eat anyone I’ll give him a quick zap.’

Sir David eyed Mort’s wrist controller. ‘From the air? Will it be as effective?’

Instead of replying, Mort leaned forward and pressed the enclosure release button.

‘There’s only one way to find out!’

Eight hundred metres away, in an outdoor section of the fence that ran around Smiler’s enclosure, a massive steel plate slid upwards. Smiler stopped and sniffed the air at the sound of the door rattling on its tracks. Then, with a ground-shaking bellow of joy he galloped across the grass, through the open gate and onto the island.

‘I hope you know what you’re doing, Master DeVere,’ whispered Sir David.

Mort was already behind the wheel of the buggy. He turned it in a circle and headed back the way he’d come.

‘So do I,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘So do I.’
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Nigel was pouring a cup of tea from a thermos flask Trish had produced from her bag when Smiler roared. He leapt to his feet, spilling tea everywhere.

‘Careful, Nigel!’ said Trish. ‘I don’t have much left you know.’

‘Did you hear that?’

‘Of course,’ said Trish, laughing. ‘I’m not deaf, you know.’

She’s laughing, thought Nigel. Actually laughing!

‘And you’re not worried? About what it might be?’

‘It’s probably just a …’

‘Just a what? A flaming T-Rex?! Godzilla?!’ Nigel’s voice sounded like he’d just inhaled the contents of an economy-sized helium balloon.

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Trish. She screwed the cap back on the thermos with an air of finality. ‘It’s probably a cow, or something.’

Nigel didn’t have the strength to argue. ‘Right-oh,’ he squeaked. ‘Best get to Festering before we, er, meet this “cow” then?’

‘Good idea,’ said Trish, placing the thermos in her bag.

Trish knew very well that the noise hadn’t come from a cow, but she also knew that Nigel was in no shape to cope with what Trish suspected it was. There had long been rumours of the DeVeres having a personal zoo on Unk and she thought the roar might have come from an escaped lion – but telling Nigel that wouldn’t have helped.


What Trish didn’t know was that the reality was much, much worse than either she or Nigel could possibly have imagined in their darkest nightmares.

Less than a kilometre away, Smiler was having the time of his life.

He’d already eaten three rabbits, some sort of non-flying bird and half a horse.

Smiler, his muzzle coated in blood and feathers, stood on the crest of a ridge and sniffed the air. Standing almost two metres tall at the shoulder and measuring more than three metres in length, he weighed close to five hundred kilos. From his mouth extended two enormous curved fangs.

Smiler was the last sabre-toothed tiger on the planet.

In actual fact, sabre-tooths weren’t tigers at all. They were panthers. But to anyone unfortunate enough to meet one, the difference wouldn’t have mattered. Mainly because they’d be dead.


[image: image]


Mort had been given Smiler to play with as a kitten and the two had once been close. It was only when Mort’s mother had found Smiler sitting in Mort’s playpen with Mort dangling from the big cat’s mouth that it was thought best to put Smiler in his own enclosure, where he had been ever since. The original Smiler had long since gone to sabre-tooth heaven but Mort had kept a copy. In fact Smiler had been the DeVere’s first ever copy.

Now Smiler was enjoying one of his best ever days, running around the island and eating anything that came across his path. And right now he could smell something interesting floating in on the salt-rich breeze.

Humans.
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Eighty metres away, another predator also had Trish and Nigel in his sights.

Khan unhooked his heavy throwing spear from his back and balanced it comfortably in his hand. From anything closer than thirty metres he never missed. He’d had plenty of practice.

Khan broke into a trot.

Fifty metres. Thirty metres. Twenty-five.

Close enough. The Mongolian drew back his arm and hurled the spear with all his considerable strength.

It was a perfect throw. Fast and accurate, straight at the centre of Trish Molyneux’s back.

At the precise moment that Khan threw the spear, Smiler sprang from an overhanging stone ledge, his great claws ready to pin Trish to the floor, his mouth wide open to more easily allow his long fangs to sink into her soft neck.

In mid-air, Khan’s spear slammed into him from the side, sending the animal crashing to the ground.

Trish gasped and then looked back towards where Khan stood, a puzzled look on his face.
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Nigel, his eyes on stalks, stared at the dead animal and then back at Khan. He didn’t know which was more horrible.

‘Well,’ said Trish, looking at the sabre-tooth. ‘At least we now know what made that sound.’

And then, before Nigel could do or say anything to stop her, Trish ran towards Khan.

‘Thank you,’ she trilled, smiling sweetly. ‘I knew you couldn’t be all bad!’


Trish produced a lollipop from her bag, placed it in Khan’s open mouth and, standing on her toes, kissed his soot-and mud-streaked face.

‘My hero!’ she whispered. Khan turned bright red.
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Mort, seated at the controls of the Helix 1550, the silent and almost invisible ‘corkscrew’ helicopter developed by Mort’s father and Leonardo da Vinci almost five hundred years ago, wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. Hovering above the clearing, Mort watched open-mouthed as Trish led Genghis Khan to a rock and sat him down like a mother dealing with an overgrown toddler.

He’d arrived on the scene just in time to see Smiler attack and too late to stop it even if he’d been able to. Sir David had been right; his wristband controller hadn’t worked from the height he was flying.

This woman was clearly a tougher opponent than he could ever have imagined. Anyone who could disable Smiler and Khan – Khan for the second time that morning – was someone Mort needed to take very seriously indeed.

He leaned back on the joystick and drifted lower.

The first priority was to get Khan inside Festering and back to his normal nasty self. A lollipop-sucking enforcer was completely useless. Satisfied that he was now within shock range, Mort lifted his wrist and tapped a finger to give Khan a gentle reminder – just enough to let him know it was time to return to base.

Khan didn’t flinch. He raised the tea Trish had given him and slurped.

Mort looked closely at his wristband. He tapped it once more, this time a little more firmly. Again there was no reaction from Khan. Mort peered closely at the Mongolian and got a shock almost as bad as the one he’d been trying to give Khan.
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Khan’s collar was missing!

This was bad. Very bad. Years of bossing the Mongolian madman around had depended entirely on Mort’s ability to deliver a couple of thousand volts at the touch of a button. Collar-free, Khan was clear to do whatever he wanted. Mort guessed that what Khan most wanted was to take a very close look at Mort’s insides.

Mort wasn’t immortal. He wasn’t indestructible. He felt pain like anyone else. Granted, the DeVere family (and those few families like them) had developed a lot of advanced medicines and surgical techniques to help keep them healthy over the years, but an angry Mongolian warlord would have no trouble ripping out Mort’s guts and wearing them like a feather boa.

Mort gulped.

Then, shaking his head and thrusting out his jaw, he took the controls of the helicopter and headed back to Festering Hall. Being alive for ten thousand years brought with it a certain amount of confidence, and Mort wasn’t quite finished yet.
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Nigel hadn’t taken his eyes off Khan.

He might be fooling Trish with that lollipop-sucking and tea-drinking nonsense, but Nigel wasn’t so easily convinced. This hairy lump had been trying to kill them! Of that, Nigel had no doubt. The tiger thing had just got in the way.

But Trish didn’t see it that way.

‘More?’ she said, holding up the thermos.

Khan nodded carefully. He didn’t like tea, not one little bit, but he wanted some time to think things through.


The woman he’d been trying to kill was clearly a witch.

How else could you explain a wild animal flinging itself in front of his spear? Only a very powerful witch could command dumb animals to sacrifice themselves like that.

And then she’d put that stick thing in his mouth. Although sweet-tasting, it clearly contained an evil potion which would activate if he harmed her.

Oh yes, the witch was clever, there was no doubt about that.

Khan remained quiet and drank his tea.

When he’d finished, Trish pointed in the direction of Festering Hall.

‘Let’s see if we can find these DeVere children, shall we?’ she said briskly.

At the mention of Mort, Khan’s ears pricked up and he got to his feet.

In all the excitement he’d almost forgotten about what he was going to do to Mort once he got his hands on him.
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The Helix touched down on the North Tower landing pad situated directly above Mort’s bedroom. Before the gyro-spiral had stopped moving, Mort leapt out and raced for the stairs. With a collarless Khan heading towards Festering, and the clock ticking on the eclipse, time – something Mort usually had far too much of – had become suddenly very precious.

Twenty seconds later he was at his desk.

He pressed a switch on the arm of his chair. A section of the wall in front of him slid back to reveal a bank of high-definition computer monitors. A sleek keyboard and tracking lever emerged from a recess in the desk and Mort booted up the nerve centre of Festering Hall.

He placed a finger on the tracking lever and several surveillance cameras swung round to pick out Khan and the visitors when they came within range. Mort estimated they’d be arriving onscreen within a few minutes.

While he waited, he sent a text to Leonardo to say he might be a little late back at the lab but under no circumstances should he alter the countdown. It was today or bust.

He clicked the send key and switched his attention back to the screens as his eye caught a movement.

There.

They were coming in from the west under the thick cover of the forest. Khan had taken them to the closest point of the main building where they could enter without crossing open ground. Festering Hall had nothing taller than grass within fifty metres – an ancient, but still very effective security measure.

‘Sneaky,’ said Mort. He zoomed through the leaves and branches on the small group. ‘But not sneaky enough.’

Mort leaned back and rested his fingertips on his chin, keen to see what Khan’s next move would be.

Khan emerged alone from the trees. Mort’s fingers strayed to the keys controlling the roof-mounted laser cannons. One quick blast and Khan would be vaporised.

Mort held his finger above the key and Khan disappeared.

One second he’d been there, the next he wasn’t. Mort leaned forward, blinking at the screen. It was impossible, and yet there it was: the man had gone.

Mort’s fingers danced across his computer command keys and a detailed digital schematic plan of Festering popped onto the largest screen. He flicked through layer after layer until he spotted something.

There! It had to be.

Khan was in one of the vents leading from the cavernous basement area below the building. A complex air filtration system like Festering Hall needed somewhere for the recycled air to go. The tubes were quite large enough for the three of them to fit into and led directly into the warren of ventilation pipes and ducting that snaked through Festering like veins through a body.

Mort frowned. Once they got into the ventilation system they could go anywhere. Tracking them would become almost impossible.

Khan came back out of the ventilation shaft and signalled the others to follow.

Enough was enough, decided Mort. Khan was, after all, simply a copy. Almost a toy, really. Completely replaceable. And it would send a clear message to the visitors: stay out.


Mort flipped the safety on the laser cannon and zoned in on the back of Khan’s head.

‘Sorry, hairball,’ he said and pressed the trigger.

From its position eighty-five metres away, high on one of Festering Hall’s towers, the laser cannon pulsed with a single beam of pure deadly white energy. It arrived at the target a nanosecond after Mort pressed the trigger. There was a blinding flash and then the laser cannon itself exploded. On Mort’s screen flashed a message: WEAPON OUT.

Mort stared at the screen in disbelief.

The lasers were so accurate they could slice an apple at eight hundred metres (Mort had tested them only a year ago while Khan had held the fruit in his quivering fingers). And now, somehow, this mob were not only still alive, they had taken out one of his most deadly weapons.

Mort glanced back at the screen.

Trish Molyneux was looking at an object in her hand and then back up at the smoke rising from the cannon.
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Mort almost choked. The woman had anti-laser technology! As she, Khan and Nigel sprinted into the ventilation shaft, Mort snapped out his mobile and dialled Leonardo once more.

This was getting seriously out of hand.
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‘There’s a hold up,’ said Leonardo da Vinci. He snapped the mobile shut and looked at the other two men. ‘Mortimer has a problem. Can’t be here until he gets it fixed.’

‘Well I guess that’s that,’ said Oppenheimer. He turned towards the lab window, but not before H.G. noticed his lips twitch with the faint hint of a smile.

‘You know, if I was a suspicious person,’ said H.G., ‘I’d say that you want Retro to fail.’

Oppenheimer turned back to face the other two men and shook his head. ‘Of course not.’ He paused. ‘But if Mortimer isn’t here, and with the eclipse starting soon …’ Oppenheimer let the sentence hang in the air.

Da Vinci kicked a wastepaper basket, sending it spinning across the laboratory floor and causing Nemesis the cat to leap to the safety of a nearby metal shelf. ‘No!’ he yelled. ‘We carry on as planned!’

‘What about the eclipse?’ said Oppenheimer. ‘That’s not going to wait. Not to mention we don’t have a pilot! We could be meddling in things we don’t understand! Oh we are become death, destroyer of w–’

‘Here we go again,’ said H.G. He jabbed Oppenheimer in the chest with a finger. ‘Now listen, old chap, we’ve just about had enough of your “destroyer of worlds” nonsense. Pull yourself together, man!’ H.G. pointed at Retro. ‘That is not going to destroy anything, got it?’

‘What about the flux capacitor?’ said Oppenheimer. ‘We have no way of knowing what that will do! We’re not even sure what it’s capable of!’

Da Vinci put up a hand. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘that’s not quite true. I know exactly what will happen with the flux capacitor.’
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H.G. and Oppenheimer waited.

Da Vinci cut the air with the palms of his hand. ‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing.’

‘How can you know that?’ said Oppenheimer. ‘We haven’t even tested it!’

H.G. peered over his glasses at da Vinci. ‘Yes, Leo, how can you know that? I mean, I’m sure you’re absolutely right and all that, but how do you know for sure?’

Da Vinci blushed behind his white beard.

‘Because I bought it on eBay.’ H.G. blinked. ‘eBay?’

Da Vinci shrugged. ‘It’s a prop. Made of plastic. From the Back to the Future movie.’

H.G. walked towards Retro and placed a hand against its smooth steel sides.

‘You mean to tell me that the main part of this machine is nothing more than a … a toy?’

‘Si,’ said da Vinci. ‘Except it’s not an important part.’ He picked up a complicated-looking piece of machinery from a workbench and held it up. ‘I told Mort we needed a flux capacitor for Retro to keep him busy while I fixed the main thrusters.’

‘Why?’ said H.G.

‘To speed the boy up!’ Da Vinci waggled a finger at the window. ‘The eclipse is almost here and Mortimer goes too slow!’

‘So the machine’s ready?’ Oppenheimer looked like he was going to be sick.

Da Vinci nodded. ‘She is tip-top ready.’ He held out a hand and began counting on his fingers. ‘We have thrusters. We have eclipse. We have fuel.’

He broke off and folded his arms, his eyes dark. ‘We just need a pilot.’
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‘Come,’ said Khan as he came back out of the ventilation shaft. ‘Follow!’

Nigel looked at Trish. She had a determined look on her face.

‘Well?’ said Nigel. ‘What do you think? It might be a trap.’

‘Don’t be so silly,’ said Trish. ‘We have business at Festering Hall.’

Nigel shrugged and scampered across to the shaft, Trish walking briskly behind him. At the entrance she stopped and took out a small mirror and lipstick.


‘Vot are you doings, voman?’ snapped Khan. ‘Hurry!’ Then he remembered Trish had supernatural powers. ‘Please.’ The word felt funny in his mouth.

Trish lifted the mirror to her face and applied lipstick carefully. ‘One must always look professional,’ she said.

‘Vot are you doings?’ repeated Khan, pointing to the mirror. He had never seen a woman applying make-up. Trish turned the mirror and held it out for him to look at. Khan bent forward.

As he did so, a blinding flash of light zipped past his head, hit the mirror and bounced straight back from where it came. Behind them on the walls the cannon exploded.

‘Goodness me!’ said Trish. ‘What on earth was that?!’

‘They’re shooting at us!’ yelled Nigel as Khan hauled them into the protection of the ventilation shaft. ‘Your mirror must have reflected whatever it was back at them!’


‘Iss lasers,’ said Kahn, his voice quiet. He looked respectfully at the singed mirror in Trish’s hand. There really was no limit to this witch’s power.

‘Lasers? You mean they’re shooting at us?’ asked Trish.

Khan nodded his great hairy head. Look at the witch pretending she doesn’t know!

‘Well!’ exclaimed Trish Molyneux. ‘That is just not on. I will certainly be including this in my report! Laser cannons! Sabre-toothed tigers! Mr Skelly would not approve!’
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A crow circled Smiler’s body and with a cackle, settled on the animal’s flank. To the bird’s delight, the creature was still warm but clearly dead. Perfect. The crow flapped towards Smiler’s head, settled on the ground next to Smiler’s left eye and drew back for the first peck.

A split second before the crow’s sharp beak made contact, Smiler snapped open his jaws and swallowed the bird whole. It was still squawking as it disappeared down Smiler’s gullet.
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Black feathers fluttering from his mouth, the great beast staggered to his feet, Khan’s spear jutting out at an unnatural angle. Smiler padded to a nearby tree and, using all his weight, broke the spear against the trunk. A jolt of almost unbearable pain shot through the big cat’s body but it had done the trick. Only a few centimetres of spear now remained. Smiler narrowed his eyes into slits of hatred, let out a long rumbling growl, and limped in the direction taken by Khan, Trish and Nigel.
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Mort looked out of a window. Was it his imagination or could he already detect a darkening of the sky?

The eclipse was happening earlier than he’d expected. If Retro was going to launch it was now or never. The planetary alignment was crucial to the machine being able to launch, and eighty-two years was an unacceptable wait for another try.

Mort came to a decision.

He would head back to the lab right away. He could bunker down in there, test Retro as planned and sort out this mess afterwards – if there was an afterwards. If Oppy’s opinion was right, Retro may be a death trap. Still, reflected Mort, Agnetha could look after herself if it all ended badly, he was sure of that.

With his plan in place, Mort took the pole to the ground floor and hopped into his buggy.

He flipped out his mobile and called Sir David.

Sir David was bent over his own tracking screen, trying to trace Smiler, when Mort’s call came in. ‘I’m glad you called, Master DeVere,’ said Sir David. ‘I was beginning to worry about Smiler. It is autumn and the great beasts of the plains must find food if they are to survive the winter. A solo sabre-tooth such as smilodon fatalis requires many kilos of meat on a daily basis and will now be hungry. Stalking the heathlands like …’

‘Yes, yes, Sir David,’ said Mort, cutting across the great naturalist. ‘There’s no need to worry about Smiler. He’s dead. I saw it myself. Can you locate his body and get rid of it? I don’t want it hanging around in case Ma and Pa turn up.’
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‘Dead?’ questioned Sir David, but Mort had hung up.

Puzzled, Sir David turned back to his monitor on which he’d been tracking Smiler for the past ten minutes. Either Mortimer DeVere had been mistaken, or someone else was now wearing Smiler’s tracking collar.

And that collar was heading straight for Festering via the ballroom ventilation shaft.

Sir David stood up and straightened his safari suit. He reached for his tranquiliser gun, the big one. Sir David had, during his long and glittering TV career, swum with sharks on Ningaloo, faced down charging gorillas in Rwanda and wrestled anacondas in the Amazon, all armed with nothing more than a microphone. But with Smiler he wasn’t taking any chances. He checked the big gun was fully loaded and slid a pair of night-vision goggles onto his head. The approaching eclipse was slowly turning the already gloomy island dark.

The last thing Sir David wanted was to be facing an injured sabre-toothed tiger in complete blackness.
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Khan took out a powerful maglite torch from somewhere inside his tunic and pointed it down the shaft. ‘Come,’ he growled, moving into the tunnel. Behind him, Trish and Nigel exchanged glances before following.

‘Where are we going?’ asked Trish. ‘We are on a timetable, Mr …?’

‘Khan,’ said Khan.

‘Oh, like the Mongolian,’ said Trish.

Khan didn’t reply. A remark the cowardly assistant had said was turning over and over in his thoughts. Nigel had said something about a mirror reflecting the laser back. It was possible, Khan thought, that her ‘magic’ was simply good fortune. Unlikely but possible.

And now he came to think about it, the same could be applied to the death of the sabre-tooth. What if Khan’s spear had accidentally hit the animal? The witch had said Khan was ‘her hero’. Would she have said that if she had planned on Khan’s spear killing the tiger? And, if she was a witch, why did she need Khan’s spear to kill the tiger? Couldn’t she just have cast a spell on the beast?

It made sense.

Khan was on his way to Mort’s not-so-secret laboratory. That was the most likely place the boy would be. And if the woman wasn’t a witch, then these two were a dead weight.

It would have been simple to kill them both but Khan was feeling generous. The woman had freed him from his collar, after all. For that, and that alone, he was going to spare their lives.

Two minutes later he came to an abrupt halt outside an open hatchway and motioned Trish and Nigel through into the ballroom. Khan walked across the vast floor and opened a small door set into the opposite wall, revealing a store cupboard crammed with brushes and various cleaning items.

‘Are the children in here?’ asked Trish. ‘We do have a ferry to catch.’

‘In. Now,’ said Khan, producing a length of rope from somewhere inside his tunic. He pushed Trish and Nigel inside. ‘Sit on floor and I tie you up.’

‘Tie us up? Why are you going to tie us up?’ asked Trish. ‘I thought you were taking us to the children.’

Khan shook his head. ‘Neg!’ He pointed to the floor. ‘I leave you here. My gift. You should be grateful.’

‘Grateful?’ said Trish, hotly.


‘Grateful I not kill you. Or is it you prefer to be killed?’

‘We should do what he says,’ said Nigel, sitting down and holding out his hands. Khan pushed Trish to the floor and trussed the two of them up, back to back.
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Trish opened her mouth to say something else and Khan pushed a foul-smelling rag into it. Next he turned to Nigel and did the same to him.

Then, without another word, Khan closed the door of the store cupboard and left.
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Five minutes after leaving his headquarters, and with the light outside fading fast, a worried Sir David was about twenty metres from the ballroom when the door began to open. A grimy figure emerged.

Sir David just had time to dart behind a thick curtain hanging by the side of a long window before Khan stepped from the ballroom and began walking in his direction. With a jolt, Sir David noticed that Khan was no longer wearing his shock collar.

Sir David put his back to the wall and waited. He was armed, but a collarless Khan was something to be avoided.

Khan passed by and disappeared round a corner.

Sir David waited another twenty seconds before checking the hallway and moving quickly to the ballroom. Once there, he put his ear against the door.

Not a sound.

The naturalist waited patiently. From Alaska to Zimbabwe, he had found that waiting often brought results. Several minutes ticked by.

And then, from inside the ballroom, a noise. Just a faint rustling sound, no more.

Sir David brought the heavy-duty tranquiliser gun up to shoulder height and silently placed the muzzle against the door. He pushed it slowly open and put his head around the frame, the lapels on his safari suit quivering with nervous tension.

At one end of the long room a curtain moved lazily in the breeze.

Sir David moved into the ballroom and advanced towards the curtain. As he drew closer he could see that what was causing it to move was a gentle breeze blowing from an open ventilation hatch, the door of which swung gently on its hinges.

It didn’t take a genius to realise that this was where Khan had come in.

The big question was how far behind Khan was Smiler?

Sir David thumbed the safety off the gun and approached the ventilation shaft. At the entrance he clicked the switch on his LED head torch and inched inside.

On the floor were fresh prints, clear in the dusty surface. Sir David, an expert tracker, could read them as easily as a book.

Three people, one large, two smaller, had come this way recently.

From the size of one set of prints, Sir David knew one of them was certainly Khan. The others were those of a man and a woman. Sir David had no idea who they might be or where they were now.
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Sir David looked down at his wrist. According to his monitor Smiler was heading directly towards him.

He swallowed hard and checked the gun once more.

As he did so he heard a rumbling growl from up ahead and, despite the cool of the ventilation shaft, Sir David felt a single bead of sweat trickle down his forehead.

‘Once more unto the breach, old boy,’ he whispered, wiping his brow. He thumbed the safety catch to ‘off’.

Ahead there was now dead silence. Sir David’s torch beam didn’t penetrate for more than twenty paces. He turned it off and pulled on the night-vision goggles. The goggles might make the difference, although Sir David had a nagging feeling that sabre-toothed tigers came fully equipped with built-in night vision.


For a few moments the only sound Sir David could hear was the beating of his heart and he began to realise that, armed or not, a fully grown sabre-tooth would be hard to stop in a confined space like this. It might be better to return with some real back-up.

Like a thermo-nuclear missile.

‘No need to be silly about this,’ Sir David murmured. He took out his mobile and dialled Mort.

‘It’s about Smiler,’ began Sir David as he lowered the barrel of the gun.

And there, quite suddenly, less than half a metre from his face, was the sabre-tooth, his long fangs glowing ghostly green through the night-vision goggles. Sir David’s legs almost buckled and the phone dropped from his hand.

‘Sir David? Sir David? Hello?’ Mort’s voice, tinny through the tiny phone speaker, went unanswered. ‘What was that about Smiler?’


Sir David opened his mouth to scream and his finger scrabbled for the trigger of the tranquiliser gun but it was too late. Much too late.
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With Trish and Nigel safely stowed in the storage cupboard in the ballroom, Khan headed for a supply store in the basement that Mort had thought was secret.

But Khan had known about the store for years. Not only that, safely stuffed down the front of his grimy Mongolian underwear, he had an electronic universal key card that he’d swiped from Mort’s desk. You didn’t get to be ruler of the known world just by being big and mean. Sneaky also helped.

As he waited for the lift to the basement, Khan glanced through a window. He could see the last of the afternoon light fading as the eclipse reached completion.

Khan reached out a thick grimy finger and jabbed the lift button impatiently.

Ten seconds later the lift arrived and Khan reached the store a minute after that. He slid the card into the electronic reader mounted on the wall and the heavy door opened to reveal a long storeroom lined with neatly arranged shelves of weapons and supplies. Everything looked clean and new and expensive because that’s exactly what it was.

Khan was inside for less than forty seconds.

From the shelves he selected a German-made hand-held rocket launcher and a set of US Marine-issue night-vision goggles. Ever since he’d found the store, Khan had dreamed about the fun he could have if he ever managed to get rid of his shock collar. He’d been practising with the equipment in the storeroom for years (although until now he’d never actually risked firing anything). If Khan had anything to do with it, that was going to change today. He slipped the goggles around his beefy neck and left, the door sliding shut behind him.

Taking a set of stairs, Khan dropped down another two levels and turned into another long corridor. He walked fifty metres before stopping outside another steel door, from behind which came a deep electronic hum.

A slow smile spread across the Mongolian’s face.

He was standing outside the very heart of Festering Hall: the main generator room that fed the building’s always-hungry power needs.

There was, of course, a back-up power supply in a secondary power room, but that would take an hour or more to be primed, and had never been called into action.

What Khan had in mind was going to take much less than an hour.


He again swiped the stolen card through the security reader.

Once inside, his beard vibrated as he stood on a wire-mesh walkway that encircled the massive generator housed in its protective cage. Here the noise was much louder and very much more intense. The generator was concreted into the granite floor, almost two full storeys below where Khan was standing. Nothing short of a nuclear explosion would destroy it.

But this didn’t matter to Khan. He wasn’t interested in destroying the generator. If things didn’t work out as planned he’d be stuck on the island, and he had no intention of being stuck there without electricity for however long it took to fix. How would he watch American Idol?

Khan clanked across the grille towards a wall-mounted metal box containing the main circuit board and fuses. He swung open the door and located the ‘on/off’ lever. Khan placed the night-vision goggles over his eyes and reached out a huge hand. With a grim smile, he pulled the lever to ‘off’.
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The generator gave a long slow moan like a dying animal and, for the first time in nine hundred years, Festering Hall was plunged into complete darkness.
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Agnetha lay back, arms folded, on her big black-quilted bed.

She sighed and looked out of the long window. Great gloomy clouds hung low over an ebony sea, leaving a thin ribbon of paler sky on the horizon. As Agnetha watched, that ribbon too began to merge with the darkness as the eclipse enveloped the island. She looked at her watch. Almost three-thirty.

Agnetha had no desire to venture outside. Not with Mort’s stupid Smiler roaming around the place.
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She was sure that both Trish and Nigel would have been eaten by now and was glad that most of her collection were tucked up safe and sound in their compounds, the only exception being H.G.

As far as she was concerned, H.G. could take his chances in Mort’s silly little lab. She could probably make a new copy later if he was unfortunate enough to run into Smiler. There was bound to be some of H.G.’s DNA hanging around somewhere.

‘Serve him right if he does get eaten, the silly old fool,’ Agnetha muttered.

She reached for her book, First Bite, the 24th in a series of 66 vampire books by a writer called Ursula Moon. The cover showed a teenage girl, dressed in black, looking at the camera. A thin trickle of blood ran from the side of her mouth. All of Ursula Moon’s books featured teenage girls with blood dripping from their mouths.

Agnetha sighed.

She was pretty sure that in First Bite the heroine, Beula Swill, would finally get to kiss the hero, dashing vampire Josh Blackshade.

Agnetha had been waiting for that kiss for 23 books.

She started reading. Thirty minutes later, after a great deal of talking and a chase by werewolves through a graveyard, Beula finally kissed Josh.
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Which was the precise moment when all the lights went out in Festering Hall.

Festering Hall had never had a power cut before; not once since they’d electrified the compounds in 1164 …

Agnetha froze.

A series of images ran through her mind like a flash-frame montage in a movie: the pulsing generator, the central fuse box, the thick snakes of wiring and fibre-optic cables spiralling through Festering; the technical wizardry keeping everything in the compounds running smoothly; keeping the heat and light operating.

Keeping the compound gates locked!

Agnetha jumped up and banged her head sharply on her bookshelf. Ignoring the pain, she fumbled frantically in her bedside cabinet for her torch, found it and pressed the switch.

It was time for action.

Agnetha rushed around the room, cramming equipment into a black nylon backpack.


Spare torch batteries, her mobile phone, some rope, chocolate, all the usual stuff.

And a stainless steel Weiner & Missen hand-held multi-shot dart gun loaded with silver ammunition, a baseball bat, a crucifix and an economy-sized can of garlic spray.

Mort wasn’t the only one with secrets tucked away in the darkest corners of Festering Hall.
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Trish was wriggling so much that Nigel was developing a painful rash between the shoulder blades. She hadn’t stopped since Khan had closed the door to the storage cupboard.

What on earth was she doing?

Nigel would have asked her but with Khan’s filthy rag stuffed in his mouth, that was impossible. In fact Khan had tied them up so tightly that the only way to get free would be if one of them could bend their leg over their shoulder and untie the ropes using their toes.


Trish bent her leg back over her shoulder and untied the ropes using her toes. With his hands free, Nigel pulled the rag from his mouth.

‘How …?’

Trish stood up and straightened her skirt. She picked up her shoe and put it back on.

‘Yoga,’ she replied. ‘Six years advanced classes. Tuesday evenings, Unk Shire Institute.’

Nigel shook his head. He was beginning to think Trish was an android.

Trish opened the door and looked out carefully. The ballroom appeared to be empty. She stepped inside, her gaze stopping at the open hatchway.

‘That’s odd,’ she said, moving towards the opening to the ventilation shaft, Nigel close behind.

‘Look,’ she said, pointing at two objects lying just inside the open hatchway.

She leaned inside and picked them up. As she did so, a familiar roar came echoing up the tunnel towards them.
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Nigel, his face sheet-white, made a sound like a baby seal looking for its mother.

As Smiler roared once more, filling Nigel’s head with images of curving fangs and razor claws, his jelly legs buckled from under him. He slumped to the ballroom floor like a dropped sock, hitting the boards with a dull thud. At exactly the same time, all the lights went off, and everything went black.

‘Oh great,’ said Trish. ‘Perfect.’
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‘I’m not hangin’ around long, skip. Not with this blasted eclipse comin’ on.’

‘No-one’s asking you to, Roy. Just tie us up and we’ll give them another two minutes, no more.’

The skipper of the Unk ferry checked his watch: 4.08 pm and the skies already close to black. The boat bumped against the Unk Island jetty, its engines churning against a sea as grim as the captain’s thoughts.

Captain Burns was anxious not to be there any longer than absolutely necessary. He’d already waited twenty minutes longer on this blasted island than he felt comfortable with.

Everyone had heard the rumours about Unk.

If you were a local you couldn’t avoid growing up hearing stories. And as well as hearing them, you quickly learned not to ask too many questions about the mysterious DeVere family, not to poke your nose in where it wasn’t wanted. Noses that did poke their way in had a habit of being pushed right back out again.

The only certainty was that, despite the DeVeres owning almost all the land in Unk Shire, hardly anyone on the mainland ever saw anyone from the island. His grandfather had once told the captain some nonsense about some sort of human zoo on the island, and there had been rumours about the DeVeres being witches, but Burns had dismissed it all as idle village chat.

All the captain knew for sure was that Unk Island was a damned spooky place to be in the dark.
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He gave an impatient toot on the ferry horn, but wasn’t hopeful. The education woman and her assistant would have been here by now if they were coming back tonight.

Or ever.

‘Where do you think they are?’ said Roy, his eyes scanning the cliffs. Captain Burns could hear the trace of panic in Roy’s voice and hoped his own didn’t sound as nervy.

‘How would I know?’ he snapped. He looked at his watch once again and frowned at Roy as if he was to blame. ‘Now cast off! Those two will have to take their chances!’

Then, as Roy gratefully lifted the rope from the dockside davit, they heard it: a sound like nothing either man had ever heard before and one which they were very sure they never wanted to hear again.

‘What was that?’ Roy squeaked.

‘What was what?’ said Captain Burns. ‘Let’s go!’

Then, before Roy could suggest anything so stupid as going to look for the missing passengers, Captain Burns thrust the engine levers forward and the ferry surged into the open water.
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Mort couldn’t believe how difficult today was turning out to be.

He’d been halfway to the lab with the eclipse closing in when he’d got the call from Sir David. Mort swung the buggy one hundred and eighty degrees and headed for the ballroom.

As he drove he checked his wrist monitor.

Sir David – or his dot – was inside the ventilation shaft leading to the ballroom. Mort looked closely at the display screen and frowned. Unless he was mistaken, so was Smiler.


What on earth was Sir David doing?

Mort could only guess that Sir David had found the sabre-tooth and, for reasons known only to Sir David, was now bringing Smiler’s collar back to Festering via the ventilation shaft.

A minute later Mort arrived at the ballroom. He could hear voices coming from inside. Slowly Mort pushed open the door.

There, about twenty metres from where he was standing, were the two unwelcome visitors. Both of them were standing looking in at the ventilation shaft. Mort saw the woman reach inside the shaft and pick up an object.

Mort walked slowly towards them, trying to decide how to handle the situation. Perhaps he could pretend to be someone else? Whatever the story was it was about time he got this sorted out one way or another.

He had reached a spot about ten metres away when two things happened at almost exactly the same time.


First, and to Mort’s complete surprise, he heard an almighty roar from the clearly not-dead Smiler from somewhere in the ventilation shaft. The man who had been peering into the shaft stepped backwards and fainted.

Second – and this was almost as surprising as hearing the sabre-tooth come back from the dead – all the lights went out.

Mort wasted no time wondering why Smiler wasn’t still lying out on the island. Instead he selected the most powerful setting on his wrist monitor ‘stun’ control and began slowly and silently backing towards the door.

It had been a shock hearing the beast but not as big as the one he would give the sabre-tooth if he came into the ballroom. Mort knew from the wrist monitor that Smiler still had his collar firmly in place. A full blast should do the trick but Mort knew he’d have to get it right first time. Smiler was a tough enough proposition normally, but wounded, he would be twice as dangerous.


Mort steadied his finger over the controls.

Then, from the darkness ahead, Smiler let out a howl and flew out of the ventilation shaft, clear over the heads of Trish and the prone Nigel.

Of course, in the darkness, Mort had no way of knowing this. All he knew was that he was in the ballroom with a sabre-toothed tiger with a grudge.
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A long time ago Mort had spent eight years studying at the Shaolin Monastery overlooking Kathmandu. The experience had left him with some very useful skills, one of them being the ability to ‘feel’ an attacker coming towards you. He could hear Smiler padding around the ballroom, before stopping.

In the nick of time Mort sensed Smiler coming at him. He dived hard to his left, his shoulder slamming painfully into the wall of the ballroom.

He only just made it.

With another roar loud enough to wake the dead, Smiler pounced again but found only empty space. Mort, his shoulder throbbing from the impact with the wall, staggered back into the centre of the ballroom. He slipped on the shiny wooden floor under his boots and fell sideways – something which probably saved his life – just as Smiler flew over his head, his trailing leg catching Mort on the back and sending him flying clear across the room.

Even as he was cartwheeling through the air, Mort was estimating the sabre-tooth’s position. He twisted his body and sprang to his feet. The second his toes touched the floor he flexed his knees and bounced upwards as Smiler attacked again. Using all his Shaolin expertise, Mort hung in the air for as long as he could. Feeling the beast pass under him, Mort stabbed a finger down onto his wristband. If the thing was operational, that jolt should have sent Smiler to sleep.

It didn’t.

The power outage must be preventing the radio signal that the device needed to function.

Mort landed once more, this time twisting and rolling sideways until he was wedged into the angle where the ballroom wall met the floor. It made him a less conspicuous target.

Smiler paced the room, growling. Mort became aware that, like himself, the Molyneux woman was trying very hard not to breathe. And then, quite suddenly, the man with her woke up.
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‘Where am I?’ he said. ‘Mummy?’

‘Shh!’ hissed Trish, clamping her hand over Nigel’s mouth, but it was too late.

Mort sensed Smiler moving in the darkness. He didn’t know exactly how sensitive Smiler’s sense of smell was, but he did know it was better than his own. There was also nothing wrong with his hearing, so Mort, with nothing he could do to disguise his smell, lay as quietly as possibly.

Smiler moved in the direction of the sounds. He knew fear when he heard it.

And fear meant food.

Smiler moved in on Trish and Nigel.
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As soon as the lights had gone out, Trish reached down to grab Nigel’s collar and haul him as far away from the entrance as possible. As she did so, Smiler exploded into the ballroom and flew over their heads, landing with a crash against the far wall. Then, in rapid succession came a series of blood-curdling roars.

One of the objects Trish had found was a pair of night-vision goggles.

Quickly, she put them on and the ballroom became visible.


She almost wished it hadn’t.

The gigantic sabre-tooth was only eight or nine metres away and seemed to be fighting a boy of about ten. So this was one of the children she’d been sent to find. From the look of things she’d arrived just in time to see him being eaten alive. For a split second she considered trying to do something but, in the darkened ballroom with an injured sabre-toothed tiger, she didn’t know what she could do, except try to save the unconscious Nigel.

Trish glanced over her shoulder, towards the door.

It was close, maybe fifteen metres, but it may as well have been fifty. Trish saw Mort roll into a corner of the room and lie still as Smiler began to pad slowly from side to side.

Clever boy, she thought.

She started very slowly, and as silently as possible, to drag Nigel towards the door. It was worth a shot. Nigel slid easily on the smooth surface and, keeping one eye on the sabre-tooth, Trish began to make good progress.

Which was when Nigel had woken up and asked for his mummy.

Smiler turned and began moving in their direction.

Out of the corner of her eye Trish saw the boy slowly roll out of his position against the wall and start to tiptoe towards the ventilation shaft.

Trish realised she wasn’t going to make it to the door.

She took her hand from Nigel’s mouth and he let out a long breath. Smiler’s ears pricked up but Trish knew she needed both hands free for what she was going to do. With Smiler bearing down on them, Trish hoisted the second object she’d found in the ventilation shaft.

Sir David’s tranquiliser gun.

Trish squinted through the night-vision goggles down the barrel. She tightened her finger on the trigger and took aim.


The tranquiliser dart flew past Smiler’s head, slicing a hole through his ear. The tiger bellowed in pain, rearing up on his hind legs above her and Nigel.
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He hung there for what seemed an eternity before turning and running back down the ballroom. At full speed, the animal slammed into a wall and bounced back straight towards the boy, who had almost reached the relative safety of the ventilation shaft.

Trish saw Mortimer DeVere freeze, trying to get a fix on where the animal was.

Before Trish could warn him, Smiler pounced and, this time, no amount of Shaolin moves could help. The sabre-tooth pinned Mort to the floor with his great paws, and bellowed into his face.
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So this was how ten thousand years was going to end, thought Mort as Smiler’s hot breath filled his nostrils: eaten by his pet cat.

Mort tried to kick Smiler using a Chung-Jao Dancing Crab kick he’d been taught by Grand Sensei Woo, but it was like kicking a rhinoceros.


Then, just as Smiler clamped his jaws around Mort’s neck, the darkness was lit by a second brief flash. Smiler grunted, and Mort disappeared under five hundred kilograms of sabre-toothed tiger.
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Agnetha pushed open the security door to her secret underground compound and forced herself to breathe.

The fact that the heavy security door was unlocked was a bad sign.

On her way down through the catacombs under Festering, Agnetha had half-hoped that the inhabitants of her compound would still be safely tucked up in bed.

The open door told her a different story. She stepped cautiously through the security door and looked around.


The compound consisted of a vast dome-shaped greenhouse built inside an even larger natural cave. Agnetha had stumbled across it some years ago while exploring the catacombs and knew it would be a perfect place to develop her own secret project.

The roof of the dome was lined with powerful lamps, which (when the power was on) acted as an artificial sun, allowing Agnetha to grow a woodland glade thick with trees and lush green grass. At the centre of the glade stood an old-fashioned country cottage, complete with low-thatched roof and rose garden. A stone path, green with moss, wound its way to the front door.

Agnetha’s torch beam sent shadows scurrying across the black leaves as she scanned the trees. She shivered and pushed open the gate, moving slowly along the path, gun in one hand, torch in the other. At the entrance to the cottage she paused and then kicked the door open. As it swung back on its hinges, she dropped into a forward roll to confuse any possible attacker and came up in the cottage hallway, arms extended, her eyes and gun barrel darting from corner to corner.
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The place looked very much like someone had left in a hurry.

In the kitchen a couple of bowls of grey mush lay half-eaten on the scrubbed pine table while another was up-ended on the floor. Three wooden chairs of different sizes were pushed back haphazardly from the table.

She was on her way upstairs when she heard the sound. She dropped to one knee and listened carefully, probing the stairway with the torch beam. She slipped the safety off the Weiner & Missen dart gun and held it out in front of her.

Agnetha slowly moved to the landing. There it was again. There was something in one of the bedrooms.

She crept forward, the torch beam like a light saber, her finger coiled around the trigger of the dart gun as she slowly pushed open the first bedroom door. It looked like a child’s bedroom. There, fast asleep in bed was a dark shape huddled under the covers, snoring softly. As Agnetha’s torch moved across the bed, whoever was in there shifted and Agnetha hurriedly turned the torch off. The shape began softly snoring once more and Agnetha, hardly daring to breathe, retreated to the landing.

More snoring was coming from the second room.

Agnetha pushed this door open and again looked around.

Two beds this time, set close together, one slightly bigger than the other. A dark shape snoring in the smaller bed. Agnetha crept closer to get a better look at the second, larger, bed. A floorboard creaked under her foot and she stopped.

So did the snoring. And then, to Agnetha’s relief, it began once more.

Agnetha craned her neck over the sleeping shape and looked at the larger bed.

It was empty.

Behind her, Agnetha felt the slightest movement in the air and she turned to see an enormous black shape towering over her. Her fingers scrabbled for the torch and switched it on.


Agnetha caught a flash of sharp white teeth bared in fury. It was a bear, a big one, standing on its hind legs. The creature opened its jaws wide and bellowed ferociously. So powerful was the noise in the enclosed space that Agnetha took an automatic step back. A second bear rose from the bed and a third ran into the room. All three roared at Agnetha and she knew she had to do something.
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Every atom in Agnetha’s body screamed at her to run as the bears attacked. But in the confined space of a cottage bedroom there was nowhere to go. Instead, Agnetha forced herself to channel the adrenalin pumping through her body, dropped calmly into a shooting position and squeezed – not pulled – the trigger of the dart gun three times.

The bears were unconscious before they hit the floor. Agnetha was grateful she’d chosen the full-strength darts. They’d be sleeping for days.

In the sudden silence she stood and lowered the Weiner & Missen to her side, her gun hand trembling slightly.

Three down, one to go.

Agnetha’s fourth creation wasn’t in the compound. Somewhere out there was the creature who she did not, under any circumstances, want running loose in Festering Hall.

Goldilocks.
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Mort peeled his eyelids open and instantly wished he hadn’t.

He felt worse than the time he’d been watching the Battle of Little Big Horn and was run over by a panicky buffalo. Just like then, when he woke up he wasn’t entirely sure where he was.

As his vision cleared he saw he was being carried on some sort of stretcher by the Molyneux woman and someone else who Mort couldn’t see, but who he assumed was her assistant. The only light came from an iPhone balanced on Mort’s stomach.
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‘Hey!’ said Mort.

‘Oh, you’re awake then?’ said Trish.

‘No, I’m fast asleep,’ said Mort.

‘There’s no need for sarcasm, Mortimer,’ said Trish. ‘It’s for your own good.’

Mort hadn’t been spoken to like that by anyone (other than Agnetha and she didn’t count) for more than two hundred years. He was also nine thousand, nine hundred and seventy years older than Trish Molyneux.

‘Stop,’ he said. ‘I’m getting up.’

Trish didn’t seem to have heard him.

Mort tried to pull himself upright and found he couldn’t. He’d been strapped tightly to a length of what looked like (and indeed, was) a section of the wood panelling that lined the ballroom. A leather belt was fastened around his chest and his knees were held in place by a striped tie.

He couldn’t move a muscle.

‘Keep still, Mortimer,’ said Trish. ‘You might have a spinal injury. You were under that horrible animal for a long time. And you’ll drop my phone.’

‘What horrible animal?’ asked Mort, and then it came back to him in a rush. The ballroom fight with Smiler. Him being pinned down. The flash of light and then … nothing.

‘The heavy animal,’ said Nigel. ‘The very heavy and very smelly animal. I’m sure I’ve done something to my back lifting him off.’

‘Lifting?’ said Mort. ‘You wouldn’t have been able to lift Smiler. He weighs too much.’

‘We sort of just dragged him a bit,’ said Nigel. ‘And Trish rigged up a lever. It was enough so we could slide you out. A good job too – you were turning a funny colour under there.’

Mort frowned. There was something in Nigel’s story he didn’t understand.

‘What happened to Smiler – to the sabre-tooth?’ asked Mort.

‘I shot him,’ said Trish, ‘with a tranquiliser dart gun.’

‘You have dart guns?’ asked Mort, impressed despite himself. Unk Shire Education Department was better equipped than he’d imagined.

‘Of course not,’ said Trish. ‘I found the rifle in that tunnel.’

‘Oh,’ said Mort. ‘So you …’

Trish nodded. ‘Yes, we saved your life, Mortimer. But you don’t have to thank us right now. You can do it when we get back to the mainland.’

Mort blinked. ‘The mainland?’

Trish smiled. ‘Of course. You need to be checked by a proper doctor. And where on earth are your parents? It is totally unacceptable to leave children on this island. There are wild animals running around, for heaven’s sake. And I know your babysitter means well, but quite honestly, he probably doesn’t have his certification!’

‘Babysitter?’ Did she mean Khan? And speaking of Khan, where was the old devil? With Mort strapped up like a Christmas turkey, Khan would have no trouble killing him if he found him like this.

Not to mention what Smiler would do once he woke up.

‘Where are we going?’ asked Mort.

Trish glanced over her shoulder.

‘I was hoping you’d tell us that,’ she said. ‘I don’t think we want to be around when that beast wakes up, do we?’

Mort stayed quiet for a moment. Temporarily, he and Trish were on the same side.

‘The library,’ said Mort. He nodded towards a hallway, branching off to the left. ‘There’s a phone there you can use and the door’s pretty strong.’

Trish looked at him suspiciously but said nothing.

Mort was telling the truth. There was a phone in the library. And it did have a strong door. But there was another, more important reason Mort wanted to go to the library.








[image: image]



With the power out and wearing the night-vision goggles, Khan moved through the darkened corridors of Festering easily and with two very clear ideas in his head.

First, he was going to teach that little Mortimer snot a thing or two.

And second, he was going to get off this damned island if it was the last thing he did.

The beauty of Khan’s plan as he saw it was that he could do both things at the same time. There was an ancient Mongolian proverb that said that you can kill two birds with one stone but if you have a great big rocket launcher you can kill a lot more.

Actually, there wasn’t any such Mongolian proverb but Khan felt there should be. Once he was back in charge of the world he’d make sure that it became a proverb.

But before that could happen he needed to get off this blasted island.

Khan knew that he had little chance with the ferry unless he forced the sailors to take him to the mainland. One glimpse of Khan at the jetty and he knew the ferry would be off to sea before he could get near. He could, of course, hide and jump aboard, but Khan knew the effect his appearance had on some people. For all he knew, the ferry crew would drop dead with fright and then where would he be? Khan wasn’t a sailor and the seas around Unk had claimed its fair share of ships.

Besides, even if he did take the ferry, he had no doubt that the DeVeres would have some sort of system in place to stop any of their collection escaping in that way. An automatic missile system, maybe. Khan wouldn’t have been surprised.

No, what Khan needed was something faster than the ferry. Something that would take him where he wanted to go instantly. Something new.

Mort’s secret machine.

From what little Khan knew, Retro would be able to transport him out of Unk instantly. And since the machine was Mortimer DeVere’s absolute pride and joy, the threat of him taking it would be enough to bring him straight to Khan.

Two birds.

Khan reached the laboratory inside eight minutes, only slightly longer than it would have taken with the lights on.

When he got there he paused and listened for a moment before sliding it open. With the power out, the electronic locking mechanism was useless.


He was in.

A dim light was coming from somewhere up ahead. It flared in Khan’s goggles and he lifted them onto his forehead. As Khan’s eyes adjusted, he moved slowly into the laboratory. Towards the centre of the lab three figures were huddled around a candle. Their shadows, made huge by the tiny flame, flickered across the complicated equipment as the men talked in low voices. To Khan it sounded like they were arguing about something.

Khan coughed and they turned round.

‘Gentlemens,’ said Khan. He lifted the rocket launcher from his back and pointed it at them. All three raised their hands.

‘There’s no need for that,’ said Oppenheimer. ‘What are we going to do, fight you?’

Leonardo nodded. ‘We are men of science, Khan.’ He glanced at H.G. Wells. ‘And he’s a writer.’ Leonardo spoke the last word in the same way you might say ‘cockroach’.


Wells pursed his lips and shot a dark look at Leonardo.

‘Thank you, Leo,’ he said, looking Khan directly in the eye. ‘Now look here, old chap, Oppy’s right. There’s no need to be waving that thing around, is there? I’m sure we can come to some sort of gentlemanly …’

Khan lifted the rocket launcher and squeezed the trigger. The window at the end of the laboratory exploded in a ball of orange flame and glass.
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‘… arrangement,’ whispered Wells.

‘You finish?’ Khan said. He pointed the rocket launcher at Mort’s machine. ‘I have your attentions?’

Leonardo jumped between the rocket launcher and the machine. ‘Per favore, not the machine.’

Khan laughed. ‘I not shooting machine. Khan want machine! Get off island.’

Wells and Oppenheimer exchanged glances.

‘Ah, I’m not sure you know exactly what this machine does, Mr Khan,’ said Wells.

Khan narrowed his eyes. ‘Is for travel,’ he growled. ‘This I heard Mort DeVere say to you. If machine can travel Mort DeVere, machine can travel me.’

Leonardo laughed. ‘This machine is not a taxi, Khan!’ Leonardo cried. ‘You can’t just ask it to take you home!’

Khan swore loudly – in Mongolian – which was just as well because it was the worst swear word ever invented.
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‘You lie!’ he shouted. He pointed the rocket at the machine. ‘This machine is travel machine!’

‘Yes, Mr Khan,’ said Oppenheimer, holding his hands up in a calming gesture. ‘It is a travel machine but not exactly the sort of travel machine you think it is.’ He paused and looked at Leonardo, who shrugged.

Wells nodded and Oppenheimer turned back to face Khan.

‘Retro is a time-travel machine.’
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The big helicopter dipped its rotor blades and plunged down through the mist towards Unk Island. As the island emerged for the first time, the pilot turned to the co-pilot and nodded.

‘Visual confirmation of destination.’

The co-pilot gave the thumbs up. ‘Take us past the cliffs on the west side and come in there. The wind should be easier. We’ll put down in the shelter of the east wall.’

The pilot nodded and the helicopter banked around the great black cliffs.
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The co-pilot leaned closer to the spray-spattered window of the cockpit. He tapped the pilot on the arm and pointed.

‘What in blue blazes is that?’ he said, directing the pilot’s gaze towards a large black slot cut into the cliff face. The pilot slowed and as the helicopter steadied, she took a closer look.

‘No idea,’ she said, her voice crackling over the headset. ‘But I haven’t seen it before.’

‘Been a while, I suppose. Shall we go in?’

‘Negative,’ replied the pilot. ‘The call said there’d been trouble. We’ll take a look round before we do anything.’ She jerked a gloved thumb towards the foot of the cliffs, where what looked like several rusting aircraft lay smashed on the rocks. ‘Looks like there’s been some bad luck around here. We stick to the flight plan.’

She swung the craft away from the cliff just as a plume of orange flame erupted from the black slot. The shock wave hit the side of the chopper, sending it plunging and spinning towards the ocean.

‘Sweet Methuselah!’ spat the pilot as she fought for control. Summoning all her strength, she wrenched the lever to one side and gunned the already screaming engine. Just as it seemed that they must surely ditch into the black water, the chopper surged upwards and out, away from the cliff.

‘What the heck was that?’ said the pilot.

Both of them watched a ball of fire drift upwards from the opening in the cliff face and then fade into a great plume of black smoke.

‘I have no idea,’ said the co-pilot, ‘but it looks like we got here just in time.’
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They’d reached the library which, Mort knew, had been built as a fire guard for Festering’s priceless collection. Once inside, with the massive doors locked, they’d be safe from Smiler and Khan.

Not that safety was the reason Mort had directed them to the library.

Trish and Nigel slid open the doors. Once open, they shifted Mort inside and quickly bolted the heavy wooden doors behind them. Nigel groped his way towards a leather chair and slumped into it, groaning.


As Trish slid home the last bolt, the emergency power supply finally kicked in.

Three overhead lights flickered on, revealing the library to be a vast space lined floor to ceiling with books. About halfway up the walls a mezzanine circled the library to give access to the upper levels.

‘Blimey,’ said Nigel. He gave a low whistle. ‘Well, they might not be at school, but these kids have got plenty to read.’

Trish pursed her lips. ‘That is quite beside the point, Nigel.’

Nigel shrugged and then sat bolt upright as he caught sight of something. ‘Look!’ he said, pointing at an old-fashioned-looking telephone on a small table in a corner of the room. ‘Do you think it’ll be working?’

‘Only one way to find out,’ replied Trish, picking up the receiver. She held it to her ear. ‘We have a line,’ she said and dialled. ‘We need the Unk Emergency helicopter,’ she said. ‘As fast as you can.’


As Trish began giving precise instructions to the helicopter dispatcher, Mort put his plan into action. He gritted his teeth and, in one quick jerk, dislocated his left shoulder. A lightning bolt of pain shot down his entire body but he didn’t make a sound. That was the key; no noise.

Harry Houdini, the great escape artist, had taught him the trick at Madison Square Gardens in 1912 and, once he had mastered his control of the pain, Mort had found it useful on more than one occasion. After a second or two, Mort slipped his arm free of the belt holding him to the temporary stretcher. Once that was done he popped his shoulder back with a second jolt of pain.

Mort glanced over at Trish and Nigel still focused on the phone call.

In less than twenty seconds he had wriggled free of the stretcher and got to his feet.

Mort began moving silently towards the mystery section of the library.

‘Mortimer DeVere!’

Mort spun round to see Trish Molyneux looking at him disapprovingly, her hands on her hips. Nigel picked up a wooden chair and held it out in front of him in the manner of a lion tamer.

Trish looked at him. ‘What on earth are you doing, Nigel? He is a child.’

‘I’m not taking any chances,’ said Nigel. ‘He could be dangerous!’

Mort nodded towards Nigel. ‘He’s right,’ he said. ‘I could be dangerous.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Trish. ‘What you need is someone looking after you properly. You need school. And maybe some more sleep.’

Mort laughed. ‘I don’t think so, Ms Molyneux. I’ve had enough school to last me a lifetime.’

‘Every child needs school, Mortimer.’ Trish took a step forward and smiled. ‘And call me Trish.’
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‘I’d rather stick with Ms Molyneux. Don’t come any closer.’

A faint gleam came into Trish’s eyes. She deliberately took a step forward. ‘And what,’ she said, sounding out her words very carefully, and looking directly at Mort, ‘are you going to do if I do come closer?’

‘This,’ said Mort and sprinted headlong towards the mystery section.

‘Stop!’ yelled Trish, but Mort carried on running straight at the wall of books. When he was a metre from the wall he flung himself headfirst, his arms outstretched towards the collected works of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Watching, Nigel braced himself for the painful impact.

Instead, as Mort’s hand connected with the spine of The Hound of the Baskervilles, the section of books swung inwards and Mort disappeared from sight. As his heels were lost from view, the books swung back into place with a ‘click’.


Nigel put down the chair and tilted his head. ‘Well, I didn’t see that coming,’ he said. He turned to Trish, fighting the urge to smile. ‘What now, boss?’

Trish lifted her bag onto her shoulder and pointed at the books. ‘We follow him, of course.’

‘What?’ said Nigel, as Trish started sprinting in the direction taken by Mort. ‘Wait!’

He was too late. Just as Nigel had done, Trish launched herself straight at the books. And just as Mort had done, she too was swallowed up by the darkness.

‘What about me?’ wailed Nigel. He looked around at the gloomy library and, cursing Trish Molyneux, Mortimer DeVere and all of Unk Island, he too sprinted towards the books.
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Smiler had never been shot with a tranquiliser gun before.

Mort or Sir David had never had any reason to. With his electronic collar there to remind him when he misbehaved, a roomy compound and as much fresh meat as he could eat, the big cat had been easy to control.

So when Smiler slowly opened his eyes in the ballroom, he wasn’t at all sure what had happened.

He thought he remembered eating a guy in a safari suit. And then everything had gone dark.

Smiler staggered to his feet and shook himself. The wound in his side from Khan’s spear throbbed and he let out a low growl. It was all coming back to him now. It was Mort who he’d been chasing in the ballroom.

Smiler looked around, puzzled. He was sure he’d had Mort right there in front of him in one bite-sized portion.

But he was nowhere to be seen.

Smiler threw back his head and let out a long, primeval roar, which echoed down the hallways of Festering. The big cat drew back his lips and snarled, his curving fangs dripping with saliva. He sniffed the air and there, to his joy, was a strong scent of human.

Mort.

Smiler bounded for the door, the floor shaking beneath his five hundred kilos.

He and Mort had unfinished business.

Almost ten storeys above the ballroom, Goldilocks was playing tea parties on the rug in Mort’s bedroom. In her left hand she held a stuffed cat she’d found pinned to the wall by a crossbow bolt. It had taken her some time to get it free but she had persevered. The cat was her special guest at a very special tea party and Goldilocks loved cats, especially sweet little purple stuffed toy ones like this.
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Next to her on the rug was a woven straw basket covered with a red-and-white-checked cloth. Goldilocks propped Tiddles the cat up against the handle and sat back on her heels to pour out a pretend cup of tea.

‘One lump or two?’ she said, stirring the imaginary cup with an imaginary spoon.

She threw back her golden ringlets and sat back down on the rug.

Life outside the cottage was more fun than she’d ever imagined! That horrid, horrid girl had kept her in there all this time, when out here were wonderful things like stuffed cats and big houses to play in.


She wondered if there was any porridge in the kitchen.

Goldilocks was pretty sure there would be lots of porridge in a big place like this. All the excitement had left her very hungry. A lovely big bowl of porridge would be perfect about now. Not too hot, not too cold, but just right.

She’d try to find the kitchen as soon as she’d finished playing.
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Mort’s scent was getting stronger.

Smiler took the stairs eight at a time, leaving a trail of smashed vases and splintered wood in his path, his razor-sharp claws scratched long, raking rips in the carpet as he neared his target. His primeval instincts screamed one word over and over again: Blood! Blood! Blood!

And then he was at the bedroom door.

There, in the room that smelled so strongly of Mort, sitting quietly on a rug, was a small blonde girl.

Smiler growled.

He’d been hoping for Mort but this little scrap would have to do for now. She’d only be a couple of mouthfuls but food was food.

Smiler’s massive muscles bunched, and with a deafening roar he leapt through the air towards his prey. His razor-sharp claws shot out and he opened his jaws, his fangs fully exposed.

This was going to be too easy.
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Goldilocks’ eyes glanced up at the doorway and her blue eyes lit up.

A real cat! A big one!

Goldilocks clapped her hands.

She was going to be bestest best friends with this new cat, she was absolutely sure!

But as the cat got closer and she saw its claws and teeth, a frown wrinkled Goldilocks’ pretty face.


There was something wrong.

This wasn’t a lovely big friendly pussycat after all. This was a big meany pussycat. A big meany pussycat with great big meany teeth and great big meany claws who looked very much like he wanted to eat little Goldilocks.

As always when something made her mad, Goldilocks felt the change flood through her body like an electric charge. In an instant, her eyes narrowed and changed colour from sky blue to acid green. Great black wings erupted from her back and two of her teeth sharpened to wicked little fangs. She tucked Tiddles into the pocket of her dress and, with a single beat of her wings, hovered above the rug and faced the sabre-tooth.

Smiler only had a split second to realise something had changed.

When he’d started his attack, the human girl had been just about the easiest snack he’d ever been presented with. Now, a millisecond before she should have been disappearing in a bite-sized chunk down his gullet, here she was sprouting wings and teeth.
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She didn’t look very frightened either.

In fact she had an expression on her face that said loud and clear, ‘bring it on.’

But it wasn’t important. Wings or no wings, teeth or no teeth, this human was history. Smiler angled his jaws as they locked around Goldilocks’ thin, soft neck.

Instead of flesh, his teeth clamped on empty space and Smiler crashed to the rug, the room shaking and his mind trying to compute what had just happened. The child had moved faster than the big cat would have believed possible and was now hovering above his head, wagging a finger at him.

Almost exploding with rage, Smiler attacked again, this time giving it everything he had.

Once more, he connected with thin air.

It was impossible – simply impossible – but the astonishing truth Smiler was facing was that this pathetic little squib was too quick for him. Every time he slashed or pounced she’d be there … and then she wouldn’t. It was, without question, the most infuriating experience Smiler had ever had. For the next two or three minutes he thrashed wildly, his claws raking the air, splintering Mort’s furniture, ripping his curtains and bedspread. Doing everything, in fact, except making any sort of contact with the green-eyed sprite.

And then, as the great cat began slowing down, things from Smiler’s point of view suddenly got a whole lot worse.

Goldilocks had enjoyed playing with the big naughty cat even though he did move so slowly. Now, as the cat tired, she was getting a teensy bit bored.

And he was spoiling her tea party. It was time to stop playing.

Goldilocks feinted to the left and then, as the big cat turned his head in that direction, she darted back towards Smiler’s exposed neck and sank her fangs deep into the soft part of his furry throat.

She really loved cats.








[image: image]



Back upstairs, just as Agnetha was crossing the darkened Main Hall and wondering exactly how she was going to track down Goldilocks without the tracking device working, the emergency power kicked in.

Agnetha had just switched off her torch and taken another step when something landed softly on her head.

She reached up and brushed whatever it was out of her hair. When her hand came down it had a small smear of red on the palm.

Agnetha stepped back and a single fat drop of blood landed on the floor in front of her.

She jumped back instinctively and looked up, her gun pointing upwards.

There, dangling upside down from a dusty chandelier, was Goldilocks.

She wiped a trickle of blood from her mouth with the back of her hand and fluttered soundlessly to the floor.

‘Hello, girl,’ she said. ‘I’m hungry! I want some porridge.’ She folded her wings back and smiled nastily. ‘Have you got any porridge, girl?’

Agnetha bobbed her head up and down. ‘Yes,’ she said, trying to keep the panic out of her voice. ‘I’ve got lots of lovely porridge in the kitchen. Shall we go and get some?’

Not for the first time Agnetha cursed her own stupidity for ever thinking it would be fun to mix her favourite fairytale with her favourite vampire books. What had she been thinking? Goldilocks was about as far removed from fun as it was possible to be.


Agnetha still held the gun in front of her, although she doubted that Goldilocks would be stopped by even an extra-strength dart. She needed more protection.

She needed the garlic.

Slowly, very slowly so as not to alarm Goldilocks, Agnetha started unhooking the strap of her backpack.

‘PORRIDGE!’ Goldilocks screeched, her smile vanishing. ‘NOW!’

Agnetha began backing towards the door. ‘Yes, of course, Goldilocks. Follow me.’

She had the backpack off now and she raised the zip to her teeth, not wanting to lower the dart gun for an instant. Fifty metres from the Main Hall, Agnetha had managed to tease the backpack open. She slipped her hand inside and found the can of garlic spray.

‘PORRIDGE!’ barked Goldilocks, her eyes glowing green.

Agnetha now had two choices.

She could try to take out Goldilocks with the spray and dart gun combination, or she could get to the kitchen and fill the little monster with porridge. Both were risky. If she took the kitchen option there was nothing to stop Goldilocks eating the porridge and then deciding she’d have Agnetha for dessert.

On the other hand, if Agnetha tried to knock Goldilocks out with the dart gun and garlic spray, and failed …

The kitchen was still a long way off. Agnetha couldn’t see how, in her current porridge-and-blood-crazy state, Goldilocks could last until they got there.

Decision made, Agnetha flicked the top off the can of garlic spray and thumbed the safety off the dart gun.

Now!

She wasn’t quick enough.

Goldilocks was already in the air as Agnetha lifted the can of spray. She pressed her thumb and the cloud of garlic drifted harmlessly through the empty space Goldilocks had been in a split second before. Agnetha whirled and managed to get one dart off before Goldilocks slammed into her from behind, knocking the dart gun from her hand.
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This is it, Agnetha thought as Goldilocks gripped her shoulders.

If you live long enough – and Agnetha had certainly done that – you get to experience one or two moments of amazing luck. For Agnetha, this moment was one of those. As she slammed into the carpet, with a mutant vampire ready to sink her fangs into her neck, Agnetha’s gun bounced off a sideboard and a shot echoed through the corridor. Agnetha twisted round in time to see the stray dart rip through one of Goldilocks’s wings. She gave a roar of pain and, more importantly, loosened her grip on Agnetha’s shoulders.

This was her only chance.

Agnetha elbowed Goldilocks in the kidneys and kicked her hard in the shin. Goldilocks, for once unprepared, slammed into a huge knobbly bit of furniture, almost knocking her out cold.

Agnetha scrabbled to her feet and ran for her life.

She had an idea. It wasn’t a great one but it was an idea. If she made it to Mort’s lab she might just be safe inside there.

Even from an angry mutant vampire.

Just metres from the lab door Agnetha heard the air moving behind her. Goldilocks, her face a mask of pure fury and bloodlust, swept past her and placed herself square in the corridor, blocking Agnetha’s route to the door.

‘PORRRRRRRRRIIIIIIDDDGGE!’ she screeched. ‘PORRRRRRIIIIIIIIIDGE!’

Agnetha’s shoulders slumped and she held up a hand.

‘You got me,’ she said, her breath coming in great ragged bursts. ‘Just let me –’

An explosion ripped off the laboratory door and a large chunk of the corridor wall. The force of the blast hit Goldilocks first and she disappeared in a choking cloud of smoke and dust.

Agnetha staggered to her feet and leapt through the opening into the lab.
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With Trish and Nigel only metres behind, Mort hurtled out of control down the chute, his heels skidding uselessly on the smooth steel, his elbows and knees clanging against the walls.

Behind him, Nigel screamed, his yelps amplified inside the metal tube.

‘MUMMMMMMMMMMMMMMEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!’

Mort flew round a bend and suddenly he could see light below. He just had time to glimpse a metal grille coming up fast, and braced his heels to take the impact.

He hit the grille at full speed, knocking it clean off its hinges and sending him spinning on his back across the shiny laboratory floor. He slid past the astonished faces of Leonardo, Oppy and H.G. before coming to rest at the smelly feet of Genghis Khan. Behind him, Mort heard two bangs as Trish and Nigel arrived in the lab.

‘Vell, vell,’ said Khan. ‘Visitors.’

Khan’s great fist shot out and clamped around Mort’s neck. For a worrying moment, Mort honestly thought the Mongolian was going to eat him whole.

‘Mr Khan!’ Trish said. ‘Put down that child immediately!’

Khan shot out his other hand and lifted Trish clear off the ground.

‘I say, Khan!’ said H.G. Wells, hotly. ‘That’s no way to treat a lady!’

‘I am quite capable of speaking for myself,’ croaked Trish. ‘Mr Khan,’ she continued as sternly as she could. ‘That boy is under the protection of Unk Shire Education Department! I demand you put him and me down immediately or you will be in quite serious trouble!’

Khan had never laughed in his life but he came close now. ‘And how, voman, are you going to do anyzink about anyzink?’ sneered Khan. ‘I zink it iss you in zee serious trouble.’

Trish didn’t answer. Instead she sprayed Khan full in the face with hairspray from a can she’d lifted from her bag. Khan screeched and clamped his hands to his eyes, dropping Trish and Mort like hot coals. He couldn’t believe it! The witch had done it again!

As Khan clutched his eyes, bellowing like a wounded warthog, everyone ran for cover. While Leo, Oppy and H.G. jumped behind the laboratory benches, Mort and Trish leapt into the closest hiding place, which happened to be the Retro machine. Trish half-dragged Nigel up the sloping gangway by his collar. Once inside, Mort slammed his hand down on a red button and the hatchway clanged shut.

[image: image]

‘I kill everyone!’ Khan trumpeted, whirling around an apparently empty laboratory, tears streaming from his red-rimmed eyes. He whipped out the rocket launcher and blasted a hole in the wall, not far from where Leonardo was huddled behind some packing cases. Khan reloaded and a second rocket took out the laboratory door and a section of wall. Smoke swirled around the laboratory as flames bloomed against the ceiling.

‘Come out and fight, you sons of fleas on dung on yak’s behind!’ yelled Khan. ‘Or I tear place down!’

From the cockpit of Retro, Mort, Trish and Nigel peeked through the reinforced windscreen.

‘I WANT TO GO HOME!’ wailed Nigel.

At the sound, Khan turned and smiled as he saw the three faces behind the glass. His smile was even worse the second time.

‘Oh great,’ said Mort.

Khan had just taken a step towards Retro when Agnetha emerged from the cloud of smoke surrounding the lab entrance and sprinted towards him at full tilt. Behind Agnetha staggered a soot-blackened Goldilocks, the smoking Tiddles dangling from one hand.

Agnetha reached Khan and hid behind his legs.

Puzzled, Khan looked down at Agnetha.

‘Vot you do?’ asked Khan. ‘Don’t you know who I am?’ He pointed a thick finger at where his steel collar used to be. ‘And look, no collar!’

‘I’ll take my chances,’ said Agnetha, not taking her eyes off Goldilocks for an instant.

Khan scratched his head and looked up at Mort.

Mort shrugged. He’d never seen the little blonde girl in his life. And he certainly didn’t know why Agnetha was sheltering behind the murderous Mongolian. The little girl didn’t look like trouble.

Khan took another look at Goldilocks. He waved the rocket launcher in her direction.

‘Run along and play somevhere else,’ he said. ‘You might get hurt.’

Goldilocks picked a splinter from her forehead.

‘I want porridge’, she growled, looking Khan straight in the eye. She pointed at Agnetha. ‘She owes me. That one’s mine, understand, bumface? Or are you as stupid as you look?’
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Khan wiggled a finger in his ear. There must be something wrong with his hearing. He could have sworn the little blonde girl had called him bumface.

‘There’s no mistake, dirtbag,’ repeated Goldilocks. ‘Now shift your chubby rear end and give me the girl.’

Khan held up the rocket launcher and aimed it at Goldilocks. ‘Insolent pup!’ he thundered. ‘You die!’

‘Khan!’ yelled H.G., popping up from behind a lab bench. ‘You can’t shoot her! She’s just a slip of a thing!’

By way of answer Genghis Khan fired a rocket at the bench, H.G. flinging himself out of the way in the nick of time. As the lab bench exploded, Khan slid another rocket into the launcher.

‘Last chance, fungus features,’ said Goldilocks.

Khan growled. The blonde girl was beginning to really annoy him. Khan had killed many small children in his time, it was no big deal. One more would make no difference. He aimed the rocket launcher at Goldilocks and fired.

As the grenade headed directly towards Goldilocks she caught it in one hand and flung it straight back at Khan. He and Agnetha leapt aside and the grenade exploded against one of the Retro machine’s metal legs. The force of the blast sent the machine skidding towards the smoking hole where the window used to be. From the cockpit, Mort, Trish and Nigel watched wide-eyed as they teetered on the very lip of the drop, the back end of the craft hanging out in space. For a moment Retro looked like it was going to fall.
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‘No-one. Move. A. Muscle,’ whispered Mort. Cautiously, conscious that any sudden movement would send them all plummeting two hundred metres onto the sharp rocks below, he pressed a button and the metal exit hatchway slid back towards the laboratory, returning just enough weight to one side of the machine to settle it back.

Khan turned back to Goldilocks, his mouth open.

‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ said Agnetha.

Goldilocks beamed a great big toothy smile, revealing her fangs.

‘Vot is she?’ he growled, looking at Agnetha. ‘Can’t you do something?’

‘Now, now, Goldilocks,’ said Agnetha. ‘Why don’t we sit down and talk about this, like sensible people?’

‘I WANT PORRIDGE!’ yelled Goldilocks. ‘I WANT PORRIDGE AND I WANT IT NOW! NOT TOO HOT! NOT TOO COLD! JUST RIGHT! IS THAT TOO MUCH TO ASK?’

Green eyes blazing, she rose up on her black wings and came in for the kill.


Khan had once fought an entire platoon of Tibetan ninjas while balanced on a rope bridge over a thousand-metre ravine armed with only a dessert spoon. He had battled three white Siberian tigers on a shrinking ice floe with one arm in a sling. In Kashmir he had escaped from the Snake Pits of Salagoon by swimming across a lake of raw sewage under a hail of flaming arrows from a crack division of the Maharajah’s Palace Guards.

None of those tasks had been half as hard as the ensuing fight with Goldilocks.

Like Smiler, Khan simply didn’t know what had hit him.

The little monster was everywhere. He dodged left, she went right. He sliced with his sword and found only empty air. And all the time, she nipped at him, her sharp fangs finding skin again and again, each tiny bite taking a little more out of the Mongolian.

Agnetha was now almost beneath Retro. She eyed the gangplank and looked up towards the cockpit. Mort shook his head. If Agnetha set foot on the craft it could send them over the edge. She’d have to find another hiding place.

A desperate Khan threw himself into the battle with a fury and this time managed to land a glancing blow. Goldilocks fluttered to the floor, dazed.

This was his chance!

Khan whirled and stabbed down at the girl with his spear but, at the very last moment, she rolled and the blade clanged uselessly against the stone, sending a shower of sparks flying. Goldilocks, her eyes glowing with fury, landed square on Khan’s neck. She opened her jaws, drew back her fangs and …

‘Would someone kindly explain what in blue blazes is going on?’ a deep voice boomed through the laboratory. The voice cut through the hubbub like a chainsaw through jelly. It belonged to someone used to being listened to when he spoke.
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Everyone froze.

Two tall figures, a man and a woman, strode out of the smoke at the entrance to the lab. They wore black, military-style uniforms and carried with them an air of total confidence. Behind them trotted Nemesis the cat.

‘Mama!’ said Agnetha. ‘Papa!’

‘Oh no,’ said Mort.
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There was an awkward pause.

And then Goldilocks, her teeth bared in a snarl, dropped Khan and flew headlong at the new arrivals.

Mrs DeVere flipped open a pocket and took out a small aerosol can, barely glancing at Goldilocks as she rocketed towards her. At the very last instant Mrs DeVere somersaulted into the air and sprayed Agnetha’s creation in the face as she passed below.

Goldilocks dropped to the floor instantly and Mrs DeVere landed soundlessly on her booted toes.
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‘Garlic, Mama?’ asked Agnetha, looking at the aerosol.

Agnetha’s mother shook her head and held up the can. ‘ZX-21. Military-grade nerve gas,’ she said. ‘Kills anything, my dear.’ She looked down at Goldilocks, who was slowly dissolving into a pile of grey ash on the floor of the laboratory.

‘Vampires?’ said Mama DeVere. ‘Really, Agnetha? Is that the best you can do?’

‘Everyone’s into vampires, Mama. They’re really popular. I just thought it might be fun …’

Agnetha’s voice trailed off. Then she pointed at Mort. ‘It’s all his fault!’

While Agnetha and Mama were speaking, everyone who had been hiding moved into view.

‘Leo,’ said Papa DeVere. ‘Nice to see you again.’

Leonardo smiled. ‘It’s about time, Mr DeVere.’

Papa DeVere nodded at H.G. and Oppenheimer. ‘I’m afraid I only know you gentlemen by reputation. Now,’ he said, moving towards Retro, ‘Nemesis tells us that there’s been a spot of trouble.’ He looked at the cat. ‘Is that right?’

Nemesis nodded. ‘Correct, Captain DeVere.’

Everyone in the room looked at Nemesis.

‘A talking cat?’ said Leonardo. ‘Extraordinary!’

‘Long story,’ said Papa DeVere. ‘Not important.’ He glared around the room. ‘Now, would someone kindly tell us what the blue blazes has been going on while we’ve been away?’ He pointed at Trish and Nigel through the window of Retro. ‘Who are those people? Is that you in there, Mortimer?’

Trish waved. ‘Mortimer is with me, Mr DeVere. I am Ms Patricia Molyneux from Unk Shire Education Department and this is my colleague …’

Genghis Khan took a step forward. ‘Hoy!’ he thundered. ‘Silence! All of you!’ He took out his spear and pointed it at Agnetha, grabbing her round the neck. ‘I have hostage, see?’


Mama and Papa DeVere stopped dead in their tracks, Papa DeVere’s hand straying to his wrist.

‘Things not like they were before!’ said Khan. He pointed at Papa DeVere’s wrist and then at his own neck. ‘See? Khan iss not being pet! No more!’

‘Now then, Khan, don’t be silly,’ said Papa DeVere, speaking slowly. He moved a little closer, his hand now inching towards a pistol strapped to his belt.

Khan backed closer to Retro, dragging Agnetha until they arrived at the gangplank. Khan flung Agnetha to one side and dashed towards Retro’s hatchway.

Papa DeVere fired at the disappearing Khan, the first bullet clanging off Retro, the second ripping through Khan’s boot, missing his ankle by less than a millimetre.

Khan threw himself inside and hit the red ‘close’ button. The hatchway closed with a solid metallic clunk and Khan turned to face Mort.


‘Take me to Mongolia!’ he yelled.

Mort didn’t reply. He was looking out through the windscreen, his eyes wide. With a screech of metal, the craft tilted backwards as Retro lost the battle with gravity.

‘Khan!’ shouted Papa DeVere. ‘No!’

But it was too late.

Everyone watched helplessly as the craft slowly toppled over the edge. The last thing Mort saw before they dropped out of sight was H.G. Wells leaping despairingly towards Retro’s laboratory control panel, and then they were gone.
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The time machine plunged down the sheer cliff face at approximately fifty-five metres per second towards the jagged rocks below.

On board, Mort, Trish, Nigel and Khan tumbled helplessly like clothes in a washing machine. Mort squeezed his eyes shut and braced for the impact, hoping the end wouldn’t hurt too much.

In the background he could hear Nigel screaming, Khan yelling, and over it all Retro’s alarm systems blaring. WARNING! WARNING! WARNING!
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And then … nothing.

Mort opened an eye and swivelled it towards the windscreen.

Two metres below him, illuminated by the light from Retro, the waves were pounding the rocks, so close that splashes of salt water were landing on the glass.

Retro was hovering just above the water.

‘What’s happening now?’ wailed Nigel. ‘Too much happens on this island!’

‘Are ve dead?’ asked Khan.

‘I was thinking along the same lines myself, Mr Khan,’ said Trish. ‘It seems the only possible explanation.’ She looked at Mort. ‘So, Mortimer, are we dead?’

Mort tried to clear his thoughts as he bobbed weightlessly. Was it really possible they were already dead? That the crash had been so horrible they had blocked it out? And, if they were dead, how long would they be kept floating? It was quite an uncomfortable sensation.

Everything certainly felt real, the same as when he’d been alive. The controls, Trish’s voice, everything.

Suddenly, small coloured flashes and starbursts began popping all around the cockpit, Retro began to rotate, and a sudden image of H.G. Wells’s hand reaching for the ignition button just as they had slid over the edge popped into Mort’s head.

He knew exactly what was happening.

‘No, we’re not dead, Ms Molyneux,’ said Mort as his time machine began to spin faster and faster and faster still, its movement creating a whirlpool in the waves below them. ‘Just the opposite in fact.’ Mort smiled as the LED display began counting slowly backwards. ‘We might be getting younger!’

‘Vot you say?’ said Khan, his skin a nasty shade of green. He had not been in anything more mobile than a golf buggy for hundreds of years.

‘I think what Mort is trying to say,’ said Trish, ‘is …’ She stopped and looked at Mort. ‘What is it you’re trying to say?’

Mort opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out. Retro was spinning so fast that the sea and rocks and cliff wall were now a blue–black blur. The cabin filled with a deep bass hum and a web of electric blue light began to climb up their legs like weeds around a tree stump until all four of them were cloaked in what looked like shining suits of light. On the control panel, the red LED display was displaying changing numbers. 1999. 1998. 1997.

Mort pointed at the display. He forced his words out through clenched teeth, his voice distorted and crackling with electronic static.

‘IiT … WORrKss ..!’

‘You. DoN’T MEAN …?’ asked Trish.

‘YESS!’ screeched Mort. ‘WE. aRE. TraveLLinG. ThROUGh … TimE!’


1965.

1964.

1963.

Quite suddenly, the electronic light vanished and the noise level inside the craft decreased as if a jet engine was shutting down. Trish found she could speak clearly.

‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘It’s not possible!’ She looked at the display.

1951.

1950.

1949.

‘I’m sure Unk Shire Education Department policy does not allow children to time travel!’ Outside the window, ghostly shapes swam into view before fading away. ‘Mr Skelly would have something to say about that kind of carry-on!’

‘Let me get this straight,’ croaked Nigel. ‘This is a time machine?’

Mort nodded and pointed at the LED display which had stopped.


1941.

Retro shuddered to a complete halt. Everyone stopped floating and dropped to the floor. Outside, the windscreen of the cockpit was covered in a thick layer of grey dust.

‘I don’t believe a word of this nonsense,’ said Trish. ‘Time machine indeed! This is all some sort of complicated trick if you ask me!’

She pressed the hatchway door release button and the gangplank slid smoothly down.

‘There,’ said Trish, stepping forward. ‘I’m sure there’ll be a perfectly reasonable explanation for all of this.’ She moved down the gangplank. ‘Come on, Nigel, let’s find out who’s in charge.’

Nigel glanced at Mort. ‘Don’t ask me,’ said Mort. ‘She’s your boss.’

‘Is she?’ asked Nigel. ‘I mean, if we’ve gone back in time, neither of us is born yet, so technically …’

Trish looked back from the foot of the gangplank.


‘Come on, Nigel!’ she barked.

Hesitantly, Nigel, Mort and Khan followed Trish down the gangplank.

Trish stepped out into the darkness and tapped her foot on the solid floor.

‘See?’ she said. ‘Dry land.’

‘I don’t know …’ said Nigel. ‘Something doesn’t feel right.’

Mort produced a torch from an inside pocket and pressed the switch.

They appeared to be inside a very grand room. Mort swept his torch up a row of huge white stone columns rising from a set of stone steps. As the light travelled higher the beam came to rest on a red banner with a white circle containing a weird black cross in the middle.

‘Oh no,’ whispered Mort.

Trish, following his gaze, put her hand to her mouth.

Suddenly, from somewhere to the left of the columns, a door crashed open and a group of soldiers wearing grey uniforms clattered in, some with torches, and all carrying sub-machine guns that they pointed at the time-travellers.

‘I’ve been kidnapped!’ Nigel squealed, holding his hands out towards the soldiers. ‘Thank God you’ve arrived!’

‘Hände in der Luft, Schwein!’ screamed a soldier at the front of the squad. He prodded the snout of his sub-machine gun hard into Nigel’s ribs. ‘Hände in der Luft! Jetzt!’

‘I’d do as the nice German soldier says, Nigel,’ said Trish, ‘however rude he may be.’ She raised her hands in the air.

Mort and the others did the same.

‘Vere are we?’ Khan hissed.

‘You really want to know?’ said Mort out of the side of his mouth. One of the soldiers stepped forward and screamed at Mort.

‘RUHE!’ yelled the soldier. ‘RUHE, SCHWEIN!’ He glared at Mort and stepped back into line.


‘From the look of things,’ whispered Mort, wiping the spittle from his face, ‘I’d say we’ve landed slap-bang in the middle of World War Two.’









 





Historical figures guest-starring in Mort

Enid Blyton (1897–1968) was a prolific English children’s book writer who wrote the Famous Five and Secret Seven series as well as Noddy.

 

Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) was a smallish French military leader and emperor who conquered much of Europe in the early 19th century. He was very good at fighting wars and wearing funny hats.

 

Boudicea (around about AD 20–AD 61) was a tough British queen who led a revolution against the Romans almost 2000 years ago.


 

Lewis Carroll (1832–1898). Lewis Carroll’s real name was Charles Lutwidge Dodgson. His most famous book is Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. He had a very strange haircut.

 


Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343–1400) was the first famous English writer. His book The Canterbury Tales is still a bestseller.

 

Agatha Christie (1890–1976) was a British crime writer who invented the detectives Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple. She is the bestselling writer of all time with sales of around four BILLION books.

 

Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) was an Italian artist, painter, inventor, sculptor, engineer and all round genius who was born in Vinci, Italy. Apart from painting the world’s best known painting, the Mona Lisa, da Vinci also took time out to sketch ideas for helicopters, tanks, and many other inventions.

 


Roald Dahl (1916–1990) was a writer, fighter pilot and spy. He was very tall and wrote such classics as Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and Matilda.

 

Charles Dickens (1812–1870) was an English writer most famous for writing The Adventures of Oliver Twist, A Christmas Carol and Great Expectations among many others.

 

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) was an Scottish writer best known for writing the Sherlock Holmes books.

 

Ian Fleming (1908–1964) was the English writer who invented James Bond.

 


Vlad the Impaler (1431–1476), Prince of Wallachia, was better known as Dracula (his family name was ‘Drakulya’) and was the inspiration for Bram Stoker’s 1897 book of the same name.

 

Genghis Khan (about 1162–1227) was a blood thirsty warlord/warrior Emperor of the Mongol Empire. He ruled for twenty-one years between 1206 and 1227.

 

Nero (AD 37–AD 68) was a bonkers Roman Emperor famous for playing his fiddle while Rome almost burnt down around him. He ordered the execution of his mother and probably poisoned his stepbrother.

 


J. Robert Oppenheimer (1904–1967) was an American scientist who helped develop the atomic bomb, the first of which was tested in New Mexico, USA in 1945.

 

Beatrix Potter (1866–1943) was an English writer best known for The Tales of Peter Rabbit.

 

Elvis Presley (1935–1977) was the King of Rock and Roll. His most famous songs include ‘Hound Dog’, ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ and ‘Jailhouse Rock’.

 

Dr Seuss (1904–1991). Despite the name, the American writer Dr Seuss wasn’t a doctor. Theodor Seuss Geisel was, however, a fantastic writer and illustrator who wrote Martin Chatterton’s favourite book, Horton Hears a Who, as well as The Cat in the Hat and lots more.

 


William Shakespeare (1564–1616) was almost certainly the best ever writer in the English language. He was also an actor and owner of a theatrical company. If you look closely at the most famous drawing of him you will see a small Z-shaped scar on his forehead.

 

Tutankhamun (1341 BC–1323 BC) was a young Egyptian pharaoh who died aged 18 and was buried in a great tomb that was discovered in 1922.

 

Herbert George Wells (1866–1946), better known as H.G.Wells, was an English writer who wrote The Time Machine (about a time machine) and The War of the Worlds (about an invasion from Mars). He’s considered one of the first science fiction writers and he had a big moustache.
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Martin Chatterton was born in Liverpool, England and has been successfully writing and illustrating books for almost thirty years. He has written dozens of children’s books and illustrated many more for other writers, including several British Children’s Laureates. His work has been published into fourteen languages and has won and been shortlisted in numerous awards in the UK, US and Australia. Alongside writing for children, Martin writes crime fiction (as Ed Chatterton), continues to work as a graphic designer and is currently working on his PhD. After time spent in the US, Martin now divides his time between Australia and the UK.







Books by Martin Chatterton



Mort series


Mort


Mortal Combat


Mortified


Other

Middle School: Rafe’s Aussie Adventure

(with James Patterson)

[image: image]





[image: image]






	[image: image]

	  

	[image: image]










[image: image]





[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]







All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted by any person or entity, including internet search engines or retailers, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including printing, photocopying (except under the statutory exceptions provisions of the Australian Copyright Act 1968), recording, scanning or by any information storage and retrieval system without the prior written permission of Random House Australia. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Version 1.0

Mort

Copyright © Martin Chatterton 2012

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

A Random House book
 Published by Random House Australia Pty Ltd
 Level 3, 100 Pacific Highway, North Sydney NSW 2060
 www.randomhouse.com.au

Addresses for companies within the Random House Group can be found at www.randomhouse.com.au/offices

First published by Random House Australia in 2012

National Library of Australia 
 Cataloguing-in-Publication Entry

Author: Chatterton, Martin.
 Title: Mort / written and illustrated by Martin Chatterton.
 ISBN: 978 1 74275 483 3 (ebook)
 Target Audience: For primary school age.
 Dewey Number: A823.4

Cover illustrations and design by Martin Chatterton





 



There’s so much more at randomhouse.com.au




OEBPS/Images/117.jpg
Chapter

SEVENTEEN ﬁ





OEBPS/Images/114.jpg





OEBPS/Images/122.jpg
Chapter

clOHYEEN





OEBPS/Images/120.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/129.jpg





OEBPS/Images/125.jpg





OEBPS/Images/135.jpg
Chapter o
TWENTY B2





OEBPS/Images/133.jpg





OEBPS/Images/138.jpg





OEBPS/Images/136.jpg





OEBPS/Images/141.jpg
Chapter

TWENT'Y
ONE





OEBPS/Images/87.jpg





OEBPS/Images/91.jpg





OEBPS/Images/89.jpg
Chapter @

TWeius





OEBPS/Images/100.jpg





OEBPS/Images/95.jpg
Chapter  @%9
THIRTSENE





OEBPS/Images/104.jpg





OEBPS/Images/102.jpg
Chapter

FOURTSSN





OEBPS/Images/110.jpg





OEBPS/Images/107.jpg
Chapte
ﬂn'izu





OEBPS/Images/112.jpg
Chapter "\ /"
SIXTEEN





OEBPS/Images/61.jpg





OEBPS/Images/60.jpg





OEBPS/Images/69.jpg
Chapter
NINE






OEBPS/Images/67.jpg





OEBPS/Images/71.jpg





OEBPS/Images/sp.jpg





OEBPS/Images/77.jpg





OEBPS/Images/73.jpg
Chapter
TEN






OEBPS/Images/84.jpg





OEBPS/Images/81.jpg
dt.hapter1

ciCUCN





OEBPS/Images/a1d.jpg





OEBPS/Images/29.jpg
Chapter
FOUR 53






OEBPS/Images/34.jpg





OEBPS/Images/30.jpg





OEBPS/Images/39.jpg





OEBPS/Images/38.jpg





OEBPS/Images/47.jpg
Chapter
SIX






OEBPS/Images/43.jpg





OEBPS/Images/53.jpg





OEBPS/Images/49.jpg





OEBPS/Images/57.jpg





OEBPS/Images/247.jpg





OEBPS/Images/237.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ata01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/k1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/tp.jpg
NMARTIN CHATTERTON





OEBPS/Images/a4a.jpg
CHECK OUT MARTIN CHATTERTON'S BOOK WITH

#1BESTELLING AUTHOR JAMES PATTERSON





OEBPS/Images/10.jpg





OEBPS/Images/09.jpg
ONE





OEBPS/Images/14.jpg





OEBPS/Images/12.jpg





OEBPS/Images/18.jpg





OEBPS/Images/16.jpg





OEBPS/Images/26.jpg





OEBPS/Images/24.jpg





OEBPS/Images/a4b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/a1a.jpg
WANT MORE MORT?

NEVER FEAR, MORE HILARIOUS ADVENTURES
ARE HERE!





OEBPS/Images/a4c.jpg
OUTNOW





OEBPS/Images/a1c.jpg
MORTIEIED






OEBPS/Images/a1b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/207.jpg
Chapter
THIRTY- 2
ONE )






OEBPS/Images/203.jpg





OEBPS/Images/215.jpg





OEBPS/Images/211.jpg





OEBPS/Images/222.jpg
Chapter
THIRY
THREE

F-%





OEBPS/Images/218.jpg





OEBPS/Images/224.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
MARTINJCHARGIERTON

"MORT/I5 THE| FUNNIEST, MOST/ORIGINAL CHARACTER Y OU, RE|LIKELY,TOJMEET
=IJAMES PATTERSON, #1|BESTSELLING/AUTHOR!





OEBPS/Images/230.jpg





OEBPS/Images/228.jpg





OEBPS/Images/236.jpg
Chapter :
THIRTY
Fluc





OEBPS/Images/231.jpg





OEBPS/Images/172.jpg





OEBPS/Images/171.jpg
Chapter

TWENTY-SIX





OEBPS/Images/181.jpg





OEBPS/Images/177.jpg
Chapter '
TWERTY=S2






OEBPS/Images/185.jpg
chapter |





OEBPS/Images/183.jpg





OEBPS/Images/189.jpg
Chapter
TWENTY-

NINE





OEBPS/Images/186.jpg





OEBPS/Images/193.jpg





OEBPS/Images/198.jpg





OEBPS/Images/196.jpg
Chapter
THIRTY






OEBPS/Images/145.jpg





OEBPS/Images/143.jpg





OEBPS/Images/150.jpg
chwtf;ﬂ"{ £
LG A\
THREE ®






OEBPS/Images/147.jpg





OEBPS/Images/156.jpg





OEBPS/Images/153.jpg





OEBPS/Images/161.jpg





OEBPS/Images/158.jpg
Chapter
TWENTY:
FOUR





OEBPS/Images/164.jpg
Chapter
TWERTY-

FIVE





OEBPS/Images/169.jpg





OEBPS/Images/166.jpg





