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Chapter 1


Tommy stands in the river, his hand held high.

‘Ready … Go!’ he yells, his falling arm setting off an explosion of watery blobs.

My cousin Chris springs to the lead, wading through the waist-deep river like a giant running in slow motion.

His sister, Natalie, disappears beneath the murky surface. When she pops up she’s right on Chris’s tail, and then she vanishes again.

I’m coming third, and I’ve never wanted to win anything as much in my life. My way is to swim like an Olympian, pretending I’m a cross between Ian Thorpe and Grant Hackett. Ian Hackett, I decide, or maybe Grant Thorpe? Whoever’s faster.
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And coming up behind is Tommy, my big brother. He gives us a head start as he’s tall enough to run, his high knees splashing brown water.

In front of us, floating quickly with the current, is the prize were chasing. If I can hold that prize in my hand I’ll be the happiest boy in the world, and it’ll be worth more to me than a stick made of gold.

What we’re chasing is a stick made of wood.

A shriek cuts through the air like a wounded cat. It’s Chris – who stops to examine his left foot while hopping up and down on his right. Knowing this river he could have stepped on anything – a rock, a bone, even an eel – but I don’t slow down to find out if he’s all right. Instead I sail past and think, I’m coming second!

Natalie must’ve swallowed some of the mucky river, because the next time she pops up she’s coughing like an asthmatic. I put on an extra spurt and overtake her, the current pushing me towards the stick.

Yes! I’m in first place!

Because my sister Katy is too little, she doesn’t play. She acts as a one-person cheer squad, willing me on to certain victory.

‘Go!’ she cries.

I’m going, I think.

‘Go, Tommy!’

I consider grabbing a handful of muddy river bottom and throwing it at her, but I don’t have time. I can hear Tommy’s big feet splashing up behind.

I’m now so close to the stick I can see its bumps and blotches, so close I can almost reach out and grab it.

‘Hey!’ I yell.

Someone has reached out and grabbed me.

‘Stop that!’ I say.

It’s Tommy, who’s holding on to the back of my togs. I swivel my hips to try and escape but he’s too strong. He’s laughing, which makes me even madder, but no matter how much I squirm and struggle I can’t get away.

Then, clear as the summer sky, I know what I have to do. If I dive forward I’ll slip out of my togs, and out of Tommy’s grasp. The only trouble is, I’ll be naked. I hesitate, not liking this idea very much, especially not in front of my cousins.

I try yelling once more: ‘Let go of me!’

Tommy does. He spins me around like one of those hammer-throwing dudes and flings me upstream. Luckily for my limbs I land in water, but it doesn’t stop me getting a giant wedgie.

When I surface, I see Tommy holding the stick high in the air.

‘Yay!’ Katy yells.

‘So unfair!’ I cry. ‘I would’ve won!’

‘Danny’s a sook! Danny’s a sook!’ chants Katy.

I reach down and grab a handful of muddy river bottom and let it fly in the direction of my annoying little sister.










Chapter 2

After getting pelted with mud, sand and water by Tommy and my cousins for accidentally chucking mud in Katy’s face and making her cry, I sulk. I hate them all: Tommy for beating me, Katy for being her annoying self, and my cousins for being so good at throwing stuff. Chris lobbed a mud grenade that exploded in my ear.

I retreat to my own corner of the river where I can forget their silly chase-the-stick game and enjoy nature. Then a mosquito bites me and I decide I need something to do, so I can forget nature.

I think up a game. I’ll let something float down the river and then catch it. It’ll be a bit like the game I played with the others, except this game will be better because I’ll win. Every time.

I look around but can’t find any sticks. There are a few rocks but they don’t float so good. Then I have an idea. I’ll use my pants.

I slip off my togs, let them go under the water, and quickly catch them again before the current can take them too far. And because the river is so murky no one sees what I’m doing, which is the best part. It’s like having a secret that nobody knows but me. It’s also kind of fun to be swimming in a river without pants – like I’m free.

As my confidence grows, so does the distance I let my togs travel. For my grand finale, I decide on a five-metre super catch. My hands are cupped, ready to make the grab, when Natalie yells, ‘SNAKE!’

I’m only distracted for a second – Natalie’s smiling face makes me realise it was a trick – but by that time the shorts have slipped through my fingers like a greasy pig. I waddle up the river looking for them, my hands combing the bottom.

But it’s like trying to find a four-leaf clover. All I drag up are rocks, mud and a rotting log. After a few minutes I know it’s hopeless, that they’re gone forever.

‘Okay, time to get out,’ says Tommy.

I start to panic.

‘Just a bit longer,’ I say.

None of the others know that beneath the brown surface lies a naked me. I need a few more minutes to come up with a plan.

‘No,’ says Tommy. ‘We’re late already.’

I hate how big brothers are always in charge.

I have no idea what to do. In about five seconds I’m going to have to walk up the bank without any pants on! And the worse thing is I didn’t even bring a towel. If only I could think up a –

Ouch! A sand fly bites my arm. And then it hits me like a mud bomb, the best idea I’ve ever had in my whole life.

‘AAHHH!’ I scream.
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Everybody looks at me.

‘Something just grabbed my togs and ripped them off. With its teeth!’ I yell.

‘Yeah, good one,’ says Tommy. ‘Just get out, will ya.’

‘I’m serious. It’s taken my togs. It’s swum away with ’em. I think it was a small shark or something.’

‘What?’ asks Chris.

‘A shark!’ I scream, using my best acting voice that’ll probably turn me into a movie star one day. ‘It’s ripped off my pants!’

‘Wow!’ says Katy. ‘That’s amazing!’

‘How big was it?’ asks Natalie.

I hold out my hands as wide as possible.

‘I can’t wait to tell my friends at school,’ she says.

‘I wish a shark would steal my boardies,’ says Chris. ‘That’d be wicked.’

Tommy doesn’t say anything.

As for me, I can hardly believe it.

My plan has actually worked!






Chapter 3

All the way home – with a t-shirt wrapped around my waist like a skirt – I answer questions about the shark.

‘What did it feel like?’

‘Sort of slimy,’ I say.

‘Were its teeth sharp?’

‘Yeah. Real sharp. Like scissors.’

All this attention makes me feel special, although there’s another feeling in my tummy that – although I try – won’t burp out. I don’t know what it is but I don’t like it.

‘Sharks bite differently to dogs,’ I say, sounding totally sure of myself. ‘It’s probably because they’re an older species, like the dinosaur.’

‘Is that right?’ asks Tommy, raising an eyebrow. ‘Yeah,’ I say, a bit less sure.

By the time I get home both the lies and the funny feeling in my tummy are growing, and I’m kind of hoping that the smell of food and the yelling of adults will help everyone forget about my adventure. Although it’s fun being a hero, I’m about ready to go back to being a normal kid. It’s less stressful.

Chris runs up to his father – my uncle – who’s sitting with mum on the patio drinking tea. ‘Guess what! Danny saw a shark in the river, a real one!’ 

‘When I was a boy there were quite a few sharks in the river,’ Uncle Mick says through his bushy beard. ‘I haven’t heard of any sightings in years, but it’s possible, I s’pose.’

And soon I find myself repeating the same story, although this time it’s harder because I have to remember what I’ve already said. I must do okay, though, because even Mum believes me.

‘Sweetie, are you all right?’ she asks, her long fingers stroking my hair.

It feels nice. ‘I’ll live.’

‘I have a friend who writes for the local paper,’ says Uncle Mick. ‘I could give him a call.’
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Me, a newspaper star? It sounds cool. Then I remember that those newspaper writers are supposed to be good at figuring stuff out. ‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘I don’t want to be … a bother.’


‘No bother. Newspapers love stories like this. Probably put a photo of you on the front page.’

I don’t know what to say. If I argue, everyone will know I’m a fake.

Tommy speaks up. ‘Danny’s pretty shy. If the kids at school find out he lost his shorts, he might get embarrassed.’

My uncle looks at me. ‘Really?’

I nod. ‘Yeah. I don’t like being naked.’

Uncle Mick’s still stuck on the idea. ‘People should know about this. What if the same shark eats another kid tomorrow? Won’t you be sorry then?’

I can’t think of a comeback.

‘It wasn’t big enough to actually kill someone,’ says Tommy. ‘Was it, Dan?’

‘Nah,’ I say. ‘Only big enough to rip off my pants.’

Uncle Mick doesn’t look convinced.








Chapter 4

The next afternoon we kids go back to the river. I don’t want to, but my cousins have come over specially and everyone insists.

‘I wanna see the sharky!’ says Katy.

‘Don’t swim,’ Mum warns as we set off. ‘It’s too dangerous with the shark and all.’

‘We’ll just have a look,’ says Tommy.

As we trudge down the hill, the funny feeling in my tummy is back, worse than ever.

The river has dropped since yesterday, so it’s a bit hard for me to show them exactly where the attack happened. Nevertheless, I do my best. If we can’t swim, the least I can do is scare a bit of fun into them. I explain again how sharp teeth grabbed me and pulled me up the river. How I struggled against the man-eater until I realised it was either my pants or my life. How –

‘What’s that?’ interrupts Chris.

He points to a piece of black material that is stuck on a sandbank, about twenty metres downstream.

‘I don’t know,’ I say.

But really I do.

‘I’m gonna get it,’ says Chris, bolting down the bank.

‘No!’ Tommy and I yell at the same time, but Chris doesn’t listen. He’s got his heart set on having his own adventure, of being able to tell people about the time he swam in shark-infested waters.

He rips off his shirt mid-stride and leaps into the river. Using his favourite giant-in-slow-motion running style, he’s out to the sandbank faster than a …

‘SHARK!’ yells Natalie, and panic stretches across Chris’s face.

‘Only joking,’ she says, giggling.

Chris raises a fist at her, and then picks up the piece of material. It looks a lot like a pair of shorts. Chris brings them to Tommy, because as the biggest and the smartest, Tommy will be able to explain how a pair of shorts that look just like the ones I had on yesterday ended up in the river without a rip or even a scratch on them.

Tommy looks at me.

‘I think they’re mine,’ I say, doing my best to sound surprised.

‘I think you’re right,’ says Tommy.

The others look from Tommy to me, waiting for an explanation.

It’s quiet for a few seconds.

‘The shark … ripped them off my legs, not actually ripped them in two,’ I say.

And everyone looks at Tommy, because as the biggest and the smartest, he’ll know whether or not I’m lying. The other reason they look at Tommy is that he always tells it how it is. He doesn’t make stuff up, unlike some people.



[image: ]




He’s silent for ages, before casting me a knowing smile. ‘Yeah. That’s what musta happened.’

‘But I thought the shark ate them?’ says Chris.

‘Must have spat them out,’ says Tommy. ‘Sharks only like skin and blood and stuff. Danny’s shorts would’ve tasted disgusting.’

Katy giggles. Chris doesn’t look convinced.

‘Hey, I’ve got an idea,’ Tommy says. ‘Let’s go for a swim. It’s too shallow for sharks, so we’ll be okay.’

‘Can we play the chase-the-stick game?’ asks Chris.

‘Sure,’ says Tommy.

We play for hours, and I lose – over and over and over again – but I don’t spit the dummy. Not once.

And as we walk home I know that Tommy – the best big brother in the whole world – will never bring up the pants-eating shark again, and that’s fine with me.

Because neither will I.
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Chapter 1




‘Students, I have some important notices for you.’ 

A boy in the second row wipes his eye and some kids choke back a laugh.

‘Four,’ Damien whispers to me.

As Mr Crump – our deputy principal – continues, kids in the front rows quietly wriggle their backsides backwards, away from the firing zone.

‘Firstly, I must say that yesterday I saw some disgusting sights in the boys toilets.’

Kids wipe their faces, legs and arms.

‘Twelve,’ Damien whispers excitedly. ‘That’s a new record!’

You see, Mr Crump talks loudly and has a slight lisp. When you combine the two, it means that whenever he makes an ‘S’ sound he spits all over the audience, and Damien likes to count how many times he does it each sentence. As for me, I prefer to dodge the incoming spitballs.

‘Now, toilets are not there for you to mess up. Toilets are there for you to use respectfully.’

‘Drats!’ I say. As I ducked one green bullet another hit me in the left nostril. I wipe my nose on my shirt.

‘Daniel!’ says Mr Crump, forgetting about toilets for a second. ‘You should not speak during school assembly!’

Students and teachers stare at me and my face goes red. I feel like telling Mr Crump that he’s the one who shouldn’t speak during school assembly, but it probably wouldn’t be a very smart idea.
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‘And lastly,’ he says, ‘let me say that the shortcut through to Smith Street is out of bounds until further notice. It’s magpie season and some children were viciously attacked there this morning. Anyone who disobeys this rule will be up for a Wednesday after school detention. Thank you.’

He sits down and kids applaud. Not because of what he said, but because he’s finished shooting goobers at us.

I don’t clap because I’m busy thinking. You see, today’s Wednesday, and every Wednesday after school, Tommy, Katy and I don’t catch the bus home, but walk to our Granny’s house. Actually, we don’t walk, we race, because waiting for us at Granny’s is always something delicious, like freshly baked biscuits, coconut ice or chocolate crackles, and the first one who gets there eats the lion’s share.

By far the quickest way to Granny’s is through the Smith Street shortcut. If that’s out of bounds, my older brother Tommy will win for sure. Not only does he have longer legs than me, he’s in the crosscountry team.

Damien taps me on the shoulder, breaking my train of thought. Are you scared of magpies?’

I think for a second, get a great idea, and smile. ‘No way.’







Chapter 2

I look one way, then the other. What I’m searching for are teachers, because I don’t want them to see what I’m about to do.

It mightn’t be littering, stealing, swearing, wearing the wrong uniform or messing up the toilets, but nevertheless I’m about to break a school rule.

I’m about to use the Smith Street shortcut.

I can’t see anyone watching. Ready. Set… I feel a shot of adrenaline race through my insides.

Go!

I put on a Danny-like burst of speed and make it to the line of trees. I feel safer under the bush cover so I slow down to a jog and listen for the yelling of an adult.

Nothing.

Yes! I’ve done it. Nobody can stop me now. I’m going to get to Granny’s house before Tommy and Katy and eat the biggest piece of whatever Granny has made. I start laughing out loud.

‘Ha, ha, ha.’ A kookaburra joins in with me.

Another bird squawks and takes to the air.

Whooooshhhhhhhh!

I stop laughing and start running.

I’m being swooped by a mad magpie!

I zigzag along the path with my hands above my head. Apparently one of the kids who was attacked this morning had to get twenty-eight stitches in his noggin. I heard it off Damien, who heard it off Tamara Reid, who heard it off Winterbottom, so it was probably more like two stitches, or none at all. Still, I’d rather not take any chances.

I hear wings coming up behind me.

Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!

That’s one creepy sound. At this point I can’t believe I told Damien that I wasn’t afraid of magpies.

The whizzing of wings gets closer and I feel feathers against my fingers. This scares me silly and I jerk my arms down, which causes my school bag to fall to the ground with a thud. I think about stopping to pick it up, but not for long. A magpie is trying to eat me. I keep running.

Without the bag weighing me down I’m a lot faster, but the magpie’s got an advantage: it has wings. It chases and chases me, diving like a fighter plane.
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Finally, I make it to the end of the track and burst out of the bush like a kangaroo being chased by a ’roo shooter.

The magpie flies up to a tree branch. Bahhh! Bahhh! it squawks at me.

Apart from being a little shaken up, I’m okay. There’s only one problem. What am I going to do about my lost bag? I can’t go back to get it, not with a killer magpie on the loose.

There’s only one choice.

Go to Granny’s and pig out.







Chapter 3

‘Where are the others?’ Gran says as I hurry in.

‘They’re not here yet.’ I sit at the table. ‘I think I saw them hanging out at the shop, talking to their friends and eating lollies.’

Granny frowns. ‘Well, in that case, you’re going to get the biggest piece of carrot cake.’

Carrot cake? I’m a bit unsure. How can something yucky like carrot go with something good like cake? But I’ve got a lot of faith in Gran’s cooking so I have a small bite.

Mmmm! It’s delish. I wish regular carrots tasted like this, then I wouldn’t have to hide them in my pocket and feed them to the dog after dinner. I stuff down what’s on my plate and ask for more.

‘You’ll have to leave some for Tommy and Katy,’ Granny says.

‘I’m pretty sure they don’t like carrot cake,’ I say.

She looks uncertain. ‘Well, cut yourself another piece then, a small one.’

Gran waltzes into the kitchen.

I do what she says and cut a small piece of cake, but I don’t eat it. Instead, I take the piece that’s left in the cake tin. It’s huge.



[image: ]




Now you might reckon that I’m being mean to my big bro and little sis, but you don’t know them like I do. You see, Tommy beats me at swimming, he beats me at footy, he beats me up. It’s cool to be beating him at something for a change. And as for Katy, because she’s a girl and the youngest in the family she’s as spoilt as a princess. If she had half a chance she’d not only steal my cake, she’d steal my birthday money as well.

So the fact that I’m stuffing my face as Tommy and Katy rush in doesn’t really bother me.

‘Hey!’ says Katy. ‘How’d you get here so fast?’

‘Yeah,’ says Tommy. ‘And where’s all the cake gone?’

But I think it bothers them.

‘Danny said you don’t like carrot cake,’ says Gran, plonking down three milkshakes.

‘It’s my favourite!’ says Tommy.

‘Mine too!’ says Katy.

That’s rubbish. Katy doesn’t even know what carrot cake is. Heck, I didn’t even know what it was until a few minutes ago.

‘I left you some,’ I say, my mouth jammed so full I can hardly talk.

Tommy looks at what’s left and the outline of what’s been eaten. ‘You’re so kind,’ he says in a voice that lets me know what he really means is, ‘You’re dead meat.’

I’m about to toss him a cheeky grin when I remember something. How am I going to get my bag back?

Perhaps hogging all the cake wasn’t such a good idea after all.

I wait until he’s nearly finished, hoping the tiny piece will cheer him up. Then I murmur, ‘Hey, Tommy. I need a favour.’

He licks the few remaining crumbs and raises an eyebrow at me.

‘You’re kidding, aren’t ya?’

I wish I was.






Chapter 4

Even though he can be hard to live with, Tommy’s a good brother, especially in a crisis. I knew he’d help me get that bag back. Especially when I promised to do his chores for a week.

We tell Gran we’re going out to play, then begin the trek back to Smith Street. Katy comes too, of course. She wouldn’t miss out on fun stuff with us for the world.

‘Are we there yet?’ But it doesn’t stop her complaining.

We arrive at the line of trees that marks the start of the shortcut. I’m glad to see that the magpie isn’t waiting on the same tree branch. Maybe it has flown away to get some food for its babies, or maybe it has gone to sleep? Even magpies have to sleep sometime, don’t they?

‘How far down the track is your bag?’ asks Tommy.

‘Not too far,’ I say.

‘Before the creek?’

‘Umm. I think so.’

Actually, I can’t remember. I was under a lot of stress at the time.

‘Well, this is what we’ll do,’ says Tommy. ‘You run in and get it, and if you’re having any problems, yell out.’

I don’t like that plan very much.

‘Maybe Katy can get it?’ I say. ‘Because she’s so short the magpie probably won’t even see her.’

‘I don’t want to get pecked!’ says Katy. ‘I’m staying here.’

I shake my head at her. Katy is so disobedient it’s not funny.

I quickly think up another plan. ‘I reckon it’s best if you just run in,’ I say to Tommy. ‘You’re so fast that the magpie won’t be able to catch you.’

‘Are you scared?’ says Tommy.

‘Danny’s a chicken! Danny’s a chicken!’ chants Katy.

‘Of course I’m not,’ I say. ‘It’s just that I start running through a list of excuses in my head:



My stomach's weighed down with too much cake. ✖ 
 
I've got a stitch from too much cake. ✖ 

 I don't want to have all the fun. ✔

‘… I don’t want to have all the fun. It’s exciting when the magpie’s chasing you. Real exciting.’



Tommy shakes his head. ‘That’ll be two weeks,’ he says, referring to his chores.

I jump at the offer. ‘No worries.’

Tommy takes a few deep breaths to get himself psyched up. Then he starts tapping his head – hard.

‘What are you doing?’ I ask.

‘Just toughening up my scalp. Wish me luck.’

By the time we say good luck’ he’s gone, running through the trees like a ghost.

‘If Tommy dies, I’m telling Mum on you,’ says Katy.

‘Shhh.’

I’m listening for the magpie. But I can’t hear anything. We stand there for ages, eyes pinned to the edge of the trees, waiting.

‘I’m getting scared,’ says Katy. ‘Go in and see if Tommy’s all right.’

‘Just a minute,’ I say.

‘No. Go in now.’

‘All right, I just have to tie up my shoelaces.’ I bend down, untie my laces and do them up again. Still no Tommy.

‘Hurry up!’ says Katy.

I take a deep breath and start tapping myself on the head. ‘Just toughening up my scalp.’

‘Go!’
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As I start walking towards the trees, I hear a noise.

Whooosshhh! Whooosshhh! Whooosshhh!

Then I see Tommy burst from the bush with an angry magpie a few centimetres above his head, trying to peck his brains out.

Katy screams.

So do I. ‘Yes!’

Tommy’s made it!

The magpie takes a last swipe and flies up to the tree branch. It watches us.

‘Are you all right?’ Katy asks Tommy.

He’s on his haunches, sucking in air like a slurpee. ‘Yeah … But… that’s … one … crazy … bird!’

Bahhh! the magpie squawks.

Tommy doesn’t look right. It’s like he’s missing something. I check to see if the magpie’s plucked out one of his chocolate-coloured eyes, but that’s not it. It’s his back – it’s empty.

‘Where’s my bag?’ I ask.

‘I couldn’t find it.’ He’s still puffing. ‘I went all the way back to school and there’s nothing on the track.’

‘Where is it, then?’

‘Dunno. Maybe the maggie’s using it as a nest?’

An icky feeling spreads through my tummy, and it’s not from too much carrot cake.

‘Once you get your breath back,’ I say to Tommy, ‘do you reckon you might go back in for another look?’

He lifts his pointer finger, giving me hope.

‘No!’







Chapter 5

It’s the next morning and I’m feeling better. Then Mum asks, ‘Where’s your bag? I need to put your lunch in it and I’ve looked everywhere.’

Oh no! I’d managed to convince myself that the magpie and the missing bag was all just a bad dream. Now I know it’s not.

‘Umm. I accidentally left it at school,’ I say.

‘Did you have any homework?’

‘Umm. No.’ Actually, I can’t remember, but I don’t want to tell Mum that.

‘Well, make sure you bring it home tonight.’

I don’t answer. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to bring it home. Not if my school bag is sitting halfway up a tree with a bunch of little magpies tucked inside it.

Mum finds a small backpack for me and I pack my lunch and some old marbles in it. My best marbles are in a drawstring bag inside my missing school bag. It would be a real tragedy if I lost those.

As I hop off the bus, Mrs Marsh, the teacher on morning duty, says, ‘Danny, Mr Crump wants to see you.’

‘Me?’ I ask.

She nods.

Why would Mr Crump want to see me? I wonder.

Maybe he wants to congratulate me for something? Though I can’t think of anything good I’ve done lately, besides win lots of games of marbles.

Perhaps he wants some advice on how to run the school? The first thing I’d tell him is to make the Smith Street shortcut out of bounds. That magpie’s psycho!

Oh, that’s right. He’s already done that.

When I walk into his office I’m amazed to see my bag sitting on Mr Crump’s desk.

Yes! I’m going to get my marbles back.

‘Sit down, Daniel,’ says Mr Crump. He doesn’t look like he wants to congratulate me, or ask for my advice.

I stop thinking about marbles and sit.

‘Do you know where this was found?’ he says, pointing at my bag.

Is that a trick question? I think. If I knew where it was found, I wouldn’t have lost it in the first place. He’s still looking at me, so I answer. ‘No.’

‘It was found on the bush track to Smith Street. The groundskeeper picked it up. Do you know how it got there?’

‘Umm. Someone dropped it there.’

He raises his bushy eyebrows. ‘A good deduction. The million-dollar question is: who?’

Does that mean if I give the right answer I’ll win a million dollars?

‘Umm,’ I say. ‘It was probably dropped by the person who was carrying the bag.’

‘Enough silliness!’ he yells, spitting all over me.

I definitely won’t be winning any money for that answer.

‘Why did you take the Smith Street Shortcut when I expressly forbade it?’ he roars.

He’s waiting for an answer, and it’s hard to concentrate when you can feel your deputy principal’s spit on your forehead.

‘Umm. Because I had to go to Granny’s and I wanted to beat my brother and sister so I could get the best bit of carrot cake and …’
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‘SILENCE!’

Now I have spit on my neck as well.

‘Do you remember what I said the consequences would be for anyone who disobeyed this rule?’

‘Umm. They get yelled at?’

‘No! They get a Wednesday after-school detention.’

He rips out a slip and hands it to me. ‘Have your parents sign it and bring it back as soon as possible.’ When I walk out of the office, the first thing I do is wipe my face, neck and forehead with my shirt. The second thing I do is run smack into Tommy.

‘Hey, you got your bag back,’ he says. ‘Where’d you find it?’

‘Mr Crump’s office.’

‘Oh.’

‘I got this, too.’ I show him the detention slip. He gives a low whistle. ‘You’ll be dead when Mum finds out.’

‘I know.’

‘There is one good thing, though.’

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s on a Wednesday afternoon so at least you don’t have to catch the bus.’


‘I s’ pose.’

‘You can walk to Granny’s after detention. Just don’t take the Smith Street shortcut this time.’

‘Oh yeah.’ I hadn’t thought of that.

‘I’ll save you some afternoon tea.’

‘Really? That’d be great!’

The thought of a big, sweet piece of carrot cake will help me make it through a boring after-school detention. Maybe this won’t be so bad after all?

‘Yeah. I’ll save you about as much as you saved me.’ Tommy chuckles and walks away.

Drats!
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Chapter 1





I lie flat on my belly, slingshot in front of me like an archers bow, my left hand steady as a stone. Chris leaves the safety of the trees and cuts across open ground, giving me the perfect opportunity.

Fire!

A piece of cut-up rubber flies through the air. (Mum thinks I make lots of mistakes with my writing. Little does she know …) For a moment I reckon I’ve shot it too far in front of him, but luckily Chris is fast. Too fast.

Whack! The rubber smacks him right in the ribs. 

‘Oww!’ he cries.

‘Gotcha!’ I yell. ‘You’re dead meat!’
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He stumbles around in circles and starts to die. Knowing Chris, it will probably take a while.

As he groans and moans and squeezes his own neck, I notice some white boxes, sitting up on small stilts, in the clearing behind him. Even though exploring this bush reserve is one of our favourite things to do – as there are creeks to cross, lizards to catch and discoveries to be made – I’ve never seen the boxes before.

Aaaaghhhhh! Owwwwwwww! Eeeewwwwwww!’

I walk up to him. ‘Hurry up and die, will ya. I want to ask you something.’

‘Dead man tell no tales,’ Chris moans. And then his head slumps to one side, his eyes wide open.

I give him a little kick in the stomach. He doesn’t respond.

I kick harder. Perhaps he really is dead? There’s only one way to find out. I bend down and tickle him under the arm.

He starts giggling like my little sister.

‘Just as I suspected,’ I say. ‘You were only faking. Now I have to kill you for real.’

I aim my slingshot at his head and fire.

‘Nooooo!’ he yells.

Luckily for him, it’s not loaded.

‘Gotcha!’ I say.

We both laugh. I ask him what the boxes are for. ‘Bees live in ’em,’ he says.

‘Yeah? How many?’

‘Thousands. There’s the Queen bee, the worker bees, and the ordinary lazy bees.’

‘What about the King bee?’

‘I don’t think there is one.’

‘You can’t have a Queen without a King,’ I say. ‘He’s probably attacking other beehives, trying to take them over.’

Chris screws up his face. ‘I’ve never heard of a King bee before.’

‘That’s because you’re younger than me.’

It’s true. I was born in August and Chris the following January, so that makes me older. And smarter.

He points at the boxes. ‘Those bees are pretty dangerous. I heard they attacked a man who tried to take their honey.’

‘What happened?’

‘They stung him in the bum and he couldn’t sit down for a week.’

‘Cool.’

I come up with a great idea. ‘Hey. Let’s see who can get closest to the hives.’

His body starts wriggling. ‘I don’t know. Dad says not to go too near.’

‘Come on. I dare you.’







Chapter 2

Chris’s eyes light up like sparklers. He loves a challenge, just like me. Neither of us likes to lose, either, which can be dangerous. Once we timed ourselves racing across a skinny log bridge, and I would’ve won if I hadn’t fallen into the creek and nearly broken my leg.

‘I’ll go first,’ he says.

Chris glides up to the last tree before the hives, about five metres from the bees. He touches the trunk and runs back.

Geez. That was a lot closer than I thought he’d get.

I take a different approach, running around the side of the boxes. I’m only two metres from the bees, although I’m protected by a thick bush.

When I make it back, I give Chris a smile. ‘Beat that.’

I don’t think he can.

He runs to the tree and stops.

Yes, I think. He’s too afraid to go any further. 

Then he bends down and waddles towards the hives, getting closer and closer with each step. It’s smart thinking – he’s so low the bees probably don’t even know he’s there. When he gets to the stilts, he quickly stands up, touches a white box and sprints back to me.

‘I touched it!’ He’s puffing with excitement. ‘With my hand!’

Far out! I don’t know how I’m going to win this challenge now.

I look at my watch. ‘I think it’s time we went back. Your mum said not to be too long.’

Chris puts his hands on his hips. ‘I didn’t hear her say anything.’

‘That’s probably because your ears are smaller than mine, ’cause you’re younger.’

‘So I won, then?’

‘No,’ I reply. ‘I just don’t have time to beat you.’ 

‘Well, that means I won.’

‘No, it doesn’t. If we had more time I’d win, but I’ll be a good sport and call it a draw.’

He pulls his shoulders back. ‘A draw? No way! I touched the bee box and you didn’t. I won, it’s as simple as that.’

‘No, it’s not. If I had time I’d easily touch it.’

‘Go on, then.’

‘I would but I don’t have time.’

‘Look,’ he says, ‘if you stopped arguing about how little time you’ve got and just touched it, you’d have done it by now. Admit it, I won.’

He’s got a good point but I’m not going to admit anything, especially if it involves saying that he’s beaten me.

Chris clasps his hands behind his head. ‘Aaahhh. It feels good to be a winner.’

That fires me up and there’s nothing like a bit of boiling blood to get my courage going. ‘All right, then, I’ll do it. But I’ll tell your mum it was your fault we were late.’

‘Go on. Do it.’

Drats! It looks like I’m going to have to follow through on my promise or he really will win. I suck in a breath.

They’re just little bees. If they land on me, I’ll swat ’em like mosquitoes.

I jog to the tree and stop, taking a look at the boxes. I can see some bees crawling around but they don’t look too mean. Perhaps all the stinging ones are away collecting honey?

At my feet is a large stick, so I bend down and pick it up. I’ve got an idea as to how I can win the challenge and not get too close to the hives.

I sneak up to the boxes and dig my toes into the ground. I take the stick back like it’s a baseball bat. Then, without thinking, I swing.
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Crack!

I smack the box and the noise echoes through the bush like a gunshot. If it had been a baseball I hit, it would’ve gone for a home run.

Yes! Hitting the hive with a stick takes a lot more courage than simply touching it. I’ve won now!

I’m so happy I forget to move. And then, like a fire alarm has gone off, a million bees fly out of the hive. They look like they want to kill somebody. And the only person there is me.







Chapter 3
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‘Run!’ yells Chris.

I take his advice.

I sprint away faster than I’ve ever sprinted before. Now I know how I’ll win the hundred-metre race at the next school sports day – get someone to let out a bunch of killer bees while I’m running.

But the bees are fast flyers and they won’t stop chasing me. I know this because I can hear buzzing beside my ears. Then I feel one land on me. I try to brush it off and it stings my arm, and the other bees go even more ballistic. I’m stung on the other arm.

Ouch!

I get stung a third time, on the leg. Oww!

I think I’m going to die of bee stings. Imagine what it will say on my grave?

Danny wouldn’t let the bees be,

and so they went on a killing spree.

He died beneath a gum tree.

Chris is running towards his house but I chuck a right and head for the creek, hoping that bees can’t swim.

I’m almost there when a monster jumps out from behind a bush and grabs me.

‘Hey!’ I yell.

It’s got a mask, a white suit and a laser gun. Come to think of it, I don’t think it’s a monster after all. I reckon it’s an alien.

I try to slip out of its grasp but it’s too strong.

‘Don’t move,’ he hisses. ‘It scares the bees.’

I’m not too worried about scaring the bees. I’m more worried about being scared myself, although I don’t know what I’m more afraid of – a bunch of psychotic bees or an alien.

‘Slowly lift up your arms,’ he orders.

Because he’s got a gun I do what he says.

He rips off my brown t-shirt and throws it away. Some bees fly over and land on it.

‘Hey!’ I say. ‘Whaddya doing?’

‘When they’re mad, bees will attack anyone wearing brown,’ says the alien. ‘Their natural enemy is the brown bear.’

I don’t know what planet he’s from, because any fool knows that there are no bears in Australia, besides the Koala bear. I don’t tell him this, though, as I’ve got bigger things to worry about. I’m standing completely still with no shirt on and thousands of bees buzzing around. This isn’t good.

The alien lifts up his laser gun.

Oh no! This is even worse.

He puts his finger on the button.

Oh no!

He shoots …

… at the bees.

Oh yes!

Smoke comes out of the gun and although they don’t fall to the ground, dead, the bees seem to calm down. It’s as if the smoke relaxes them.

‘Walk away. Slowly,’ orders the alien.

He leads me into the trees and the bees don’t follow. I don’t know how he did that. Perhaps he can communicate with them through mental telepathy?

He tells me to sit and then he starts taking off his mask.

Oh no!

Without a mask he looks just like … a man.

‘I’m the beekeeper,’ he says.

‘Oh,’ I say. I suppose that explains the funny suit and why he knows so much about bees.

‘Did you get stung?’ he asks.

‘Yeah.’

‘Show me.’

He uses his fingernail to take out the stings. Then he gets some cream out of his backpack and rubs it on my skin. Even though I’m still in pain, the stings feel a lot better than they did a few minutes ago. 

‘Why were the bees chasing you?’ he asks.

‘Umm. Because I was wearing a brown shirt?’

He looks at me. ‘Bees never chase people for no reason. Tell the truth.’

So I do. It’s probably because the man still looks pretty scary with his suit and smoking gun. When I tell him about whacking the hive with a stick, he’s not happy.

He looks me in the eye. ‘You’re lucky you’re not allergic to bees. If you were, you could be dead by now.’

I gulp.

‘And if I hadn’t shown up when I did you’d have hundreds of stings all over you. At the very least, you’d be in hospital for weeks.’

He’s right. I’ve only got three stings and I’m not feeling too good at all.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say.

‘Have you learned your lesson?’

‘Yep. I’ll never mess with bees again. They’re the pits.’

His face softens. ‘Bees aren’t bad. They’re actually really, really good. As well as making honey and beeswax, they pollinate fruit, vegetables and flowers. Without bees there’d be none of these things.’ 

‘Really?’ I didn’t know bees were so talented.

He nods. ‘They don’t like stinging people either, because if they do, they die.’

I can’t believe three bees just died because of me. I feel even worse.

He must have seen the look on my face. ‘Don’t worry too much. They only live six weeks, except the Queen. She lives for four years.’

‘What about the King?’ I ask.

He laughs. ‘There isn’t one.’

Drats! Chris is right.

The beekeeper lets me go and I begin to limp back to my uncle and aunty’s. I’m feeling sore and sorry for myself, and I’m finding it hard to think up a story so I don’t get in big trouble. Normally I’m great at making up stories, but I think the bees’ poison has seeped into my brain.

Even so, I can’t help but carry a satisfied look on my face. I can’t wait to see Chris, not to tell him he was right about the King bee, but to tell him something else.

I escaped the killer bees.

Beat that!










[image: ]


4


[image: ]









Chapter 1

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

Although it’s one of the most annoying sounds in the universe, a small smile crawls across my freckly face. This is one animal that will soon be sorry it’s crossed paths with Danny, the famous insect hunter.

I’ve caught cockroaches in cardboard cartons, hunted hairy huntsmans in hallways, and flicked flies with fast fingers.

In other words, this mangy mozzie doesn’t stand a chance.

I creep out of bed and sneak across the carpet, imagining what I’ll do once I spot my prey. Even though mozzies are one of the most dangerous creatures on earth, spreading diseases like malaria, Ross River fever and itchy bitey-itis, I won’t make it suffer. No, that’s not my way. I like to kill quickly and quietly …

‘Ahhh!’ I yell.

In the dark, I’ve tripped over my skateboard and banged my knee on a marble. Not just any marble, either, but a huge steel one that used to belong to Josh O’Brien. At lunchtime today I bet my small cats-eye for his jumbo steely and I won, of course. I got to aim at a marble the size of a cricket ball, and he was shooting at a marble the size of a marble. He’s not the sharpest stick in the playground, ol’ Josh.

‘Shishkebab,’ I say, rubbing my knee.

When it stops throbbing I calm down and listen for the mozzie, but I can’t hear it. Maybe I scared it off and it flew out the rip in the window screen, which is probably how it got into my bedroom in the first place.

I go back to bed.

It’s quiet and my mind relaxes, imagining playing marbles at school tomorrow. I’ve been on such a winning streak lately that I’m considering challenging the school champion, Diana ‘Dead-eye’ McClymont. She’s only lost one game all year, and the rumour is that she let Nathan win because she’s got a crush on him.

I do a behind-the-back, side-spin shot that’s just about to kiss Dianas best marble like a movie star, when my dream is distracted.

Bzzzz! Bzzzz! Bzzzz! Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

Stupid Mozzie, I think.

I get up again. This time I make sure to avoid both my skateboard and my jumbo steely. Before I’m at the light switch the noise stops.

I stop, too.

I think the bloodsucker’s landed on me.

I stand perfectly still, trying to sense it. I close my eyes so I can feel things better. I’m pretty sure there are tiny legs standing on my cheek. My face cheek, I’m talking about, not my bum cheek.

Slowly I lift my arm.

Smack!

I slap myself in the face.

‘Shishkebab!’

That hurt!

Hopefully, though, I’ve killed the mozzie. I turn the light on and search the carpet for evidence, but the only black speck I see is a piece of old chocolate.

I eat it and go back to bed.

Bzzzzzzzzzzzz! Bzzzzzz! BzzzzzZZZZZZZZZZzzzzzzzzzz!


Far out!

This time I’m serious.

While it’s still buzzing I hurry to the light switch, flick it, and use my razor-sharp eyes to scan the room.

Normally it’s easy to find mozzies. First you follow the sound, then you look for their flapping wings -which are usually motoring towards the ceiling where they think it’s safe. Unfortunately for mozzies, my ceiling is painted white and the black dot stands out like a pimple. The other unlucky thing for them is that I own an extra long towel. One shot from me and the mozzie will fly straight to heaven.

The instant I flip the light switch, the buzzing stops. Not only that, the mozzie hides. It’s not on the ceiling, it’s not on the walls, it’s not anywhere.

This is unbelievable! It’s like this mozzie’s got a brain, and not a tiny one like Josh O’Brien’s. Josh is so dumb that when the teacher asked him what 3 times 3 was, Josh said, ‘What?’

‘What’s three, three times?’ said Mr Bath, making it even more obvious.

‘That’s easy,’ said Josh. ‘Three, three, three.’

No, this mozzie’s as smart as Carla Wright. Whenever Mr Bath doesn’t know something, he points at Carla and she spits out the answer like a computer. I reckon she should be getting half his teacher money. And, come to think of it, I should be getting the other half, because Mr Baths always making me do his jobs, like shutting the windows or putting up chairs, just because I occasionally like to talk while he’s talking.

‘If you don’t listen you won’t know the right answer,’ Mr Bath said to me yesterday.

‘If I want the right answer I’ll just ask Carla,’ I replied.

That comment got me another job – picking up rubbish for a week.

Yeah, I need to be smart like Carla if I’m going to beat this mozzie.

I close one eye to help me think, but it doesn’t work.

I open it and close the other eye.

I close both eyes. Now I can’t see.

That’s it! I need to trick the mozzie into thinking that I can’t see it.

I turn the light off and pretend to walk to bed, making stomping sounds on the carpet. Then I stand still as a statue, waiting with my hand on the switch.

Nothing.

After a minute my arm becomes sore from holding it up to the light switch.

Still nothing.

I’m getting tired, and like a cow I start drifting off to sleep while standing up. I begin to dream about -

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

I flick on the switch.

Where is it? Where? It’s gotta be here!

The buzzing stops.

I check behind the desk.

No mozzie.

I look in the cupboard.

No mozzie.

I open my money box.

No mozzie. And no money! My little sister Katy must have ‘borrowed’ it again. Luckily she’s too small to be able to go to the shop and spend it. She just keeps it under her pillow and pretends she’s rich. Tomorrow I’ll take my money back and leave something under her pillow as a replacement – like a dead lizard.

Finally, I go back to bed.

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!


I start going crazy.

‘Where are you?’ I yell. ‘Come out and show yourself like a … mosquito.’

Bzzzzzz!Ha., ha, ha! Bzzzzzz! Ha, ha, ha! Bzzzzzz! Ha, ha, ha!

Hey! The stupid mozzie’s laughing at me!

Hang on, I’ve never heard a mozzie laugh before.

I lean down, gently pull up the bedspread and peek under the bed.

My brother and sister are under there!

Both have their hands cupped over their mouths. Tommy’s going ‘Bzzzzzzzzzzzzz!’ and Katy’s trying to stop giggling, although she’s not having much success.

Of all the low-down, lousy tricks … I can’t believe I didn’t think of it first.

I reach over to my bedside table and grab a bag of marbles. If it’s a war they want, it s a war they’re going to get. I open the bag and say loudly, This mozzie is making me lose my marbles.’

Katy giggles even louder.

I lift the bedspread and start flicking marbles at them.

‘Oww!’ says Katy.

‘Stop it!’ says Tommy.

‘I can’t,’ I say. ‘I haven’t lost all my marbles yet.’
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I keep flicking until the marbles run out, then I grab two pillows, one for each hand, and wait for the attack that I know is coming.

After a few seconds of silence, making sure I’m definitely out of marbles, Tommy says, ‘Charge!’

He and Katy roll out from under the bed like commandoes, but I’m ready for them. I start socking them with my pillows.

‘Get lost!’ screams Katy.

‘I can’t,’ I yell as I hit her. ‘This is my room. I know it too well.’

Soon my big bro makes it to his feet and jumps on top of me. Because he’s strong he pins my shoulders to the bed with his knees, and he and Katy start poking me in the chest and stomach. Even though I don’t want to, I start laughing. I’m really ticklish.

When I manage to stop laughing, I yell, ‘Get off me, you stupid insects!’

‘Not until you apologise for throwing marbles at us,’ says Tommy.

‘No way! You say sorry for hiding under my bed and pretending to be mosquitoes.’

‘We were just playing a joke,’ says Tommy.

Katy starts a chant. ‘You can’t take a joke! You can’t take a joke!’

I start kicking my legs. If I wasn’t trapped, I’d give Katy a piece of my foot.

‘Calm down!’ says Tommy, plunking more of his weight on my shoulders. ‘This is what we’re going to do. On three, everyone is going to say sorry at the same time. Okay?’

I don’t answer.

‘Okay?’

He gives me another poke to convince me.

‘All right,’ I say.

‘Good. Here we go. One, two …’

No one says anything.

‘That was a practice,’ says Tommy. ‘Now this time it’s for real. Whoever doesn’t say sorry is going to get a permanent wedgie. One, two …’

‘Sorry,’ mutters everyone.

Tommy lets me up. ‘No hard feelings?’ He puts out his hand.

I go to shake it but pull my hand away at the last second.

He gives me a friendly noogie, messing up my hair. ‘Night, champ.’

Katy takes a flying leap and lands on top of me. ‘Good night, Danny,’ she says, giving me a hug.

Even though Katy and I fight a lot we like each other. Sometimes.

‘I’ll be getting my money back tomorrow, too,’ I say.

‘What money?’ she says innocently.

They leave.

I lie back in bed and relax. Finally, I can sleep in peace.

I start drifting off to a place with lots and lots of marbles. I think about beating Diana, Nathan, Carla and Josh all in one glorious game.

I’m almost asleep when …

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

Stupid mozzie!
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Chapter 1




BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

I’m not sure if what I’m hearing is the old bus backfiring, or my heart beating me up from the inside.

We sway around a corner and the driver hits the brakes with a squeal. Through the dirty windscreen a young kangaroo stares up, its body quivering.

I know how you feel, I think.

The kangaroo hops away and before long we’re there. As I’m stumbling down the aisle, George Winterbottom’s beefy voice wafts from the back seat like a bad smell.

‘Hey, you! Looky here.’

Even though I know he’s talking to me, I don’t turn around. Winterbottom has teased me more times than a dog has chewed on a bone, but he’s not the reason that my palms are sweatier than a hairy underarm. He’s more of an annoyance, like a mozzie buzzing around your face at night. The reason I’m so nervous is that pretty soon a dog might be chewing on one of my bones.

I jump off the bus first, followed by my big brother, Tommy. He turns around to catch a flying Katy, the youngest member of our family.

‘Can you carry me home?’ she begs him. ‘Please?’

‘Just a little way,’ Tommy says. ‘Ask Danny to carry your bag.’

Katy drops the bag on the road. That’s her way of asking. I think about leaving it there.

‘Hey, Danny-boy, where’s your hat?’ It’s Winterbottom, his fat face sticking out the bus window.

I feel my head. It’s naked. Mum said she’ll kill me if I lose it again.
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My hat appears in Winterbottom’s hand and he goes ‘Da, da!’ like a magician. But really he’s just a thief ’cause he stole it from my bag.

‘Watch out for Killer,’ Winterbottom says, giving me a smirk. ‘Today could be the day he eats you.’

He throws my hat onto the dirt and I feel a lump in my throat. Killer’s a vicious dog we have to walk past on our way home, and last week he bit Tommy so badly that Mum had to take him to the doctor’s for a tetanus shot. (Tommy, that is, not Killer.) What if Winterbottoms right?

‘Hey, George,’ says Tommy. ‘Tomorrow could be the day I eat you.’

Winterbottom pulls his head in and the bus chugs off, black smoke streaming from the exhaust.







Chapter 2

Because Katy is just a kid, she forgets we have to walk past a crazy man-eater and starts singing one of her favourite songs.

‘I’m the queen of the castle and you’re the dirty rascal.’

I poke my tongue at her.

‘Danny’s a dirty rascal! Danny’s a dirty rascal!’ Tommy swings her down from his shoulders. ‘I think that’s enough for one day.’

‘Oh, just a bit longer. Please?’

‘Maybe tomorrow. I have to keep an eye out for … cars.’

‘For Killer, you mean,’ I say.

‘Don’t say that name!’ Katy whines. ‘You know it makes me scared.’

‘I’ve told you before,’ Tommy says to me. ‘Don’t mention the K word in front of …’ He nods at Katy.

I drop Katy’s bag at her feet and stretch my tired shoulders. ‘The K word? You mean Killer?’

‘Don’t!’ screams Katy.

I grin and Tommy gives me a clip over the ear. Not hard, but it still stings.

I spot a fist-sized rock and forget my troubles, kicking it along the road, commentating at the same time. ‘Danny’s got the ball. He gets past Katy, then Tommy. Look at the champion soccer player go!’ I start running faster, dribbling the rock expertly with my feet. ‘He only has the goalkeeper to beat, fat George Winterbottom. He kicks it so hard it makes a hole right through Winterbottoms stomach! He scores!’

WOOF!

I freeze.

Tommy laughs. ‘It’s only Bluey.’

‘Danny’s scared of Bluey! Danny’s scared of Bluey!’ chants Katy.

‘Am not,’ I say.

The cattle dog cross waddles down old man Johnson’s driveway. Bluey barks until he recognises us, then plops to the ground while we rub his belly.
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‘Why aren’t all dogs this friendly?’ I ask Tommy. 

He’s stroking Bluey behind the ears. ‘Dogs are like people. Some are good, some aren’t.’

Bluey’s eyes are closed; he’s enjoying every moment.

‘Why?’ asks Katy.

Tommy shrugs. ‘Could be born that way.’

‘Can people be born wrong?’ asks Katy.

‘You were born out of Mum’s mouth,’ I say. ‘That’s why you talk so much.’

‘Was not!’ Katy looks at Tommy. ‘Was I?’

Tommy points a finger at me and I stay well away. I don’t want another clip over the ear.

Behind us comes the rumble of a car. Our heads turn.

‘Bill!’ Katy yells.

I smile. It looks like I won’t have to face Killer after all.

The ute stops beside us. Our neighbour’s gravelly voice drifts out. ‘G’day. Nice day for a walk?’

‘Bit hot,’ says Tommy.


‘Ya get that this time of year.’ He looks at Katy. ‘How are you, little Missy?’

Katy gets right to business. ‘Can I’ve a lift?’

Tommy tries to shoosh her but Katy tries again. ‘Please?’

‘I’d love to, but …’ Bill points to the back of the ute with his thumb ‘… I’m full up today.’

The tray is jam-packed with timber. I feel like asking Bill if I can ride in the passenger’s seat while Tommy and Katy walk.

‘See you kids later, eh?’ Bill looks at me. ‘And protect your sister from that silly dog up ahead, boy-o. You’re getting bigger every time I see ya.’

Instead of answering, I gulp.







Chapter 3

As we trudge up the road like soldiers, my mind replays every detail of last weeks attack. Killer managed to burrow underneath the old wooden fence and he flew at us like a bullet. When Tommy stepped in front of Katy and me, Killer latched onto his ankle, and no matter how much Tommy yelled and shook his leg – like a crazy, one-legged dancer – Killers sharp teeth wouldn’t let go. While Katy covered her crying eyes, I sprang into action – grabbing Killer, pulling him off Tommy, flipping him onto the ground and quickly placing my hands over his fierce jaws so he couldn’t open them. Dogs’ jaws are a lot more powerful biting down than they are opening up, which is why I was able to hold them closed. Or maybe I’m thinking of a crocodile …

‘Danny!’ Tommy says, snapping me out of my daydream. He leans in close so Katy can’t hear, although it’s pretty safe as she’s talking to herself about being in a circus. ‘If Killer comes at us today, I want you to do something, okay?’

‘Whaddya mean?’

‘Last time you just stood there. You should’ve picked up a stick or something. You heard what Bill said, you’re not a little kid anymore.’

‘I was gonna grab his mouth,’ I mumble. ‘But I couldn’t remember if it’s a dog’s or a croc’s mouth you can hold closed.’

Tommy raises an eyebrow. ‘Just do something, okay?’

I think this is why I’m so nervous. In my head, after last week’s attack, I can see all the things I could have done, should have done. But for some reason I didn’t do anything. I just stood there like a stunned mullet. Today it’s going to be different, I tell myself. Today I’m going to help Tommy. Today I’m going to …

RUFF!

I freeze. Although I can’t see him, I know it’s Killer. Some dogs bark slowly: ‘Roooof. Roooof.’ Not Killer. His bark is fast and mean, just like his bite.

RAH, RAH, RAH, RAH, RAH, RAH!

Katy stops talking about clowns and looks up. ‘Is that – ?’

‘It’s nothing,’ says Tommy. ‘Nothing for you to worry about.’

Tommy bends down and fills his pockets with rocks. He also grabs a large stick, which he holds behind his back so Katy won’t see it. I decide I need some ammunition as well. I find a smooth stone that fits perfectly into my palm. The way I can throw, Killer won’t know what hit him.

‘Whatever happens, don’t run,’ Tommy orders. ‘Dogs can sense fear and they’ll attack even worse. Just look straight ahead and keep walking.’

The barking gets louder and louder until it feels like it’s rising from the pit of my stomach. Katy and I take Tommy’s advice and stare straight ahead – not running but power walking. I squeeze the stone so hard my knuckles turn white.

All of a sudden Tommy stops, so we stop too. ‘Look,’ he says.

I timidly turn my head and see Killer running back and forth – growling, barking and slobbering – and it looks like he’d love to eat us. But he can’t. His collar is locked to a thick chain.
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A tiny part of me is disappointed. I want to show Tommy that I’m not useless. I remember the rock in my hand and without thinking I chuck it at Killer. Although it’s a one in a thousand shot, somehow my aim is true and the rock smacks the dog on the backside. He wheels around and barks even more loudly, and tugs so hard that he nearly snaps the chain, and his neck.

‘Hey!’ Tommy snarls at me. ‘What do ya think you’re doing?’

The words sting. I thought Tommy would be happy. ‘Getting him back for biting you.’

‘You’re making him mad. Tomorrow there might be no chain.’

Even a long way past, we can still hear the barking.







Chapter 4

For the next few weeks I almost forget about Killer. Each afternoon he’s chained tight, and except for a moment of fear when I first hear his vicious bark, I hardly give him another thought.

I’m more into soccer. All the rocks I’ve kicked down the road must have done me some good, because I’ve made the school team. Unfortunately, Winterbottom has made it as well, but it’s not too bad as he’s goalkeeper and I’m striker. We’re at least half a field apart.

When I wake up this morning – hugging my soccer ball – the adrenaline pumps through me like red cordial. Today is our first game and I’ve got a good feeling because last night in my dream I scored 87 goals.

Mum cooks me a special breakfast – pancakes. I drip syrup onto them from a spoon. ‘Where’s Tommy?’

‘He’s been up all night, sick,’ says Mum. ‘He’s a bit better this morning but I’m giving him the day off school to sleep it off.’

Mum looks at me. ‘Now, I want you and Katy to walk straight home this afternoon. Do you think you’re old enough to do that?’

I nod but don’t answer. My mouth is stuffed like a turkey.

At lunchtime the teacher presents us with our jerseys and as soon as I pull mine on I feel special. A girl from my class says ‘good luck’ and I figure she must be talking to me because there’s no one behind me. Being someone who needs luck means I must be pretty good.

We hop on a bus and travel to the soccer fields. For most of us it’s our first ever game. Brandon Miller, who plays for a club, tells us that the ref’s whistle is so loud that if you’re too close when he blows it your ears will fall off. I decide to stay as far away from the ref as possible.

The game starts and it’s heaps of fun, especially the few times I actually get to kick the ball. Most of the time it’s near our goal, but because Winterbottom is so wide, the other team can’t get it past him. The ball keeps rebounding off his stomach.

For something to do, I talk to the defender who’s marking me. His name’s Stevie.

‘Who do you think’ll win, us or youse?’ I ask him.

‘Us,’ he says.

‘I reckon we will. You want to do rock, paper, scissors to see who’s right?’

‘Sure.’

I choose rock and he goes with scissors, so I win.

‘Best outta three,’ he says.

We both do rock, and as we’re about to go again I hear the coach yell, ‘Danny!’
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I look up to see the ball flying over my head, towards the opponents goal. Brandon must have kicked it; he’s the only one in our team who can boot a soccer ball so far. Stevie is still playing rock, paper, scissors, so he doesn’t run after it straightaway. But I do – so fast that my hat falls off.

When I get to the ball I start dribbling, just like I do with the rocks on the road. I even commentate in my head. ‘Danny gets closer to goal. The keeper looks nervous. He takes off his glasses and wipes them on his jersey. Look at Danny go! He’s faster than a speeding bullet. He runs up close to the keeper and kicks it at his stomach. The keeper dives out of the way. Goal!’ 

Hang on, I think. GOAL! I scored, and not just in my imagination. This is unreal! I mean … real!

The ref blows his whistle and although it hurts my ears they don’t fall off. Brandon runs up and pats me on the back. ‘We won! And it’s all because of you!’ 

‘Really?’ I reply.

Stevie shakes my hand. ‘That was a good trick, the way you made me lose concentration.’

I don’t tell him that it was no trick, just a fluke.







Chapter 5

That afternoon on the bus ride home, I’m unpleasantly surprised when Winterbottom sits next to me. I’m skinny so I don’t need a lot of room, which is just as well because Winterbottom takes up way more than half a seat. He’s eating from a packet of Twisties, and although I’m looking at them, he doesn’t offer me one. He does talk more nicely to me than usual, though.

‘That was a pretty good goal you scored,’ he says.

‘Thanks.’

‘Of course, if it wasn’t for me we’d have lost. My super-fast reflexes kept them scoreless.’

Your super-wide body, more like it, I think, but I don’t say this to Winterbottom. He’s a lot bigger than me.

Winterbottom looks out the window. ‘I wish Dad had seen me play. He reckons I’m hopeless at everything, even calls me fat.’

But you are fat, I think.



[image: ]



‘I hate it when he’s mean.’ Winterbottom still gazes out, like he’s speaking to the passing trees. ‘I’m never gonna be like him.’

Luckily we’re at my stop so I don’t have to listen to any more of Winterbottoms crazy talk. I rock and roll down the aisle, hop off the bus, and turn around just in time to catch Katy, who jumps into my arms. As we set off down the road a voice sings from the bus window.

‘Hey, Danny-boy.’

My hand instantly touches my head. My hat’s there, safe and sound. I decide not to turn around and cop Winterbottoms abuse.

‘I’m not going to tease ya. Promise.’

I’ve heard that before.

The bus starts to drive off, and for some unknown reason I twirl and spot Winterbottom with his arm hanging out the window. He throws me a smile and a half-full bag of Twisties. ‘See ya tomorrow.’

I’m too surprised to answer, but give a small wave with my left hand as my right catches the Twisties and slips them into my pocket. I’d rather not share them with a hungry little sister.

On the way home I’m on top of the world. I’ve scored a goal, scored some Twisties, and somehow scored the respect of Winterbottom. Life can’t get much better.

RUFF!

‘What’s that?’ asks Katy.

‘Probably just Bluey,’ I say, although I know it’s not. I don’t want to scare Katy; I’m scared enough for the both of us. My heart’s already racing like a V8. My mind’s not really worried, however, because I’m sure Killer will be safely chained up.

I’m sure until I see him up ahead, running tight circles on the road, waiting for us.

He looks hungry.







Chapter 6

My mind starts whirring, trying to figure out how to get out of this dog-eating dilemma. The trouble is, it doesn’t whir fast enough. I can’t think of anything.

‘When we get home, will you watch my circus?’ Katy asks. ‘I’m gonna walk on a type-rope.’

I think, I’ve got more important things to worry about than a circus … And then I get an idea.

‘Circus performers have to be able to juggle,’ I say. ‘Do you want to learn how?’

Katy’s face lights up like a big top.

We find some round rocks on the side of the road. My plan is to keep Katy busy, staying well away from Killer, until Bill drives past. Then we’ll catch a lift, poke our tongues out at the dumb dog as we speed past, and live happily ever after. Well, live after today, at least. That’s if Bill actually does drive past. If not, we’ll be like tightrope walkers without poles.

‘You throw one rock up in the air,’ I say, ‘and at the same time pass the second rock to your other hand, like this.’ When I show her, I drop both rocks onto the road. Juggling’s harder than it looks.

‘Let me try,’ says Katy.

She throws the rock and instead of it going straight up, it shoots off and hits me in the head.

‘Ouch!’ I cry.

Katy laughs. ‘This is fun!’

But, like most little kids, it’s only fun for a few minutes. ‘I want to go now,’ she whines after she drops a rock onto her big toe.

‘Just a bit longer.’ I glance down the road, hoping against hope to see Bill’s ute. ‘You’re getting really good. The crowd will love it.’

‘No! Mum said we have to walk straight home.’ Once Katy makes up her mind she’s as stubborn as a strong man. ‘I’m gonna tell on you!’

I can see I’m not going to win this fight, so I put some rocks in my pocket and trudge towards another fight. One with Killer.

The closer we get, the more hyper the dog becomes. He doesn’t run towards us but up and down the driveway, growling and shaking his head from side to side, like he’s possessed by a demon. I talk to Katy, hoping to distract her, but eventually she sees him.

‘Oh no!’ she says, putting her hands over her eyes.

I grab her by the shoulders. ‘Remember what Tommy said. Look straight ahead and don’t run. I’ll protect you.’

‘I don’t want you,’ she sobs. ‘I want Tommy!’ 

Thanks a lot.

I don’t have time to think anything more, because Killer runs at us. His bark is so loud it’s like he’s ready to explode.

RAH, RAH, RAH, RAH, RAH, RAH, RAH, RAH … BOOM!

That’s what I’d wish for, if I had my own genie. Unfortunately, I don’t have my own genie, just an annoying little sister.

‘Do something!’ Katy screams.

I go to grab the rocks but reach into the wrong pocket and pull out a handful of Twisties. I throw them at the dog anyway as I can’t think of a better idea. They miss. 
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Killer comes closer, snarling and baring big teeth, and I get ready to be eaten. Katy hides behind me and grips my leg, so I can’t run away, even if I wanted to.

Suddenly, Killer stops. He puts his nose next to the Twisties and sniffs. Then he puts his mouth on them and starts eating. He seems to really like the Twisties. When he finishes, he growls.

I pull out some more Twisties and throw them on the ground. Killer starts eating again. Katy and I try to sneak past but he steps in front of us.

‘Do something!’ Katy says.

Killer looks up at me – the sides of his mouth yellow – hoping for more Twisties. But I’m all out. I’m staring fear right in the eye, and I know what I have to do. I reach down gingerly towards Killer’s head.

I touch his fur and it’s softer than I expect. I’m ready to pull my hand away quickly, in case he tries to bite, but he doesn’t. In fact, his tail wags.

‘I think he likes you,’ says Katy.






Chapter 7

When we make it home, alive, Katy runs to tell Tommy about our adventure. He can hardly believe it.

‘Where’d you get the Twisties from?’ he asks.

‘George Winterbottom gave ’em to me.’

Tommy shakes his head. ‘Winterbottom? But he hates you!’

‘Not any more. Now he hates his dad.’

Tommy shakes his head again. ‘It took some quick thinking, what you did.’

I don’t tell him I didn’t think that quickly. In fact, I didn’t think much at all.


‘And to reach out and touch Killer,’ he continues. ‘That took a lot of guts.’

‘I thought Danny’s hand would be bit right off,’ Katy says. ‘Hey, can people still juggle with one hand?’

‘Not professionally,’ I say.

Katy giggles.

Tommy cuffs me on the shoulder. ‘I knew you could do it, though.’

‘Do what?’ I say.

‘Face Killer.’

Pride fills my stomach. It tastes better than anything.
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