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CHAPTER ONE



Just when Drew thought he’d broken free, he heard the hounds.

He quickly dropped to his knees and crouched in the bushes, trying to slow the hammering of his heart. Alarms were still screeching all around Madame Strang’s Academy for Incredibly Irritating Children and yellow searchlights were combing the lawn down to the fence and beyond into the forest: to freedom. Now, mixed in with the sound of chaos, came the piercing yowl of dogs. How many are there? thought Drew. Ten? A hundred?

He darted out from the bushes and across the gravel to the lawn. Dodging the huge circles of light, he carefully picked his way past the statues that dotted the grass. The sound of the dogs grew louder behind him, and Drew chanced a quick glance back at the building that had been his home for six long months. Small shapes were moving like lightning across the lawn, yapping madly.

He had almost reached the enormous wire fence that separated the lawn from the forest when he felt the first nip at his ankle. He yelped and leapt for the fence. As he scrambled to get a grip, another set of jaws clamped themselves round his ankle, tugging him down. He fell backwards, landing on the lawn with a thump.
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The sausage dogs were waiting for him. As Drew tried to pull himself to his feet, dozens of them swarmed over him: nibbling at his ears, drenching him in saliva, gnawing at his shoes and hanging off his clothes. He yelled out, struggling to fight them off, and dragged himself back towards the fence.

He scrambled up to the top and straddled it for a moment, gasping and gulping in the delicious night air. The sausage dogs prowled like panthers below. It will only be a matter of time before their mistress follows, Drew thought to himself.

A guilty feeling gnawed at his stomach as he looked back at the academy. It wasn’t meant to be this way. Could he still go back? Was it too late to rescue what he’d left behind?

The dogs below snapped and snarled, bringing him back to the situation at hand. There was no going back. He could only go forward, and it was time to move.

‘I’ll come back for you!’ he called out weakly, the wind snatching his words and whipping them away into the night.

He swung his leg over the fence and began to shimmy down the other side. Something prodded him in the back. Twisting round, Drew came face to face with a small, furry head poking out of his backpack.

He squealed. The dog, a nasty-looking sausage with a gold collar and a tag marked MANGLER, nipped his nose hard. Drew lost his balance and plummeted, landing with a hard thud before rolling down the hill into the forest below. The sausage-shaped lump of fur jumped out of his backpack at the very last minute with a yowl.

The world whirled in front of Drew like a washing machine spinning out of control and he jammed his eyes shut. He remembered a crash. And then nothing.





CHAPTER TWO



Two weeks later

Riz squinted at the jar of mud in front of her and tried hard to look interested.

‘Now, this particular specimen,’ Olly told her, holding the jar up to the light, ‘is one I picked up on a family holiday to Crabthorpe two summers ago…’ He paused and threw a suspicious glance at Riz. ‘Are you listening?’

‘No… I mean, yes.’ Riz nodded vigorously.

He wagged a finger at her, peering over his glasses. He often reminded Riz of a ten-year-old version of her headmaster, or of the grumpy librarian at their school who scolded Riz for using a banana skin as a bookmark. ‘I can always tell when you’re not paying attention, Riz.’

Riz knew that wasn’t true. A few months ago, she’d had time to go downstairs, eat three slices of bread with butter and jam while chatting to Olly’s mum, and return upstairs. Olly had still been talking, oblivious to the fact that he had been alone.

‘This muck really is fascinating,’ she lied. ‘What’s it called?’

Olly sniffed disapprovingly.

‘If you’d read the latest edition of Unearthed, then I’m sure you’d be able to tell me its name. I wrote an entire two-page spread about it.’ Olly frowned.

‘Of course,’ Riz replied, plucking the jar from his hands and giving it a violent shake. ‘It’s called mud!’

‘Be careful with it!’ Olly snatched the jar back and cradled it like a baby. ‘It’s very delicate.’

He pulled a copy of Unearthed from a drawer and flicked to the page he wanted. ‘Here it is,’ he said. ‘A very well-written article, if I do say so myself. Then again –’ he sniffed – ‘I am currently the most knowledgeable journalist writing for Unearthed.’

‘Aren’t you the only journalist writing for Unearthed?’ Riz asked, frowning. ‘Isn’t it your newspaper?’

Olly ignored her and went back to talking about the muck. ‘Its scientific name is Squelchius Repulsia, or to those less educated in the matters of soil –’ he threw her a glance – ‘it’s called Lesser-Spotted Cumbrian Sea Muck. Quite a rare find in the wild, I’ll have you know.’

This had been Riz’s entire afternoon – sitting in Olly’s bedroom, watching him label and re-label his mud collection.

It was a blazing hot day, uncommon in Snoops Bay, and Riz could hear the screams of a gang of kids next door – it sounded like they were having a water fight. She wished she was having a water fight.

Riz was renowned in town as a fearsome water-fight opponent. She would tie her jet-black hair into a tight bun and daub red face-paint across her cheeks. She was small for her age and had a wiry frame, allowing her to seek cover in the smallest hiding places.

That’s what summer holidays were for, after all. She thought of the Snoops Bay harbour, mere minutes away from Olly’s house. Kids would be chasing each other, brandishing their ice-cream cones, or leaping off the pontoon into the icy water of the bay.

Olly didn’t like fights – with water or with mud. And he didn’t like the hot weather either. ‘It dries the mud out,’ he explained, as Riz begged him to let them sit outside that afternoon. ‘And, frankly, I haven’t got time. Editing a newspaper is no easy task, Riz,’ he reminded her. ‘There are stories to chase, sources to interview, conspiracies to uncover…’

‘Conspiracies about mud?’ Riz frowned.

‘Mud is only the beginning,’ Olly replied. ‘One day I’m going to crack open the biggest story Snoops Bay has ever seen! It’s out there, right now, waiting to be revealed.’ His eyes glazed over as he imagined winning some huge prize for outstanding journalism – for toppling a corrupt organization, or finding long-lost treasure buried under Snoops Bay’s community gardens.

As the afternoon wore on, Riz tried to suggest some other ways to pass the time, all of which Olly shot down with a hurried shake of his head.

Should they get some ice cream? Dairy gave Olly wind.

Should they play hide-and-seek in the forest? Olly was worried he’d get lost and never be found.

Should they build a fort and start a war with the neighbours? Olly told her he was a ‘pacifist’. When she asked him what that meant, he admitted he didn’t know.

So all that was left was Olly’s mud newspaper.

Riz flopped to the ground with a dramatic sigh and began to leaf through the countless copies of Unearthed that littered Olly’s carpet. She studied the front cover of the January issue: a group of children kneeling over a large puddle of mud, laughing at some joke that one of them had made. Emblazoned in huge letters under the picture was the headline: CLAY-MAZING! ONE HUNDRED MUDS, SILTS AND CLAYS TO WATCH OUT FOR THIS YEAR. FREE POUCH OF MUCK WITH EVERY ISSUE!

She tossed it over her shoulder with a shudder.
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‘That was a brilliant issue!’ gushed Olly. ‘The first mud of the year was Flaming Banzang!’

‘Flaming what?’ Riz asked, confused.

‘Flaming Banzang. It’s a mud that originated in the Kalahari Desert. If you sing at it – in the key of A-flat major – it explodes!’

Riz was unimpressed. ‘Ridiculous. For a journalist, you seem to fall for fake news very easily, Olly.’

‘It is not fake news!’ he insisted, turning back to his work, grumbling.

Poking out from under Olly’s bed was a copy of the Snoops Bay Sniffer, their local newspaper. Riz’s dad bought a copy every week for the back-page puzzles, but she knew for a fact that he’d never finished one. A few weeks ago she’d found that in answer to the clue ‘Name six animals that live in the Amazon rainforest’ he’d written ‘A jaguar and five monkeys’.

Riz grabbed the paper and was about to flick to the sports section when her eyes caught sight of the picture on the front page. A huge building, fenced in on all sides by barbed wire, sat between a range of crooked hills. It was surrounded by hundreds of brooding trees. The front of the building itself seemed to be frowning down on the hillside, which was bare and barren except for a winding dirt road.

Riz lowered her eyes to the headline below the picture: CHILD MISSING FROM MADAME STRANG’S ACADAMY FOR INCREDIBLY IRRITATING CHILDREN!

‘What’s this about?’ she asked Olly.

Olly swiped the paper from her grasp and peered at it. ‘That’s a proper news story.’ He beamed. ‘A real DUM-HINGER!’

‘Don’t you mean “hum-dinger”?’ asked Riz.

‘That’s the one,’ he agreed. ‘Mark my words, Riz, I’ll be writing stories like this when I’m older.’

Olly suddenly leapt to his feet, brandishing the newspaper. Riz ducked to avoid being thwacked in the face. He bounded onto his bed, and rolled the paper up as if he was about to swat a fly, before swinging it like a sword and holding it high above his head.

‘To find the truth,’ he declared, ‘and to tell it!’

‘Are you finished?’ Riz asked after a long pause.

Olly glanced down snootily, clearly upset at being disturbed. ‘That’s the mission of every journalist, Riz. That’s what Moonyoung says.’

‘Who?’

Olly looked shocked and jabbed a finger at the wall. ‘Moonyoung Choi!’

Riz followed his finger… There, stuck above his bed with a huge splodge of glue, was a black-and-white photograph of a young woman. She was striding down a busy street, the collar of her coat pulled up high towards her chin. A red birthmark spread across one side of her face, and her eyes glared suspiciously at the camera.

‘And who’s that?’ Riz said bluntly.

Olly flopped onto his bed and leant over to pick off a few flecks of dust that had gathered on the photograph. ‘Only the finest journalist in Snoops Bay,’ he said with a sigh. ‘The chief investigative reporter for the Snoops Bay Sniffer – and my future boss!’

Riz frowned at the headline. ‘She’s misspelled “academy”.’

‘She always does. She’s not the greatest speller,’ snapped Olly. ‘She’s the greatest journalist!’

Riz nodded, feeling her eyelids growing heavy. Olly was still talking.

‘She’s blown open every big story in town in the last three years.’ He counted them out on his fingers. ‘The soap shop that was actually selling bars of cheese to unknowing customers. The horse that got elected to the town council by accident.’

‘Oh, Umberto?’ Riz remembered. ‘My granny voted for him.’

‘And the ear doctor at the hospital who was moulding patients’ earwax into luxury scented candles and selling them for fifty pounds a pop!’ Olly sighed again, staring dreamily at the photograph of Moonyoung Choi. ‘She’s been doing an investigation into Madame Strang’s Academy.’ He drew closer to Riz and shot a furtive glance around the room as if a crazed criminal was hiding in the wardrobe. ‘The most badly behaved kids in town go there to learn how to behave. They get a complete makeover – inside and out!’

Riz folded her arms and leant in. ‘Go on,’ she prompted, despite herself. Olly had a flair for the dramatic and liked to dangle pieces of information in front of her like fish in front of a hungry seal.

‘No one knows how Madame Strang does it. One of the boys from school, Tamilore, went up there for a few months. He never did a single bit of homework, always had the biggest scowl on his face, and one time he filled the school soap-dispensers full of custard. Well, three months later, when he came home –’ Olly clapped his hands together and Riz jumped in fright – ‘he was a new person. Like a completely different person. Now he never stops smiling, always brings presents in for the teachers and is the best-behaved kid in class. Oh, and his hair, skin and teeth are all perfect too.’

Riz grimaced at the thought.

‘But according to Moonyoung’s reporting,’ Olly went on, ‘one of the trouble-makers that got sent to the academy has escaped, and he’s on the loose somewhere right now!’

‘On the loo somewhere?’ Riz chuckled.

‘The loose!’ Olly repeated, before gazing out of his bedroom window. ‘The police have been combing the whole town for over a week now, and they still haven’t tracked him down.’

‘Combing? I thought they were policemen, not hairdressers!’

‘It’s another word for searching.’ Olly tutted, clearly not impressed by Riz’s jokes.

‘So this kid up at the academy has just vanished into thin air?’ Riz asked, feeling a thrill of excitement fizz up her spine.

‘That’s what they’re saying. He’s a kid about our age,’ said Olly, studying the picture on the front page grimly. ‘He’s only been at the academy for about six months.’

‘So where did he come from?’

‘No one knows,’ said Olly in an almost-whisper, enjoying the dramatic tension he was building. ‘Moonyoung’s sources tell her that, on the night he escaped, he climbed up the fence and fell over the other side. His fall was broken by a particularly squishy sausage dog. They say the dog was traumatized, but it’s in therapy.’

‘Wow!’ squealed Riz, unable to control her excitement. ‘The Snoops Bay Runaway – that’s awesome!’

‘No, it’s not awesome,’ snapped Olly. ‘Who knows why he was up at the academy in the first place… or what he’ll do now he’s escaped. He could be anywhere. He could be watching us… right now.’

They fell silent. Riz glanced towards the window where a breeze was gently dragging a spindly tree branch back and forth across the glass. It creaked. The fizz of excitement in her spine turned to a chill.

‘One thing’s for sure,’ Olly continued, dropping the newspaper and returning to his desk. ‘If anyone can find him, it’s Moonyoung Choi.’

‘Sounds like you have a soft spot for her.’ Riz waggled her eyebrows as Olly turned red. ‘Anyway…’ Riz glanced quickly at her watch. ‘Time’s up!’

Olly looked at her quizzically. ‘Time’s up for what?’

Oops, thought Riz. ‘Er… I mean, time’s up… for me! Mum will be wondering where I am.’

He shrugged and watched her as she gathered up her coat and bag and made for the door.

‘You can come over tomorrow, if you want? We could check out that Himalayan Stinksludge at the quarry? Or there’s a rumour of some Vomitus Oozius bubbling up nicely in the showers at the pool? I’m writing an exclusive about it for next month’s Unearthed that will blow your socks off!’

‘As wonderful as that sounds –’ Riz was pulling the door behind her – ‘I can’t make it.’ Olly looked disappointed, but she quickly shut the door tight and exhaled loudly in relief.

She bounded down the stairs to the front door and spotted the usual small red envelope on the hallway table marked For Riz. She cast a quick glance back up the stairs to make sure Olly was nowhere to be seen, then ripped it open. Inside was a crisp twenty-pound note and a scrap of paper with a scribbled message on it.


To Riz Sekhon, Professional Friendship Provider,

Thank you for your services. Olly suspects nothing. We’d like to book you in for another session next Sunday morning at ten a.m. if possible. We know you’re very busy, but hugely appreciate it.

Yours,

Mr and Mrs Rudd



Riz pulled a battered diary from her pocket and flipped to Sunday. She whistled through her teeth – weekends were always busy, so she charged double.

Next Sunday was a bumper day: attending Harriet Globb’s birthday party (fifty pounds plus the cost of a present); then accompanying Vienetta Muldoon and her mum on a shopping trip to find a dress for her cousin’s wedding, and pretending to love whatever hideous outfit her mum picked out for her (thirty pounds plus ten pounds extra if the dress was particularly bad); and finally faking a trip to the cinema in town with Ebun Bazunu so that Ebun’s mum wouldn’t suspect she was burying her Christmas present – a terrifying antique doll named Kitty – in Snoops Bay Forest (thirty pounds).

Perhaps she could bump Vienetta’s shopping trip to the Saturday and arrive late to Harriet’s party, pushing Ebun’s ‘cinema trip’ to next weekend? Then she’d just about be able to squeeze Olly and his mud jars in. She sighed – the pay was good, but she’d been dreading the long afternoons inside with Olly and his mud more and more each time. Sometimes, when he was droning on about a weird clay or a news story he was chasing, she could almost feel her brain leaking out of her ears with boredom.

Riz held the money up to the hall light to make sure it had a watermark, then tucked it into her coat along with her bulging diary. In Snoops Bay, a Fake Friend’s work was never finished.





CHAPTER THREE



Mr Barnaby Grule had been employed by Madame Sigourney Strang for over a decade but his palms still began to sweat every time he was summoned to her study at the Academy for Incredibly Irritating Children. The wind moaned through every nook of the building, whipping over the roof and whistling through the dark hallways like a ghost’s breath.

Grule caught sight of himself in a huge mirror by the front door. Today he wore his usual outfit: a crisp tweed suit and muddy-brown tie, a pair of squeaky-clean wellington boots, a quilted sleeveless jacket and a bottle-green flat cap perched jauntily on his balding head. His coiffed moustache glistened from this morning’s oil.
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He turned away from the mirror and his eyes landed on the towering bronze sculpture in the centre of the hallway: two children atop a round plinth. One of them was crouched over with a pained scowl on her face. Ragged clothes clung to her wiry frame and her hair was wild and matted. Beside her was a boy with a beaming smile, standing triumphantly in a razor-sharp school uniform and bow tie. His back was straight as an arrow, his hair was luxurious and silky and he radiated confidence – an irritating confidence. Grule looked up at him sourly, and the boy smirked back.

Chiselled into the base of the sculpture was the motto of Madame Strang’s Academy: Tam exterius quam interius. Fix the outside, fix the inside.

A bell rang somewhere deep in the belly of the building, interrupting the silence. Grule watched as a small furry animal appeared at the top of the huge staircase and tottered down towards him past the scowling paintings on the wall. The sausage dog landed with a plop on the last step and glared at him disapprovingly.

‘Good afternoon, Mangler,’ Grule said with a wince.

Mangler gave a sharp bark and turned to make his way back up the staircase. Grule followed, trying not to catch the eyes of Madame Strang’s sour-looking ancestors sitting rigidly in their paintings with a sausage dog in their lap. As he climbed the stairs, Grule passed a dog with a flowery bandana, a dog in a tiny military uniform, a dog in a powdered wig and ruff, and on and on it went.

Mangler seemed to have no trouble navigating the maze of hallways, and finally he stopped at a brown door, glancing impatiently at Grule behind him. Nailed on the door was a bronze plaque:


Madame Sigourney Strang, Owner.



Mangler gave a bark at the door, and a voice called out, ‘Enter!’

The sausage dog turned to Grule as if to say, ‘You’re on your own, pal,’ and scurried off back down the corridor. Grule took a deep breath and opened the door.

Madame Strang watched him with beady eyes as he shut the door, walked meekly to her desk and sat down. The entire wall behind Madame Strang was taken up by an enormous cabinet. Sitting behind the glass were rows of gold-leafed trophies, cups, rosettes and statuettes. Each one told a success story about the woman sitting behind the desk.


Beautician of the Year 2019, 2020, 2021




Sharpest Nail Manicure 2022




World Record Holder for Fastest Eyebrow-Plucking – 9.2 seconds



Photographs of children sandwiched between beaming parents also caught Grule’s eye. Each set of parents looked overjoyed to have their little monsters transformed into little angels.

Each child, however, didn’t seem so pleased. Something was off, and it never failed to send a shiver down Grule’s spine. Each child stood as straight as a rake, with a grimacing grin plastered across their face. But the smiles were surface-level. It was their eyes that gave it away. They were completely blank, as if there was nothing behind them at all.

Grule averted his gaze towards a heap of sausage dogs snoozing in a basket in the corner, while two more perched beside their mistress on the desk. They, like Madame Strang, were peering at him suspiciously through the gloom. He thought he could hear them growling softly… or perhaps that was Madame Strang herself.
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She sat watching him, two mushroom-clouds of black hair exploding on either side of her head, frozen into place with an ozone-puncturing amount of hairspray. Grule had never seen anyone who looked more perfect than Madame Strang. Was ‘perfect’ the right word? Maybe not. She certainly had no wrinkles, her hair was shiny, and her long nails were painted expertly with a blood-red polish. She wore an expensive-looking red suit, and, without even looking, Grule knew her shoes would be red too.

At the far end of the room, lit by the glow of a crackling fireplace, was an enormous framed poster. Madame Strang’s face grinned smugly under the huge, yellow slogan: STRANG COSMETICS: IF YOU CAN AFFORD IT, WE CAN FIX IT.

In the photograph, Madame Strang was surrounded by piles of jars, tubes, squeezy-bottles and tubs. Grule’s eyes flickered over them: Follicle-Invigorator, Tongue-Polisher, Nose-Hair-Plucker, Anti-Sag Serum. Madame Strang’s face was on the front of every single item. And then that very same face leant across the desk and spoke.

‘I’m extremely disappointed in you, Mr Grule,’ she said softly, pursing her deep-red lips together.

‘I can explain, Madame Strang—’ he began.

‘Don’t interrupt me.’ She held up a spindly finger, her syrupy voice hardening. ‘I gave you a simple task. To ensure that no child escapes from my academy. Am I wrong?’

Grule wasn’t sure if he should answer her question. His mouth fell open stupidly. ‘You’re not wrong, Madame Strang,’ he stammered. ‘If I could explain…’

‘Explain this!’ She pulled a battered-looking newspaper from her desk and tossed it at him. It struck him square in the face and he glanced down at the front-page headline: CHILD MISSING FROM MADAME STRANG’S ACADAMY FOR INCREDIBLY IRRITATING CHILDREN! By Chief Investigative Reporter, Moonyoung Choi.

‘That so-called journalist!’ Madame Strang muttered, making a face as if she’d just caught a whiff of dog poo on her shoe. ‘She’s obsessed with writing the…’ Her brow furrowed with concentration, searching for the right word.

‘The truth?’ suggested Grule.

‘Yes!’ she snapped. ‘The truth. Irritating woman.’ The sausage dogs on her desk nodded their heads in vigorous agreement. ‘Read the first paragraph, Grule,’ commanded Madame Strang, inspecting her fingernails.

Grule squinted at the paper, his lips twitching as he read to himself.

‘Aloud!’ barked Madame Strang. ‘Read it aloud!’

‘Oh,’ he stammered. ‘Police in Snoops Bay have launched a huge search after a ten-year-old child escaped from Madame Strang’s Acadamy for Incredibly Irritating Children, the highly secretive institution…’ His voice trailed off and he felt his face beginning to burn as red as Madame Strang’s lipstick. ‘The academy, which transforms troublesome children into angelic darlings, has won numerous awards for performing complete makeovers both inside and out. The owner, prize-winning beautician Sigourney Strang—’

‘Madame Sigourney Strang!’ she muttered to herself.

‘… has brought her cosmetic talents to the world of childcare, charging parents a fortune to remodel a single child. But the results are undeniable. Strang is renowned for transforming even the most repulsively behaved child into a model of good behaviour, impeccable manners and excellent personal hygiene. News of the missing child comes just days before Strang launches her long-awaited new product, formulated in absolute secrecy.’ Grule felt her eyes burning into his skull.

‘I have egg on my face!’ snarled Madame Strang.

Grule peered over at her. ‘It looks fine to me…’

‘You imbecile! I mean, I look like a fool! How will I be trusted to transform these brats if I can’t even keep them in the building? We’re a laughing stock!’

With a sudden movement that made Grule twitch with fright, she snapped her fingers together. The two sausage dogs on her desk were suddenly just centimetres away from him, leaning across the desk towards his nose. They bared their teeth, dripping stringy globs of saliva onto his lap, and he began to tremble.

‘Drew Hill could pose a very big problem for us. If he ever told people what we’re doing here at the academy…’ Madame Strang stiffened and glanced towards the window. ‘We’re so close, Grule. Years of work and preparation. They laughed at me when I told them my dream. They all laughed at me.’

‘Which dream was that, Madame Strang? When you were in school in your underwear?’ Grule asked.

‘No!’ she screeched. ‘My dreams of the future – what we’re trying to achieve here. What we’re already achieving.’ Madame Strang suddenly looked shifty. ‘And don’t tell anyone about that other dream.’

Her voice fell to a raspy whisper as she gazed out of the window again into the murky afternoon light. ‘I don’t need to tell you how important it is that we get him back, Grule,’ Strang continued. ‘If the police or any of the parents ever learn about the new product, we’ll be finished. I intend for this academy to be the best-known and most respected institution for child transformation on the planet. All while making bags of money!’

She zeroed in on Grule and he shrank back in his seat. ‘I won’t have a little twerp like Drew Hill make a mockery of me and my sausage dogs. You will go to Snoops Bay, you will find him and you will bring him back here. The first batch of the product will be ready tonight, and we’ll have it on the supermarket shelves by the end of the week. Everyone will be breaking down the doors to get their hands on it. And I want the press reporting on how incredible I am, not about some snotty-nosed brat giving me the slip!’

‘Of course, Madame Strang.’

She leant back and plucked up one of her dogs, placing it gently into her lap. Her eyes never left Grule’s. ‘You won’t fail me this time, Mr Grule. Am I wrong?’

His shoulders slumped. ‘You’re not wrong, Madame Strang,’ he muttered. He rose to his feet, gave a quick nod and scurried out of the room as fast as his legs could carry him.





CHAPTER FOUR



Riz felt ‘bleurgh’. That was the best word she could think of to describe it. Absolutely, overwhelmingly, categorically and undeniably ‘bleurgh’.

It was a Monday, the beginning of the last week of the summer holidays, and it felt as though the whole town was beginning to slump, pulling creased uniforms from cupboards, searching for lunchboxes and discovering long-forgotten bananas at the bottom of schoolbags they’d thrown under beds weeks previously.

But Riz wasn’t winding down just yet. She’d been contacted out of the blue that morning by Lesley Leslie, an unfortunately named girl from the year above her. Lesley needed an urgent alibi to convince her mum that she most certainly hadn’t flushed her little sister’s favourite doll down the toilet, blocking the entire street’s sewage system in the process. Riz agreed, and innocently told Lesley’s mum that they’d been cleaning out Riz’s garden shed at the time. Mrs Leslie believed her tale, Lesley was in the clear, and Riz had a handful of lemon sweets (her payment) stuffed into her trouser pocket for the walk home.

As she turned off the main street leading away from Snoops Bay town centre, she was met by a five-metre face leering down at her from a billboard – the face of Madame Strang. The mouth was sliding open and closed in a mechanical loop, a blood-red pair of lips opening to reveal two rows of sparkling, sharp teeth. Clenched between Madame Strang’s fingers was a small glass bottle filled to the brim with a bright-pink liquid and stoppered with a stout cork. Emblazoned across the billboard in a sickly pink font were the words Madame Strang’s latest creation! The hair you’ve always dreamed of made possible in one little bottle. Hitting shelves this week. First purchase absolutely FREE!
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The launch of a new Strang product never failed to send Snoops Bay into a frenzy, almost like the town was counting down to a second Christmas Day. An announcement would come from the academy, announcing the imminent release of some new lotion or potion, and the town would go wild. Riz knew that her mum would be one of the people queuing at midnight outside the local supermarket, straining at the metal barriers to get a first glimpse of Madame Strang’s ‘latest creation’.

Riz shivered and scurried down the street towards the park, which bled into the dense trees of Snoops Forest. Plastered across the park were ‘Missing’ posters with a photograph of the boy who had escaped from the academy. Drew Hill had dark hair that tumbled in front of piercing, green eyes. His mouth was unsmiling under a crooked nose. He doesn’t look particularly friendly, Riz thought. But then again, the children up at the academy had been sent there to be transformed, so Drew Hill probably wasn’t a particularly pleasant person to be around.

Another day had passed and the police were still no closer to finding him. A hotline had been set up, ready to receive reported sightings, but Riz had heard they’d only received one call so far – a confused pensioner trying to call Moscardini’s Chippie and order a chicken burger (extra onions) and a portion of chips.

Riz tramped round the perimeter of the park, then turned into the woods towards home. This was her private short cut. The woods were still and peaceful, the sound of the traffic from the main street and the commotion of the park hushed by the lush green trees.

The peace was suddenly broken by a noise. A rustling behind Riz stopped her dead in her tracks and she whipped round, staring into the woods.

Silence.

A squirrel, maybe? Or a bird? Riz turned and picked up her pace slightly.

Snap!

Riz whirled round again.

Snap! Snap! Footsteps on twigs. Someone was following her!

Riz ran. She hurtled through the trees and across a stream, then nimbly hopped over two enormous flat boulders that meant she was almost home. As she ran, she could hear the sound of twigs and branches snapping behind her; whoever was after her was keeping up. In fact, it sounded like they were getting closer.

She saw the tree root a moment too late. As if in slow motion, she watched as her foot snagged and gave way. Her bag flew from her shoulders as she stumbled and landed with a yell on the damp earth. Stars swam in front of her eyes for a moment, and she twisted onto her back.

A pair of bright green eyes were looking down at her.

‘Enjoy your trip?’ said Drew Hill, panting and reaching his hand down to Riz. She swatted it away.

‘Not funny!’ she snapped. Then she remembered who she was speaking to.

‘You’re Drew Hill!’ She scrambled to her feet. ‘The whole town is looking for you.’

He looked nowhere near as unpleasant as in the photograph on the posters. His eyes were a startling shade of green, but his hair was short and choppy, as if someone had taken a lawnmower to it. And he was dressed as if he’d just come from a car-boot sale, with a faded T-shirt that said: I’M NOT WEIRD, I’M LIMITED EDITION!

Riz pulled a pencil from her pocket and brandished it at him. ‘Why were you chasing me, Drew Hill? I’m armed and very dangerous!’

His face was caked with dirt and he was smirking at her now. She wanted to punch him.

‘Your pencil is broken.’

Riz looked down – he was right. Her fall had snapped it, and now one half dangled pathetically from the other. She pulled the two pieces apart.

‘Well, now I have two pencils!’ she warned.

‘You’re Riz, aren’t you?’ he said, taking a step towards her.

She raised the pencils higher. ‘How do you know my name? Tell me why you were chasing me or I’ll get my parents!’

‘You can if you like.’ He shrugged, not looking too bothered. ‘But aren’t you forgetting something?’ He picked up her bag. ‘Want it back?’

Riz shot him daggers. ‘Give it here!’

‘Sure.’ He beamed. ‘Come over here and take it.’

Riz’s blood began to boil with rage – he reminded her of some of the older boys at her school. ‘Give. It. Here!’

Drew swung the bag around like a cowboy about to lasso a stallion. ‘Come and get it!’

Riz roared like a bull and dived forward, clamping her arms round his waist and throwing her full weight into him. He gasped as they hit the ground hard.

Riz snatched her bag from his grasp and jumped to her feet. As she began to march away, she heard a croak.

‘I have a job for you.’

Riz paused, and turned back. Drew had struggled to his feet, his face beetroot-red, and was now waggling something at her. She took a step closer and recognized it as one of her business cards.

‘I found this in a clothes bin last week,’ he said, before proceeding to read it aloud.
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He paused. ‘You look a little different from the picture though…’ He held the card up. A photograph of Riz was printed on one side, a wide and confident smile on her face. Her black hair shone from a recent shampooing, the tips of her fringe singed with an electric-pink dye.

‘In real life you look…’ He thought for the right word. ‘Muddier?’

Riz glowered at him. ‘So you staked out the water tank and followed me here?’

He shrugged. ‘I would have left a note, but I wanted to meet you in person to make sure you’re up to the job!’

‘I don’t work with strangers,’ she said firmly and turned to walk away again.

‘Even when those strangers have three hundred pounds to pay you?’

Riz whirled round so fast her head spun. ‘What did you just say?’

Drew was grinning again, but she didn’t want to punch him so badly this time. ‘Three hundred pounds, cold hard cash.’

‘Let’s see it,’ Riz said, trying not to get too excited.

Drew’s smile dropped a little. ‘I don’t have it on me.’

‘Well, where is it?’

‘I need help getting it,’ he answered meekly.

‘So you’re robbing a bank?’ Riz was starting to wish she’d continued walking home.

‘I left it in Madame Strang’s Academy when I escaped.’

She chortled, in spite of herself. ‘That was extremely careless of you.’

He didn’t laugh. ‘It couldn’t be helped. An hour’s work, I promise. Help me get back into the academy and the money is yours. I left something behind that I have to return for. And I’m not from around here, so…’

‘So what?’

He shrugged. ‘So I don’t have any friends. I need a fake one.’

Riz hesitated. She didn’t know whether she could trust him. But his green eyes were locked on hers and he wasn’t looking away.

‘Three hundred smackeroos?’

‘Three hundred smackeroos,’ he agreed.

For three hundred pounds, she didn’t have to trust him. She just had to help him. ‘Okay, Drew Hill, you’ve got yourself a deal.’





CHAPTER FIVE



The next afternoon was a Tuesday, which meant Riz’s parents were off to their weekly line-dancing class at Snoops Bay community centre. They stuffed twenty pounds into the hand of Pamela Gust, their bored-looking babysitter, and as soon as they’d left, Pamela shut herself in the front room with a bag of popcorn the size of her own head. Riz heard the TV flick on and the announcer say, ‘And now, the first of six episodes of The Real Housewives of Mudford, with bonus arguing!’

Riz crept to the back door, where Drew Hill was waiting with a huge rucksack. He looked cleaner this afternoon – almost too clean.

‘I walked through a car wash,’ he whispered as they crept through the kitchen and into Riz’s bedroom that faced out onto the back garden. ‘Not one of my better ideas – I was nearly boiled alive!’

Drew looked around for a spot on Riz’s bedroom floor that wasn’t covered in clothes, magazines or sweet wrappers. ‘You should really tidy up in here,’ he said sternly, clearing a space with a single sweep of his foot.

‘So what exactly did you leave at the academy?’ she asked. ‘What are we getting back?’

‘That,’ said Drew, ‘is for me to know, and for you to never find out.’

He pulled a large roll of paper from his rucksack and spread it out across the carpet. It was a hand-drawn map – and a pretty impressive one at that. Snoops Bay was laid out in minute detail, every landmark circled and labelled: the park, the main street, the statue of the town’s founder, Amadeus Snoop the Third. Then there was the pencil factory high up in the hills, the waterfall at Eve’s Drop, the lake that fed out into the bay, and, of course, Madame Strang’s Academy.

‘How do we get in?’ Riz muttered.

‘Let me worry about that,’ Drew told her. ‘Your job will be to carry the gear, keep watch and, if necessary, create a diversion.’
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Blurughf.

There was a sudden noise below Riz’s window – like a muffled cough, or maybe a sneeze. Riz and Drew both froze, listening hard. But all they could hear was the blaring of the TV downstairs. It sounded like some of the housewives were having a disagreement. Drew shook his head and they turned back to the map.

‘Any security guards?’ asked Riz.

‘A few are meant to patrol the fence, but they spend most of their time watching telly in their cabin. What we need to worry about most of all –’ he paused dramatically for effect – ‘are the sausage dogs.’

She blurted out a laugh. ‘Sausage dogs? The wee cute ones that don’t even come up to your knee?’

He looked solemn. ‘Riz, have you ever been attacked by a pack of twenty sausage dogs at a time?’

She considered this. ‘I suppose you have a point.’

‘This is a particularly nasty gang of sausage dogs. Their leader is called Mangler, and they’re loyal only to Madame Strang.’

‘What’s she like?’ Riz asked curiously.

‘She’s awful. She’s has the most perfect outside you’ll ever see on a human, but her inside is rotten to the core. She trains the sausage dogs to be as vicious as tigers.’

‘So how do we get past them?’

Drew suddenly whipped his head towards the window, his reply dying on his lips. ‘Did you hear that?’

Riz tilted her head and listened. Outside her bedroom window she could hear something. The soft sound of shoes sneaking across gravel. There was someone in the garden.

Before Riz could say another word, Drew had barged past her in a blur. He flung open the bedroom window and dived into the bushes outside. She heard a crash, then a thump, then a squeal. It was a voice she would know anywhere.

Drew reappeared and pulled a rumpled and wriggling lump through the window.

‘What are you doing here, Olly?’ she hissed.

‘I was looking for some more mud,’ he said in a squeaky voice as Drew dumped him on the carpet. Olly looked up at him in awe. ‘You’re Drew Hill, aren’t you? Would you have time for a quick interview?’

Drew looked at Riz, bewildered. ‘An interview?’ he replied.

‘For the latest edition of Unearthed – we’re the leading publication on mud, certainly in the county.’ Olly pulled himself up to his full height. ‘My name’s Olly Rudd, the owner, publisher, editor, chief reporter and doughnut-fetcher at Unearthed.

Drew sighed and turned to Riz. ‘Is this a friend of yours?’

‘Yes,’ she lied. ‘Olly, what are you doing here?’

His face turned red and he stared at his shoes. ‘Well, I wanted to go mud-hunting, but it’s not much fun on my own.’ Riz felt a twinge of guilt. ‘So I thought you might be up for finding some with me. But then I spotted that your window was open and I heard you talking to someone. It sounded… interesting.’

‘How much did you hear?’ Drew growled. He took a step towards Olly, who recoiled in fright.

‘Nothing. Very little. A bit. Quite a lot.’ He threw his hands over his face with an anguished howl. ‘I HEARD IT ALL!’

Drew turned grimly to Riz. ‘What should we do with him?’

‘Let me tell your story,’ Olly pleaded. He flung his arms out dramatically, and Drew had to duck to avoid getting clocked on the head. ‘MISSING BOY TELLS OF DARING ESCAPE FROM STRANG’S ACADEMY: AN UNEARTHED EXCLUSIVE STORY!’ Written by Oliver Rudd, Chief News Correspondent,’ he cried. ‘Moonyoung Choi would hire me on the spot!’

‘Who’s Moonyoung Choi?’ Drew asked, frowning.

‘He’ll tell you another time,’ Riz interrupted quickly, before pointing to the open window and the garden beyond. ‘Out!’

Olly turned to Drew pleadingly, then back to Riz. ‘Well, let me come with you at least? This sounds like a proper adventure!’

Riz hesitated, then shook herself. There was no way they were bringing Olly. ‘Maybe another time, right, Drew?’

Drew raised an eyebrow, but her glare convinced him to give a small nod. ‘Yeah, maybe another time.’

Olly’s shoulders sagged, and he put his notepad back in his pocket. He swung himself over the windowsill and stood in the flower bed, looking like a wounded puppy. ‘Well, when you want to tell your story, you have my number,’ he told Drew.

‘I don’t have your number.’

Olly looked sheepish. ‘Oh… yes. Well, I don’t have a phone anyway.’ He gave a quick nod to Drew, a nervous salute to Riz and then he was gone, tip-toeing back across the garden.



An hour later, Drew and Riz sneaked out of the back door, with rucksacks bulging full of everything and anything they might need for the adventure: Riz’s dad’s torch, Drew’s map, emergency snacks and a box of fake moustaches (just in case). Riz eased the door shut and turned the key in the lock, giving Drew a thumbs up. They crept through the garden and out into the late-afternoon sunshine.

As they entered the forest and began to climb the incline towards the hilltop, Riz felt a fizz of excitement in her belly. If only every job was as fun as this, she thought.
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CHAPTER SIX



They hiked through Snoops Forest for nearly an hour before the walls of Madame Strang’s Academy rose up on the hill before them.

‘So are you actually going to tell me what you’ve left in there, apart from my three hundred pounds?’ Riz whispered as they slipped past the locked iron gates and down alongside the looming wire fence. ‘If you’re going to this amount of trouble, I’m guessing you want it pretty badly.’

‘Extremely badly,’ said Drew.

A long pause.

‘You really are a chatterbox, aren’t you,’ said Riz eventually.

Ignoring her, Drew led them to a spot in the fence where the earth was scooped up and out, creating a narrow gap underneath. It was much too small for Drew to fit through – Riz presumed this was where she came in.

‘This is where you come in,’ Drew confirmed, crouching low and tugging the fence up to widen the gap a fraction further. ‘You get in, and then come back round to the gate. There’s a silver button on the pillar. Press it and the gate will open. If I see anyone, I’ll give you the secret signal.’

‘What’s the secret signal?’

‘I’ll run for my life.’ Drew grinned and ushered her towards the gap.

Gasping as if she was about to dive into icy seawater, Riz shoved herself down and fought her way under the fence. Once she was safely through, Drew began to crawl back towards the gate. ‘Get moving!’ he mouthed.

[image: Image]

She ducked down low and started to run. There was no sign of any security guards, or sausage dogs for that matter. Following the line of the fence, she finally reached the gate and paused for breath, jamming her finger down on the silver entry button. The gates separated and glided open.

Drew was waiting for her on the other side and bolted through. The two of them quickly made their way across the lawn towards the main building, scanning the windows for movement. It seemed their arrival had gone undetected for now.

‘So why did you run away?’ asked Riz, filling the silence.

Drew’s face was blank, revealing nothing. ‘I didn’t like it much.’

‘You don’t say,’ Riz shot back sarcastically. ‘Why not?’

He shrugged. ‘It was another house that wasn’t home. I’ve been in and out of places like this all my life.’

Riz perked up, curiosity getting the better of her. ‘Who sent you there? Where are your parents?’

A frown creased his forehead. ‘You ask a lot of questions, Riz.’

‘And you never answer questions, Drew.’

‘Someone paid for me to be there,’ he said quickly, spitting the words out as if they tasted sour. ‘But that’s a story for another day.’

‘Why did you run away though?’ Riz puffed, struggling to keep pace with Drew’s long strides.

He scowled. ‘This place doesn’t care about kids.’

‘I thought the whole point of the academy was to make kids better!’ Riz replied.

Drew shook his head. ‘No. All the academy wants is to make money. Madame Strang couldn’t care less about us. The showers are freezing cold, the food has stuff swimming in it and all our clothes are second-hand, even the underpants!’

‘Ew!’ Riz gagged. ‘It looks like a prison! I’m impressed you managed to get out,’ she whispered.

‘If you’d been in here, you’d have done anything to get out too,’ Drew told her.

Suddenly, there was the sound of a door being thrown open and voices floated down to the lawn. Drew gasped and dived to the ground. Riz froze, spotting a low hedge that skirted the edge of the grass.

‘Quick!’ she whispered down to Drew. ‘Hide!’

She threw herself towards the cover of the hedge, not looking back to see if Drew had followed. But no sooner had she tucked herself into the spindly branches, an enormous weight collapsed on top of her.

‘OUCH!’ she yelped.

‘Keep quiet!’ pleaded Drew, rolling over and peeking over the top of the hedge. ‘Someone’s coming!’

Drew was right – the sound of muttering voices was growing louder. Riz poked her head through the hedge and her eyes widened as she saw a man standing on the steps by the front door of the academy. He was dressed head-to-toe in crisp white overalls, a spotless pair of wellington boots on his feet. A tight, white hood stretched across his head, leaving only a beady pair of eyes visible, fixed on a small furry shape that had appeared in the doorway.

‘Who’s that?’ Riz whispered.

Drew’s face was locked in an angry stare. ‘His name’s Grule.’

Riz jumped in fright as the furry shape began to yap at the man furiously.

[image: Image]

‘Of course, Mangler,’ Grule replied. ‘Any delay is unacceptable.’

More yapping.

‘The drilling is complete. We have all the material we need.’

Some more gentle yapping.

‘She’s very well, thank you for asking.’

Yapping.

‘Yes, sometime in August. We were thinking of heading to Cornwall.’

Satisfied, the sausage dog scampered down the steps and began trundling round the corner of the building. Grule looked around him suspiciously, sniffing the late-afternoon air, then followed. He turned the corner, the crunching of gravel under his rubber boots growing fainter with every step.

A shape was following them. Riz squinted out of her hiding place.

‘Drew!’ she squeaked. ‘What are you doing?’

Drew ignored her. He was following Grule.

‘DREW!’ Riz shouted, as he turned the corner of the academy and disappeared from sight.

Silence.

Riz considered her options. She could sit there alone, waiting for nightfall. She could turn round, run home and listen to Pamela Gust guffawing at her trashy TV show. Or she could follow Drew into whatever disaster he was walking into.

Riz sighed and pulled herself out of the hedge before running towards the building.

Once she’d rounded the corner, she followed the faint footprints that Drew had left in the gravel. Sticking close to the shelter of the wall, she passed several windows, all dark and silent, and darted onwards to a faint red light glowing at the far end of the path.

‘Drew!’ she called quietly ahead of her.

The red light grew brighter and brighter, until eventually she arrived at a set of narrow metal stairs, dug deep into the earth and leading under the building. Above the staircase a neon sign stated: KEEP OUT! And then a smaller sign underneath read: I REALLY MEAN IT!

Riz ignored the signs. She descended the steps into the dark, but soon came to a thick door that barred entry into whatever was beyond. She knocked and, as if on cue, there was the screech of rusty hinges and Drew’s head poked out from behind the door.

‘What do you want, Riz?’ he muttered.

She prodded him hard on the arm. ‘To get paid, Drew! What’s going on in there?’

‘You should go home,’ he said softly.

She folded her arms and raised an eyebrow. ‘But what if you need me to create a diversion?’

He rolled his eyes and pushed the door open. ‘Just keep quiet and do what I tell you.’

‘Neither of those things are going to happen,’ Riz retorted and followed him through the door. She shut it tightly behind her.

A long corridor yawned out in front of them, but it looked more like a tunnel. Water dripped from the earth above and Riz shone her torch ahead of her. She sniffed the air.

‘It smells like my cat,’ she said and gagged.

‘Your cat smells like this?’ Drew looked aghast.

‘I imagine she does now – she’s been dead for years!’

Somewhere above them, Riz thought, there were hundreds of kids milling about. She assumed they’d be trooping into the canteen for dinner right about now, with no idea what was going on beneath them. And what was going on beneath them?

Riz’s face collided with something, pulling her out of her thoughts. Drew had stopped dead in his tracks and she had walked straight into him.

‘What is it?’ she grumbled, rubbing her forehead.

Drew put his finger to his lips and cocked his head forward. Riz saw another door. It reminded her of something from an alien spaceship. It was gleaming silver, and it looked completely out of place set into the damp muck of the tunnel. From beyond the door came a low throbbing sound, and the murmur of lots of voices. A round red button was set into the wall beside the door. It blinked down at them.
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They stood in silence for a moment. Riz had a bad feeling. ‘Don’t press—’ she began.

Drew pressed down hard on the red button, which quickly turned green. The door slid across with a soft hiss, and they were suddenly bathed in a cold white light. A strong stench of rotten eggs rushed out to greet them. Riz pinched her nose in disgust.

The voices were louder now, and the steady thrum of a machine vibrated through the ground like a great advancing beast. Riz and Drew glanced at each other then walked into the light.





CHAPTER SEVEN



Riz and Drew had entered a brightly lit chamber. It looked like a theatre, except the stage was a sunken arena in the centre of the room, encircled by a slope of seats on all sides. Bright spotlights were trained on the stage, and the seats were packed with people, all murmuring and muttering to themselves in a low hum.

A collection of very odd-looking individuals filled the room. Riz spotted a man who reminded her of a huge slug, with mean little eyes set deep into his face. A woman behind him was cooling herself with an ornate fan and scowling through a pair of horn-rimmed glasses.

No one looked round as Riz and Drew crouched low and made for two seats in the highest row, leaning back against the slick wet stone of the wall. They peeped over the heads in front of them to see what was on the stage.
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A woman dressed in a blue surgical robe and mask was striding into the arena. She snatched a pair of rubber gloves from a metal table and, as she snapped them on, her blood-red nails caught the light. Mangler stood next to her, now wearing a tiny surgical gown and glowering up at the audience. A miniature mask had been pulled across his nose and each paw was covered with a white latex glove.

‘Drew,’ muttered Riz, ‘I don’t think we should be here…’

The woman turned to the audience and lowered her mask to speak, and a bolt of red-hot electricity ran through Riz’s stomach. Madame Sigourney Strang’s face was snow-white but for a thin slash of red lipstick over her mouth. Her skin looked like it had been pulled taut on her skull and shone like plastic under the spotlight. Riz had seen her face on billboards, but this was different. This was like being in a cage with a tiger after only ever having seen one on TV.

‘Good evening,’ said Madame Strang to her audience. Her eyes were wide, like a cat just before it pounces on a mouse. ‘Welcome to the Academy for Incredibly Irritating Children.’

Riz and Drew flashed a look at each other.

‘I’ve brought you all here,’ Madame Strang announced, ‘because you’re all experts in the field of child correction. I’m delighted to see so many of you – I know some have travelled a very long way.’ She nodded to a large man with a cowboy hat squeezed into the front row, chewing on a piece of gum. ‘Mr Ranch Dressing from the Champion Child Stud in Texas, welcome.’

‘Delighted to be here!’ bellowed Ranch, tipping his hat.

Madame Strang pointed to a dark-haired man with an unnatural-looking tan who was lounging in the third row. ‘Signor Vincenzo Splendido from the Casa dei Bambini Splendidi in Milan, welcome.’

‘Ciao,’ drawled Signor Splendido.

Madame Strang gave a nod to a jolly-looking woman sitting behind Splendido, who had a tangle of curly red hair. She was happily munching on a bag of popcorn. ‘And Gertrude Puffins from the Irish Institute for Rowdy Whippersnappers in Dublin, welcome!’

‘Hiya!’ Gertrude Puffins beamed and shoved another handful of popcorn into her mouth.

‘You’re all very welcome,’ Madame Strang told her audience. ‘We’ve helped over a thousand children; we have a success rate of one hundred per cent; and the question I’m most often asked is: how do we do it? How do we manage to turn the snivelliest, most irritating, most badly behaved children into little angels so quickly? You’ve all paid a lot of money to see behind the scenes, and tonight, for the very first time, we’ll reveal the blueprint to our success, formulated in absolute secrecy in my salon here at the academy. It’s already changed many children’s lives and, once it launches, it will transform the lives of adults too.’ She paused, a grin playing at the corners of her mouth. ‘Although not, perhaps, in the way they might think.’

‘It’s hypnosis, isn’t it?’ Ranch Dressing called out. ‘I was hypnotized once to quit chewing gum!’ He chewed nervously as he felt disapproving gazes settle on him. ‘It didn’t work,’ he added.

Madame Strang looked irritated. ‘No, Mr Dressing. Hypnosis is unpredictable – too many brats are able to resist it. I’m a beautician by trade; it’s what I’ve dedicated my entire life to – blending, brushing, squeezing, plucking, plumping, bronzing, concealing, correcting, gluing, glossing and tightening.’

‘Has she swallowed a thesaurus?’ Riz whispered to Drew, who wasn’t smiling.

‘As every beautician knows,’ Madame Strang continued, ‘a beautiful inside starts with a beautiful outside.’

She nodded to Grule, who was lugging a large metal briefcase onto the stage. He placed it down carefully beside his boss and released the clasps with two sharp clicks. Opening the lid gently, he plucked a small glass bottle from the case and handed it to Madame Strang. She snatched it from him and gave it a sharp shake, watching bubbles rise up through the electric-pink liquid inside.
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‘Madame Strang’s…’ began Ranch Dressing, squinting at the label on the bottle.

Madame Strang snapped her fingers, silencing him. ‘Behold,’ she declared, raising the bubbling bottle in the air. ‘The secret to my academy’s success. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you—’

The door behind Riz and Drew was thrown open with a loud clang and the entire room yelped in fright. Madame Strang and Mangler stared furiously at the woman who had just barged in and was now striding down the steps towards the stage.

‘Hold it right there, Strang!’ yelled the woman, leaping into the arena. Riz knew she had seen her face before – the brown hair, piercing eyes and birthmark covering the left side of her face.

‘My name is Moonyoung Choi,’ she announced loudly to the room. Madame Strang was watching her silently with wide, feline eyes. ‘I’m an investigative journalist with the Snoops Bay Sniffer.’

Riz’s mouth dropped open and she poked Drew. ‘That’s who Olly was talking about!’

‘Giornalista?’ said Vincenzo Splendido sourly, followed by a low growl from behind Mangler’s miniature mask.

‘Ms Choi,’ said Madame Strang in a low voice. ‘You’re trespassing on private property. I’m afraid I must ask you to leave.’

‘Not until I get the answers I want!’ Moonyoung told her, whipping out a battered notebook and a pencil that was almost worn down to the nib.

‘You’ve written plenty of fake news about me already. I’m not interested in speaking to journalists who tell lies,’ Madame Strang replied.

‘Just because you call something “fake news”, it doesn’t make it untrue!’ Moonyoung barked. She licked the tip of her pencil and flipped her notebook open. ‘Why won’t you allow an inspection of your academy by the Snoops Bay Sniffer?’

‘No comment,’ Madame Strang replied with a smile.

‘What do you do to kids at this institution?’ Moonyoung persevered.

‘No comment.’

‘Why don’t you want to make a comment?’

‘No comment.’

Moonyoung was about to fire another question at Madame Strang, when Grule dashed down the stairs to the stage and grabbed her wrist. She shook her arm to dislodge his grip, but he held on tightly.

‘I want the truth, Strang!’ Moonyoung gasped. She looked Grule dead in the eye and dealt him a kick to the shins. He yelled out in pain and let go, retreating back behind his boss.

Like a whipcrack, Madame Strang snapped her fingers and Mangler leapt forward. He clamped his jaws round Moonyoung’s shirt, and with a hard pull he sent her tumbling.

Riz and Drew watched in horror as Moonyoung’s hands were tied tightly behind her back and she was hauled upright.

‘Get off me!’ she shouted, twisting this way and that. She swivelled to the watching audience desperately. ‘HELP!’

No one said anything. Most of the faces were curious, frightened or, in Ranch Dressing’s case, wildly excited.

‘We need to help her!’ Riz blurted out to Drew, who shook his head sternly.

‘There’s too many of them,’ he replied.

What on earth had they stumbled into? The earlier excitement had curdled, replaced by the panicked thundering of Riz’s heart in her chest. She felt utterly helpless. She wanted to look away, to run out of the room, but it was as if she’d been glued tight to her seat.

Madame Strang once again addressed her audience. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, why tell you about my product, when I could show you? How about a little demonstration so you can see for yourself just how powerful it is?’ she boomed. She sneered at Moonyoung, who was panting, exhausted from trying to escape. ‘We’ll take this irritating twerp and…’ She paused, raising a smug eyebrow. ‘Make her better.’

‘You won’t get away with this, Strang!’ spat Moonyoung.

Madame Strang stood calmly, a smile playing across her plastic features. ‘Hush, Moonyoung,’ she cooed. ‘Your hair is a mess. I think you could do with a visit to my salon.’

Before Moonyoung could spit out a retort, there was the pattering of tiny feet and another sausage dog scampered into view. Madame Strang watched as the dog made a beeline for Mangler and yapped loudly. Mangler yapped back and finally looked up at his owner with a thunderous look on his face.

‘What is it, Mangler?’ she demanded. He growled, sounding almost like a deep purr, and panic crept up Riz’s neck.

‘This is going to be bad,’ Drew whispered to her.

Madame Strang was smiling now, and she gave a curt nod to Mangler. ‘My apologies, invited guests,’ she told her audience. ‘Moonyoung’s visit to the salon will be delayed a few moments longer. It appears she isn’t the only intruder here tonight. Our CCTV cameras spotted another couple of troublemakers finding their way into the academy.’

Uh-oh, thought Riz.

‘Mr Grule!’ called Madame Strang. ‘Go and fetch Anton, would you?’ She turned back to her audience. ‘Two demonstrations in one night! We’re spoiling you all rotten.’

‘NO!’

The sound of the shout nearly knocked Riz off her seat. She watched in confusion as Drew pushed past her and stood on the steps leading down to the stage.

‘YOU LEAVE ANTON ALONE!’ he yelled.

Riz was frozen to the spot. The entire world seemed to have turned inside out. Had she missed something? Who on earth was Anton?

‘Drew,’ she hissed. ‘Get back here!’

Every head in the theatre had now swivelled round to face the boy who was shouting from the back row.

Madame Strang’s eyes never left Drew. She plucked Mangler up from the floor and stroked him gently. ‘Welcome to the academy again, Drew Hill. You came back all by yourself.’ She bared her immaculate teeth in a dazzling white grin. ‘Did you… forget something?’

‘I said,’ repeated Drew. ‘Leave. Him. Alone.’

‘RUN WHILE YOU STILL CAN, DREW!’ shouted Moonyoung.

‘SHUT IT!’ Madame Strang snapped back at the journalist, her composure faltering for a moment. Then her eyes were back on Drew, who was shaking with anger. ‘Well, I’m sorry to say, Drew, you won’t be leaving with what you left behind. In fact, you won’t be leaving at all.’ Her eyes were scanning rows of seats. ‘But where’s your little friend?’

‘I’m not his friend!’ Riz didn’t mean to say it – it just sort of slipped out. But suddenly every set of eyeballs was on her, including Madame Strang’s.

‘Stand up,’ she commanded.

For one of the first times in her life, Riz found herself doing what she was told. She stood and joined Drew on the steps. He gave her a weak smile and she scowled back.

‘We need to have a little chat,’ she hissed. ‘And by that, I mean I’m going to stick my pencil—’

‘Another brat for the salon,’ Madame Strang interrupted. ‘We’ll be busy tonight, won’t we, Mr Grule?’ Grule nodded in return.

‘Where’s Anton?’ yelled Drew to Madame Strang. ‘Let him go, or I’ll…’

A long pause.

‘Or you’ll what?’ sneered Madame Strang. ‘Tell your parents? You don’t have any, Drew, remember?’

‘Good one!’ chortled Ranch Dressing, who seemed to be thoroughly enjoying the drama.

Madame Strang plopped Mangler down on the ground. He began to advance slowly up the steps, his hairs bristling as a low growl unfurled from his mouth.

‘WHERE’S MY BROTHER?’ roared Drew.

There was a sudden high-pitched squeal that made the audience jump. Grule was rubbing his ankle in pain. ‘She BIT me!’ he shouted, as Moonyoung made a dash off the stage, hopping neatly over Mangler and bounding up the stairs towards Riz and Drew.

‘CATCH THEM!’ screeched Madame Strang.

Pandemonium broke loose in the theatre. Vincenzo Splendido was trampled by a woman lunging to catch Moonyoung by the foot. She stepped down hard on Mangler’s tail and he howled in fright, turning to bite her but nipping Ranch Dressing instead. Ranch recoiled and fell backwards, landing hard on the woman with the horn-rimmed glasses. Grule was trying to fight his way through the throng of bodies as Madame Strang barked orders from the stage.

‘We have to get out NOW!’ Riz shouted to Drew, grabbing his arm. He shook it off and set off down the stairs towards the chaos.

‘Not without my brother!’ he called back.

Somewhere in the building above them, Riz could hear the barking of more dogs. Once Mangler’s team arrived, she was sure there would be no escape. She hurried down the steps and yanked at Drew’s hand. ‘We’re leaving!’

She used all her strength to pull a struggling Drew from the chaos. He wriggled loose and tried to dive back towards the stage. She could see his face was wet with tears.

‘I CAN’T LEAVE HIM!’ he cried. ‘Not again.’

Grule had elbowed his way through the crowd, and his eyes locked with Riz’s. ‘STAY RIGHT WHERE YOU ARE!’ he shouted.

Then the sound of Moonyoung’s voice filled the room. Madame Strang had grabbed hold of her and was hauling her through a door to the side of the stage, marked salon in looping, pink letters. The journalist was yelling something, but her words were snatched away by the din of shouts, barks and the curses of Ranch Dressing.

‘RUN!’ Riz heard Moonyoung shout, as Madame Strang pulled her through the hatch and began to yank it shut, cackling as she did so. ‘EAVESDROP! EAVES-DR-O-O-P!’ were the last words Riz caught as Moonyoung disappeared from view.

Riz gave Drew a hard poke in the ribs. ‘It’s time to go! NOW!’

Drew’s shoulders sagged and he finally allowed himself to be pulled back up the steps. It was time to run.




CHAPTER EIGHT



The tunnel seemed a lot longer on the way back, especially with the sound of Grule and Mangler following in hot pursuit. Finally, the door to the outside world appeared and Riz and Drew burst out into the early-evening air. A siren was screeching all around the grounds of the academy and kids were appearing at the windows.

Riz turned and slammed the tunnel door shut behind her.

‘Stand back!’ commanded Drew, and aimed a hard kick at the rusted door handle. It came off with a clean crunch. ‘That should hold them back for a few minutes,’ Drew said hopefully.

They darted back round to the front of the building. As they paused for breath, Drew cocked his head and listened. Riz did the same, a slow panic beginning to build in her belly once again.

Yapping. Lots and lots of yapping.

They ran, thundering down the lawn and hurtling out through the gate. The sound of barks was getting louder. And closer. They plunged into the forest, heading downhill back towards the town. Spindly arms of branches and briars clawed at them and Riz held her hands out in front of her to avoid running face first into a tree trunk.

As they skipped over a tangled clump of nettles and ducked to avoid a swooping bough, the cries of the sausage dogs behind them intensified. They chanced a glance backwards and saw tiny shapes darting through the undergrowth.

Drew shouted up ahead. ‘WATCH OUT! THERE’S A—’ WHOOOMPF!

‘What’s a whoo—’ Riz began to call to him.

The ground suddenly disappeared from under her – she’d barrelled straight over the lip of a steep hollow, the sudden drop hidden from view by thick shrubbery.

WHOOOMPF!

The hard carpet of leaves and muck rushed up to meet her, and she landed backside first on something surprisingly soft and squishy.

‘It’s soft!’ she cried in surprise.

‘That would be me,’ came an indignant voice from underneath her.
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Drew moaned in pain as Riz pulled herself out of the hollow, reaching a hand out to him with an apology written on her face.

‘I think I broke my bum,’ he moaned. ‘Come on, let’s get out here before we have any more accidents.’

‘I don’t think so,’ a voice said from the trees.

Riz staggered around in fright and squinted into the darkness. ‘Who’s there?’ she shouted.

‘Surprise!’ said Grule, a smirk stretched wide across his face.

Like ghosts emerging from the gloom, dozens of sausage dogs followed Grule out of the forest and surrounded Riz and Drew. Grule had taken off his white overalls, revealing a full tweed suit. Mangler advanced slowly towards them and snarled, a string of drool dangling from his mouth.

‘Easy, Mangler,’ called Grule softly. ‘Let’s be polite.’

Mangler looked confused.

‘I mean, not really,’ Grule said quickly.

Mangler resumed his snarling.

A spider was making its way along Grule’s coat sleeve. He plucked it up carefully and studied it in his palm. ‘We were having a perfectly pleasant afternoon up at the academy before your interruption. Don’t you understand the concept of running away, Drew?’ He spread his arms out, as if explaining something to a four-year-old. ‘Once you run away… you stay away.’

‘Where’s Anton?’ demanded Drew, ignoring Grule’s sarcasm.

‘Silence!’ Grule barked and Riz jumped. His gaze fell on her, his lip curling in a mocking sneer. ‘The friend who isn’t a friend, I presume? Did you think it was a good idea to associate yourself with a runaway?’

‘It’s Riz, actually,’ Riz said in a voice that she hoped sounded braver than she felt. ‘What did you do with that journalist?’ she pressed. ‘And what’s going on in Madame Strang’s salon? I’m going to tell my parents what you’re up to!’

Grule’s mouth was smiling under his wire-thin moustache. ‘You’ll know a lot more about it soon enough. You’ll be able to see it up close. Real close.’ He took a step towards them.

Drew froze and Riz screwed her eyes closed, waiting for Mangler’s jaws to clamp round her leg. But instead, she felt a fleck of something soft and wet land on her face.

SPLAT!

She heard Grule yelp. Huge globs of some brown substance were pouring down his forehead, into his eyes and trailing into his mouth. Mangler and his fellow dogs were whirling this way and that, sniffing the air and yowling as they tried to pinpoint the assailant’s hiding place.

SPLAT!

Another handful of sludge smacked Grule hard across the face and he stumbled back. Mangler barked as a blob of muck smacked him right on the backside. Riz wiped the streaks of brown ooze from her own face and rubbed it between her fingers. She’d recognize it anywhere. It was Lesser-Spotted Cumbrian Sea Muck.

‘Freeze!’ commanded Olly, striding out from the trees. ‘Or I’ll pump you full of sludge!’

‘Olly!’ cried Riz and Drew simultaneously.

‘What are you doing here?’ Riz continued.

Olly lowered the catapult in his hands and tried to give a cocky wink, but it looked more like a blink. ‘I’m a journalist, Riz. We love a good adventure!’

He pointed his catapult threateningly at Mangler and his glowering dogs. Their growls grew louder and louder, like a pack of lions circling their prey. Grule was doubled over, spitting and coughing out mud. He scowled at the boy in front of him.

‘And who do we have here?’ he sneered.

Olly was reloading his catapult from a bulging pocket of dirt. ‘Oliver Rudd,’ he shot back. ‘I’m a boy with a catapult full of mud, and I’m your worst nightmare!’

‘You little brat!’ Grule spat. He lumbered towards Olly, his hands reaching forward to snatch the catapult. Olly raised it high and, with a thhhwack, fired another gob of mud right at Grule’s forehead. He recoiled with a howl and fell to his knees.
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Drew pulled Riz and Olly towards the trees. ‘Now would be a good time for us to run!’ he yelled.

Olly piled another handful of mud into his catapult. ‘One more for luck!’ he called, and gave Grule a parting shot right on the nose.

The three of them sprinted for the cover of the trees, leaving Grule’s shouts and the sausage dogs’ howls behind them.





CHAPTER NINE



‘Mud literally saved your bacon!’ Olly squealed in excitement.

The three of them were sitting cross-legged on Olly’s bedroom floor, ready to recount the events of the day before. Riz thought about how many hours she’d spent in this room over the summer holidays, and a small part of her was glad that with the return to school she’d be seeing a lot less of it and the inside of mud jars.

Drew was staring in amazement at countless rows of jars teetering on the shelf above Olly’s bed, all filled to the brim.

‘What’s in all these?’ he wondered aloud.

‘Mud,’ said Riz hurriedly as Olly opened his mouth to begin a lecture. ‘That’s all you need to know.’

Olly’s face flushed with annoyance for a split second before he placed his tape recorder on the floor between them all, determined to catch every detail for his Unearthed article. He pressed record and Riz and Drew told the story of the previous day. When they had finished, Olly stared at the floor and sucked the end of his pencil.

‘You actually met Moonyoung Choi,’ he mumbled.

Riz shrugged. ‘So what?’

A sad cloud had passed over Olly’s face. ‘Sounds like you had a lovely little adventure together,’ he said quietly.

‘It wasn’t lovely!’ Riz told him. ‘You can’t actually be jealous?’

‘No!’ Olly said defensively.

‘He’s a big Moonyoung fan, in case you hadn’t noticed,’ Riz whispered to Drew.

Olly’s forehead creased and he quickly looked down to consult his notes. ‘What did Moonyoung shout at you when Madame Strang was taking her to the salon?’ he asked Riz. ‘Eavesdrop?’

‘That’s what she said,’ said Riz with a sigh.

‘I love eavesdropping,’ admitted Olly, ‘but what’s that got to do with all of this?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Drew.

‘And what are they doing with her at the academy?’

Drew shrugged. ‘I don’t know that either.’

Riz felt a bolt of fury course through her. She’d had enough of this. ‘What do you actually know?’ she yelled, before Olly shushed her anxiously.

Drew was avoiding her gaze, and suddenly seemed very interested in a tiny piece of fluff on Olly’s floor. Then he looked up and caught Riz’s eye. ‘What do you want to know?’

‘Hmm, how about what’s happening up at the academy?’ said Riz, sarcasm dripping from every word. ‘You must know – you lived there for months.’

‘I don’t know. I promise!’ insisted Drew, holding up his hands. ‘That’s the first time I’ve ever even heard about a salon.’

‘And when were you going to mention Anton? Or that the only reason you needed to go back to the academy was to rescue your brother?’

Drew was staring back down at the floor. ‘It… slipped my mind.’

Riz snatched the pencil from Olly’s fingers and brandished it at Drew. He shrank back in fright.

‘Riz, watch it! You could take my eye out with that!’

‘I’ll take your brain out with it in a second if you don’t start telling us the truth!’

Drew eyed the pencil nervously, and then looked at Olly, who was staring at him grimly. ‘Okay, fine,’ he said eventually.

Olly scrambled to grab his tape recorder again. He pressed the red button and Drew began to speak.

‘It all started on the night I escaped…’





CHAPTER TEN



Two weeks earlier

Drew woke Anton up at three a.m., pulling back the covers of his bed and prodding him hard in the ribs. Anton yelped in pain.

‘Keep it down!’ Drew hushed him. ‘It’s time.’

‘Well, don’t poke me!’ hissed his brother. Big brothers annoyed little brothers, that was their job, and Drew often liked to work overtime.

The boys tossed the last of their possessions into their bags and eased open their bedroom door a crack. The corridor was empty.

‘All clear!’

They padded towards the bathroom. Drew went first, stealing the odd glance over his shoulder at his brother. Every bedroom in the academy had a small window, just large enough for a child to crawl through. The problem was the thick glass, fitted with a burglar alarm across the sill.

All except one – in the first-floor boys’ bathroom.

Anton had discovered it weeks ago, while tossing wet tissue paper at the window in a game he had invented called Let’s Throw Wet Tissues at the Window. The frosted glass was held in place by a thin strip of rotten wood, easy enough to force open, and Madame Strang was none the wiser.

A floorboard moaned loudly beneath Drew’s foot. The two boys winced, and stood as still as statues, waiting for the yapping of dogs to echo down the corridor. Nothing.

Drew sighed in relief. He shooed Anton into the bathroom and locked the door behind him. Anton stood on his tiptoes to inspect the window and turned with a grin and a thumbs up.

‘Let’s roll!’ he whispered. That was his catchphrase – Drew assumed he’d picked it up from some TV show.

‘Grab the sheets,’ Drew whispered. ‘Once you’re out, I’ll follow.’

Anton began to pull long lengths of bedsheets from his rucksack. ‘This was a brilliant idea, even if I say so myself.’ He chuckled, piling the strips onto the tiles.

Drew grabbed a toilet brush from one of the cubicles and jammed it through the bathroom door handle, jiggling it to make sure it stayed in place. It would buy them a few precious seconds if anyone tried to get through the door.

Anton began to tie the strips together at each end, spinning them into tight snakes. He tied each one onto the next in line, and on and on it went. Drew watched proudly as his little brother gradually assembled one huge rope, made entirely from bedsheets.

Having just turned eight, Anton was two years younger than Drew, but he was almost the same height as him. He had a mop of fiery red hair that wobbled comically when he got excited or angry, and freckles dotted his face. Few people in the academy would have guessed they were brothers, but their piercing green eyes gave them away. That, and their shared method of eating Jaffa Cakes – trim round the edges with your teeth, nibble the chocolate off the top, suck the jelly until it disintegrates, scoff the sponge, repeat.

Anton tossed the rope of sheets to Drew and pulled his bag onto his back. With a grunt, Drew yanked open the window and tied one end of the rope tightly to a protruding hinge. He gave it a cautious tug. It held.

‘C’mon!’ Drew knitted his fingers together to give Anton a leg up onto the windowsill. The wind flapped at his hair as he peered down at the gravel below. Drew saw the colour drain from his face.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked his brother.

Anton tried to give a cocky chuckle. ‘Oh, puh-lease, Drew. I’m fine. I’ve been on slides taller than this.’

‘Sure you have. I’ll be right behind you, okay?’

Anton gave a hurried nod, his face as pale as the sheet. Drew tossed the rope through the window, where it dangled downwards, swaying gently in the wind. The end brushed over the top of the bushes below.

There came a sudden boom from the corridor outside. The Hill brothers froze. It sounded like a door slamming. Perhaps it was one of the other kids going on a night-time exploration. But there was another noise now – a low voice, someone muttering, ‘The Hill brats! Find them NOW! And wake up Mangler!’

Anton’s eyes were enormous with fright. ‘What now?’ he whispered.

Drew stared straight at his brother. ‘It’ll be over before you know it.’

Anton gazed downwards. The wind had picked up and the rope was whipping around in the gale. ‘I’m scared.’

Drew’s face was etched with concern. ‘I’m scared too. But how are we going to be brave if we’re not scared in the first place? It’ll be over just like that, and we’ll be out of here. We can start all over again – forget this place and all the people in it!’

Anton shook his head. ‘You go first!’

Drew was about to protest, but then there came a deafening hammering on the bathroom door. The toilet brush held the door shut… for now.

‘They’re in here!’ called a voice from outside.

Drew hauled himself up beside his brother and swung his leg over the windowsill, twisting his hands round the rope. ‘It’ll be all right,’ he told Anton. ‘I’ll see you in a sec.’ He leant back into the night air and greedily sucked oxygen into his lungs.

The bathroom door came crashing in.

Madame Strang stood there triumphantly. She wore a pair of blood-red silk pyjamas, her face smeared with a pea-green paste, and her hair was bristling with countless foam rollers – like Medusa being woken up by a fire alarm.
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‘Hold it there!’ she spat.

Grule appeared behind her, looking utterly confused. He was also dressed for bed, in a musty old dressing gown. ‘Wuzzut…’ he mumbled, blinking. ‘What’s happening?’

‘Grule,’ barked Madame Strang. ‘Get them!’

Drew froze, the wind whipping at his clothes.

‘Stay away, Grule!’ Anton shouted, scrabbling at his pocket and pulling out a wooden spoon that he’d smuggled out of the academy’s dining hall.

Grule was kneading his eyes. ‘Sorry…’ he said quietly, putting his hand to his forehead. ‘Can I just confirm this is not a dream?’

‘GRULE!’ bellowed Strang, poking him hard in the belly. ‘You! Are! Awake!’

Grule squinted at her suspiciously, raising a hand slowly and giving her nose a squeeze. He pinched one of her ears, then lightly poked her in the face. She stared at him, her mouth a slash of silent fury.

‘Satisfied?’ she asked, and he suddenly dropped his hand in fright.

‘Yes, Madame Strang.’ He winced, shaking his head vigorously. ‘And my apologies for poking you in the face.’

‘CATCH THEM!’

Grule advanced towards the boys, the sleep vanquished from his eyes and replaced with a cold determination.

‘C’mon, Anton! Drew shouted. ‘It’s now or never!’

‘You can’t leave now,’ Madame Strang insisted, as Anton continued to brandish the wooden spoon in their direction. ‘We have so much work still to do.’

‘Anton!’ shouted Drew again. ‘Come on!’

With the speed of a striking viper, Grule dived towards Anton and snatched at his foot, catching hold of his boot. Anton yelped in surprise and tried to twist free, but Grule began to haul him back towards a grinning Madame Strang.

Drew immediately jumped down from the windowsill. ‘Let my brother go,’ he warned Grule.

The sound of a piercing whistle from the doorway cut Drew off. ‘Mangler!’ screeched Madame Strang. ‘Attack!’

There was a snarl and Drew felt something sharp digging into his ankle. Looking down, he came face to face with two wild-looking eyes peeking out from a mess of wiry black hair. There was a dog hanging off his trouser leg. Drew yelped with fright and twisted his leg free, scrambling back up to the windowsill. But he’d miscalculated his step and he toppled backwards, out into the night.

Drew didn’t even think to scream as he plummeted towards the ground below. His hands groped wildly for the sheet rope, fluttering somewhere in the breeze. His fingers found the dancing fabric, and he snatched it, holding on for dear life. But the sound of tearing cotton quickly followed and his stomach flipped. Luckily the rope held, and he started to move down it quickly. Do not look down, he told himself. Just keep sliding – you’re halfway there.

Then the rope gave an almighty jolt as it tore further. Drew cried out and just about managed to keep his grip. He stole a glance downwards. The ground still seemed a very long way away. He craned his neck back and looked up to the window.

‘ANTON!’ he yelled.

A head appeared at the window. Grule. His dressing-gown belt had come undone, revealing a set of baby-blue pyjamas beneath, covered with dozens of frolicking bunny rabbits.

‘I feel like we’ve got off on the wrong foot, Drew,’ he called down. ‘Come back up and let’s have a little chat.’ Grule cackled as he began to haul the rope back up towards the window. Drew was powerless, hanging helplessly between the hard ground below and the laughing man above.

Anton’s face appeared suddenly at the window, clutching the wooden spoon in his hand. He found his brother’s eyes for a moment.

‘JUMP!’ he screamed, and whacked Grule over the head with the spoon.

Grule gasped in shock and flailed wildly to keep himself from falling through the window. He let go of the rope – and Drew dropped like a stone.
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The ground rushed up to meet him, and he clung to the rope until the last moment, closing his eyes tight. The rope snapped taut and he was jettisoned off, landing hard in the bushes below. It felt like every scrap of breath in Drew’s body had been punched out of him. He lay for a moment, trying to force air into his lungs in short gasps. Through the ringing in his ears, he heard something else: a screeching alarm. And Anton. He could hear Anton.

‘RUN, DREW!’

Drew pulled himself to his feet and sprinted away from the academy.




CHAPTER ELEVEN



Drew finished speaking and fell silent. Riz looked at Olly, whose mouth was hanging open.

‘How did you and Anton end up at the academy in the first place?’ he asked.

Drew reached out and pressed the stop button on the tape recorder. It grumbled to a halt and Olly looked disappointed. ‘That’s a story I’ll tell you another time,’ Drew said firmly.

‘Well,’ Olly replied, climbing to his feet and beginning to pace up and down the room. ‘Quite a story indeed.’

‘Look, I just want to get my brother back.’ Drew looked down at the floor. ‘And I don’t have any money to pay someone to help me.’

Olly looked at Drew as if he were stupid. ‘You don’t need money! You’ve got me and Riz here to help. Friends don’t ask for payment.’

‘Well, let’s not get carried away!’ said Riz quickly. ‘This could get very dangerous. Who knows what Grule would have done yesterday if Olly hadn’t arrived.’

‘I did save the day, I suppose. That could be the headline for my article: SNOOPS BAY’S YOUNGEST JOURNALIST SAVES FRIENDS FROM DASTARDLY BEAUTICIAN’S CLUTCHES!’

‘Again,’ said Riz, ‘let’s not get carried away.’

There came an almighty THUMP at the bedroom window and all three of them jumped in fright. Drew dived under Olly’s bed as Riz stood up to investigate.

‘Why does the postman throw packages at your window?’ she asked.

Olly shrugged sheepishly. ‘That’ll be my Snoops Bay Sniffer. I don’t think the postman likes me very much. There was an incident once with a delivery of Acidic Stench Slop, and his trousers, and blah blah blah…’ He dismissed it with a wave of his hand. ‘The trouser leg that wasn’t eaten by the acid was virtually stain-free, so I think he made a big deal out of nothing. Be back in a sec,’ he told them and clomped downstairs.

Drew raised his eyebrows at Riz. ‘Clearly Olly hasn’t got a clue about your friendship providing business.’

Riz shook her head. ‘You won’t tell him, will you?’ she asked quietly.

‘Obviously not.’ He paused. ‘But I can’t afford you, Riz. I can’t pay for you to help me.’

Riz looked into his green eyes and sighed. Business was business, and she was already putting more hours into this job than she’d ever imagined. Then she thought back to the look on Drew’s face when he’d spoken about leaving his brother behind at the academy.

‘We’ll figure something out,’ she told him.

Olly walked back into the room, his face the colour of porridge.

‘You need to see this,’ he said, his voice barely a whisper. He tossed the new copy of the Snoops Bay Sniffer to Riz.

‘Olly, now is not the time,’ Riz said, rolling her eyes. ‘I don’t want to read about horse politicians, or candles made out of earwax, or any other rubbish.’

He looked wounded for a moment, then pointed to the front page. ‘Just read it, Riz. And stop being so mean.’

She reluctantly laid the paper out on the floor. ‘This can’t be true…’ she said finally, staring at the front page.

‘What is it?’ asked Drew.

‘Read it aloud, Riz,’ Olly said grimly.

Riz took a breath. ‘NO PROBLEMS WHATSOEVER FOUND AT MADAME STRANG’S ACADAMY FOR INCREDIBLY IRRITATING CHILDREN,’ she read. ‘The Snoops Bay Sniffer can exclusively reveal that there are absolutely no problems whatsoever to be found at Madame Strang’s Acadamy. In fact, the children who live there are having an absolutely wonderful time and are never shouted at, made to do chores or brainwashed in any way, shape or form.’
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‘What?’ Drew’s mouth was hanging open.

‘I, the Snoops Bay Sniffer’s chief investigative reporter, Moonyoung Choi,’ continued Riz, ‘visited the acadamy yesterday and had a lovely evening with Madame Strang and her beautiful sausage dogs. She was even kind enough to give me a behind-the-scenes tour of her top-secret salon and washed my hair for free! I’ll certainly go again. Keep up the good work, Madame Strang.’

Drew had his head buried in his hands. ‘Why is Moonyoung writing this?’ he moaned.

Olly was pacing up and down again, but his bedroom was so small that he could only manage about two steps before he had to turn round and walk in the other direction. ‘She didn’t write that,’ Olly muttered to himself. ‘Choi doesn’t write fake news.’

‘Well, it looks like she does now!’ exclaimed Drew. ‘That’s a pack of lies! Everyone is miserable in that place. And the ones that aren’t act odd.’

‘Odd how?’ asked Riz.

‘It’s like their personalities have been scrubbed clean and their brains have upped and run off. That’s what all the kids are like when Madame Strang sends them back to their parents. Either Moonyoung Choi is lying, or someone else wrote this.’

‘Obviously someone else wrote it!’ snapped Olly.

Riz was gazing grimly at the article. ‘She did write it, Olly.’

‘And how do you know that, Riz?’

She shoved the article in front of his nose. ‘You said she misspells “academy” every time she writes an article. It’s spelled wrong here too. If someone else had written it, they would have spelled it correctly.’

Olly’s face fell. He took the paper from Riz. ‘You’re right,’ he said eventually. ‘She wrote it.’

Riz squeezed her eyes tight. ‘Yesterday, Madame Strang said that her new product had changed the lives of the kids at the academy, and that soon it would change the lives of adults too.’

‘And then she announced that she was going to demonstrate it on Moonyoung,’ added Drew.

‘Wait a second.’ Olly gasped, the cogs turning in his head. ‘Madame Strang’s… brainwashed Moonyoung!’

Drew’s eyes widened like a deer caught in headlights.

Riz gulped. ‘I think you’re right, Olly. We saw her take Moonyoung off to the salon – she must have given her the same treatment she’s been giving the kids! That’s the only way Madame Strang could have got her to write that article. We need to do something!’

‘I’ve got an idea,’ Olly piped up. ‘Moonyoung will have kept notes on her investigation into the academy at the Snoops Bay Sniffer offices down town. If we’re able to get them, they might help our investigation.’

‘Our?’ said Drew in a quiet voice.

Olly looked at both of them nervously. ‘Well, I’m coming too, aren’t I? You’re bringing me along?’

Riz and Drew exchanged a glance.

‘You need me!’ he shrilled. ‘This is a huge story! It’s perfect!’

‘Perfect?’ snorted Riz. ‘Has your brain run away too?’

‘Riz, this is what I’ve been waiting for!’ Olly beamed. ‘I need a proper cracker of a story to start my career as an investigative reporter. A good old swashbuckling, eye-popping zinger of a story. And this is it! Brainwashing? Savage sausage dogs? It’s got the lot! Drew wants to get his brother back. I want to uncover an enormous scandal and become a proper reporter. Everybody wins!’

‘How do I win?’ asked Riz. She could see herself being drawn further and further into a plot that was not part of her job description.

Drew was deep in thought. ‘I thought your newspaper was all about mud,’ he said to Olly.

‘Well, to be honest with you, Drew,’ he muttered, as if the mud could hear him, ‘I’ve been getting a little bored of writing mud stories all day long. Mud is beautiful to look at and to touch and smell, of course…’

Riz and Drew exchanged another glance.

‘But this is a different level of journalism,’ Olly said finally. ‘This is the chance I’ve been waiting for.’ He paused. ‘And I’d like to help you get your brother back…’
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CHAPTER TWELVE



It had been a busy Wednesday at the Snoops Bay Sniffer. A lorry load of geese had crashed on the motorway, releasing over two hundred very angry birds that proceeded to take over a nearby service station. Snoops Bay Police were in ongoing conversations with the geese to get them to release eight hostages, but they were finding it difficult to negotiate with the birds. And the Snoops Bay Sniffer’s chief investigative reporter, Moonyoung Choi, wasn’t answering her phone, which meant that the newspaper’s editor-in-chief, Evelyn Plunk, was in no mood to be speaking to some kid calling themself a ‘mud journalist’.
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Olly had felt a thrill of excitement when he’d been led into Evelyn Plunk’s office. The newsroom was humming with the clack of keyboards, TVs and radios blaring out headlines and journalists scurrying around. But now he fidgeted nervously as Evelyn leant over her office desk and squinted at his journalist ID card

‘You write stories about mud?’ said Evelyn slowly.

‘Yes, that’s correct,’ Olly told her, trying to keep the wobble out of his voice. ‘Unearthed is Snoops Bay’s newspaper that reports on clay, silt, mud, muck, sludge, ooze and—’

Evelyn held up a single finger for silence. ‘And let me get this straight – you’re saying my chief investigative reporter, Moonyoung Choi, sent you down here to collect something very important from her office. But you can’t tell me what it is…?’

Olly gulped. ‘That’s right.’

There came a rap at the door.

‘Enter!’ Evelyn barked.

A young freckled reporter stuck her head inside. ‘The geese have issued a ransom demand, Evelyn. Press conference in ten minutes.’

‘Good god, they’re geese!’ she shouted, slamming her fist on the table. Olly leapt in fright. Evelyn jabbed a finger in the reporter’s direction. ‘Get down there with a camera. I want shots of those geese, I want shots of the hostages and I want interviews with the families.’

‘The geese’s families?’ the reporter asked.

‘THE HOSTAGES’ FAMILIES!’

The reporter bobbed her head obediently and pulled the door shut.

Olly gave a nervous smile. ‘I can see you’re busy. If you just tell me where Moonyoung’s office is and give me the keys, I’ll be on my way!’

Evelyn swung off her chair and lumbered over to the phone on the table behind her. ‘What’s your home phone number, Oliver?’

Olly’s face crinkled in confusion. ‘Erm… why?’

‘I want to corroborate the account you’re giving me,’ she said bluntly.

‘Cor-rob-o-rate?’ he replied, baffled.

‘It’s a word that journalists use. It means I want to make sure that you’re telling me the truth.’

Olly winced. ‘Oh, of course.’

‘The number, please? I don’t have all day.’

‘Erm…’ Olly fidgeted. ‘One, two, three, four, five, six, seven?’

Evelyn sighed. ‘I suggest you go and wait in reception for your parents, Oliver,’ she muttered. ‘And stop wasting my time.’

Olly’s shoulders slumped.

‘Enjoy your wild goose chase,’ he told her as he slouched over to her office door and pulled it open.

Evelyn Plunk was already frowning at her computer screen.

Olly tried again. ‘I said, enjoy your wild—’

‘GET OUT OF MY OFFICE!’ Evelyn yelled, grabbing a hefty book from her desk and tossing it in his direction. He ducked and slammed the door behind him.

Plan A had failed but Olly still had Plan B. He darted quickly through the newsroom, keeping low to the floor. Most of the journalists were gazing up at a huge TV on the wall where a policeman was speaking to reporters and looking embarrassed. The flashing words on the bottom of the screen read: ‘WILD GOOSE CHASE – LIVE’.

Olly crouched down beside a teetering stack of old newspapers, his eyes flickering around the room. A set of double doors swung open opposite his hiding place. A man and woman came striding through, and Olly’s eyes fell on the sign now visible through the open doors: INVESTIGATIVE UNIT.

Bingo.

Making a quick dash, he slipped through and shut the doors tight behind him. A low-ceilinged corridor yawned out in front of him, with dozens of identical doorways stretching down the hall into the belly of the building. Olly felt a prickle of goosebumps. There was no clue as to where Moonyoung’s office might be.

Suddenly, the walkie-talkie in his pocket squawked into life. ‘Olly – come in. Over!’

Riz and Drew were hiding in the car-park bushes outside, their bicycles stowed out of sight.

He pulled the walkie-talkie out and jammed his finger down on the red button, peering out of a window in the corridor. ‘Can you see me?’ he whispered into the radio.

A pause. Then Riz’s voice. ‘See you what? Over!’

‘Can you see me out of the window?’

‘Please use proper radio etiquette when on the airwaves. Over!’

‘I haven’t got time for this!’ Olly hissed and continued on down the corridor.

‘Haven’t got time for this – what? Over!’

Olly rolled his eyes and rattled down a rickety set of stairs, where he was confronted with even more doors and rows of filing cabinets.

This time Drew’s voice came through the radio. ‘Hurry up, Olly! Her office has to be in there somewhere.’

‘Let me just check my satnav, Drew,’ Olly said sarcastically. He looked back to the signs on the doors:

LEAH FRANCHETTI, ARTS EDITOR.

CAT MACKINNON, BREAKING NEWS REPORTER.

FIONA STALKER, ANIMAL CORRESPONDENT.

‘This is hopeless!’ He panted into the walkie-talkie. ‘I’ve looked all over.’

‘All – what? Over!’

‘I’VE LOOKED ALL OVER THE BUILDING!’ yelled Olly, fighting back tears.

‘Wow, who scrambled his eggs?’ grumbled Riz’s voice through the walkie-talkie.

‘Sounds like he’s panicking,’ Drew muttered disapprovingly.

There was a sudden sound behind Olly and the doors to the floor swung open. He dropped to his knees behind one of the filing cabinets and peered round it. His mouth fell open.

‘Oh, no…’ he whispered.

Grule and Mangler were making their way down the corridor towards him, led by Evelyn Plunk. Olly hardly recognized Grule – he’d squeezed himself into an ill-fitting blue uniform with a cap perched jauntily on his head. Mangler was pottering along beside him, wearing a tiny cap nestled between his ears with the words GUARD DOG emblazoned across it.
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‘It’s a very old building,’ Evelyn was saying. ‘It was built in 1822 entirely out of a rare material called Flaming Banzang.’

Olly made a mental note to scrape some Flaming Banzang off the brick walls for his collection.

‘Fascinating,’ Grule replied, not sounding the least bit fascinated.

‘I haven’t seen you two around the building before. What happened to the previous security man – Big Bob?’

‘He’s ill,’ Grule told her. ‘A nasty dog bite, isn’t that right, Mangler?’ Mangler yapped in response.

‘Remind me why you need to get into Moonyoung’s office?’ Evelyn asked.

‘Racoon infestation,’ Grule told her. ‘They’re burrowing in all over the building, making nests, eating paperwork, leaving for the weekend without turning off the lights. Such an atrocious nuisance…’ He nodded towards Mangler. ‘Mangler here is trained to find them and herd them back outside.’

Evelyn nodded dubiously. ‘Like a sheepdog, but for racoons?’

‘That’s right,’ said Grule. ‘I think it’s best if we inspect Ms Choi’s office and then immediately destroy all her notes and documentation relating to Madame Strang’s Academy.’

Evelyn stopped in her tracks, looking quizzical. ‘Why would we do that?’

Grule’s eyes widened and he exchanged a quick glance with Mangler. ‘I mean… inspect her office to get rid of these infernal racoons.’

Evelyn slowed to a stop, not looking entirely convinced. They were standing outside a door a few metres from Olly’s hiding place. Olly squeezed himself further down behind the filing cabinet, clenching his eyes shut. He hardly dared to breathe. Would Mangler be able to smell him?

‘Fiona Stalker was fired a few months ago and Moonyoung took over her office,’ Evelyn said. ‘We still haven’t got round to changing the sign.’ She twisted a key in the lock and gestured for Grule and Mangler to enter. ‘I need to get back to my desk,’ she continued. ‘Let me know when you’re finished here.’ She turned and marched back down the corridor, leaving Grule and Mangler to step into the office and pull the door closed behind them.

Olly quickly pulled out his walkie-talkie. ‘I’ve found Moonyoung’s office!’ he cried. ‘But we have a big problem – Grule and Mangler are here, dressed up as security. They’re planning to get rid of all Moonyoung’s notes!’

‘You’ve got to get out of there, Olly!’ urged Drew’s voice. ‘You’ll be caught.’

‘But we can’t let them destroy her notes!’ Olly insisted. ‘I have to get in there.’

‘Absolutely not,’ Riz’s voice came on, sounding like a strict parent. ‘I forbid it under any circumstances.’

Olly ignored her and shoved the walkie-talkie into his pocket. Moving towards the door, he carefully cracked it open and peeped inside. Moonyoung Choi’s office looked like a pretty normal room. A few bookshelves lined the walls, filled with folders and stacks of notes. Each one was neatly assembled and labelled. A broad wooden desk, with a laptop and a few scattered notes on top of it, sat below a window that was almost completely blocked by an enormous rose bush outside. A single light bulb hung from the ceiling, throwing a yellow glow across the room, and Olly thought he caught the faint smell of freshly sharpened pencils. He squeezed himself through the doorway and hid behind a lumpy armchair placed in the corner of the room.

Grule and Mangler were standing with their backs to Olly, and Grule was unplugging Moonyoung’s laptop and gathering papers together carelessly. ‘Well, well, well! Choi certainly has been busy,’ Grule muttered to Mangler, who gave a sharp bark. ‘I’m going as fast as I can!’ Grule snapped back.

Olly’s gaze fell on the wastepaper basket by the armchair. A pile of biscuit wrappers and bits of chewing gum filled the bin, alongside a sliver of notepaper with a scrawl of letters in the corner. It looked like shorthand, the old code used by journalists before they had recording equipment.
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Olly plucked the note from the bin, careful to make sure a rogue piece of chewing gum wasn’t clinging to it. Then he slipped the paper into his jacket pocket.

Grule was rummaging through Moonyoung’s desk drawers now, tossing the contents all over the floor. ‘Right, I think that’s everything’ he told Mangler. ‘Let’s go.’

There was an almighty crackle of static and Olly froze.

Grule’s head snapped up to attention. ‘What was that?’

Another burst of static, and then Riz’s voice came from Olly’s pocket. ‘Olly! What’s going on in there?’

Olly clamped his hand round his pocket and tried to muffle the sound from the walkie-talkie, his fingers searching desperately for the off switch. He found the volume dial and wrenched it to zero, before screwing his eyes tight shut. Then there was a long silence. He could hear nothing but Grule’s breathing and the distant ticking of a clock somewhere. The foul stench of dog breath flooded his nostrils and a deep growl broke the silence. Olly opened his eyes a crack and found himself face to face with two mean, staring eyes, as black as pits. The armchair was suddenly being pulled to one side, and the single bulb’s light washed over his face.

‘The boy with the mud!’ Grule chuckled. ‘How lovely to see you again.’





CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Grule’s face was painted with a broad smirk. ‘You’re picking up a habit for criminal behaviour, boy.’

Olly’s mind raced. How was he supposed to get out of this one? He would have gone unnoticed if it wasn’t for Riz and her blasted walkie-talkie.

The walkie-talkie!

Grule snapped his fingers. ‘Get up!’

Olly’s hand snaked slowly into his pocket. His fingers found the talk button and he pressed down firmly.

‘You found me, Grule!’ he said loudly. ‘Here we are, in Moonyoung’s office – the one with the big rose bush outside it! I repeat – THE ONE WITH THE BIG ROSE BUSH OUTSIDE IT!’

Grule’s eyes narrowed in confusion. ‘You’re a strange boy. What’s your name, mud-man?’

Olly kept his finger clamped down on the walkie-talkie’s button. ‘Oliver Rudd,’ he replied.

‘And what brings you here, Oliver? Come to snoop around Moonyoung’s office, have we? Looking for something?’

‘Yes!’ said Olly loudly again. ‘I came to look at the FLAMING BANZANG!’

‘The what?’ asked Grule, now highly confused. ‘And why are you shouting?’

‘FLAMING BANZANG!’ repeated Olly. ‘If you sing at it, it EXPLODES!’

‘What utter rubbish,’ Grule replied, looking bored. ‘Mangler, I think Oliver should accompany us to the academy, don’t you?’

‘IT’S TRUE!’ bellowed Olly. ‘If you sing loudly enough, it will explode!’

‘SHUT IT!’ snapped Grule. ‘Where are those pesky friends of yours? Hill and that other brat?’

‘IT REALLY WOULD BE A SHAME IF SOMEONE WERE TO SING AT THE WALL OUTSIDE!’ Olly was shouting, backing away towards the door.

Mangler bared his teeth and began to creep towards him.

‘I think we’ve heard enough of this,’ interrupted Grule. ‘Mangler!’ The sausage dog cocked his head to one side, a globule of saliva dripping from his mouth. ‘ATTACK!’ yelled Grule.

There was a sudden sound from outside – a high-pitched warbling, like a cat with a sore throat singing into a barrel. Olly, Grule and Mangler all turned to the window.

‘What in the name of—’ began Grule.

CRRRAAASSHHH!

Olly was knocked to the ground as a cascade of bricks erupted from the wall. Shelves and books went flying, dust fell like a hailstorm and a piercing alarm began to screech. He coughed and squinted through the mist of debris. An enormous hole had been punched through the wall and standing in the centre were two figures: Riz and Drew – both, for some reason, wearing giant fake moustaches.
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‘I told you we wouldn’t need the moustaches!’ Riz was telling Drew, pulling his moustache off.

‘OUCH!’ he squealed, then turned back to the gaping hole in front of him. ‘Olly! Are you in there?’

‘You two took your time!’ Olly shouted back. He leapt over a mound of bricks and Riz extended a hand out towards him.

Like a zombie from a grave, Grule rose up in front of him, covered head to toe in dust and Flaming Banzang. ‘You’re not going anywhere!’ he spluttered.

Olly opened his mouth to shout but, at that exact moment, something flew past his ear and collided with Grule’s chest with a thunk! Grule gave a loud ‘OOFT!’ and collapsed backwards into a pile of bricks, the laptop crashing to the ground in an explosion of plastic and wires.

‘I hope there wasn’t anything important on that,’ Riz said, looking guiltily at the remains of the laptop.

Olly shrugged. ‘You’ve broken some news, I guess.’

The three of them quickly picked their way through the rubble towards the hole in the wall. Olly gulped in lungfuls of fresh air, and a tingling buzz of excitement coursed through his body. He was out!

‘To the bikes!’ Riz commanded, and they raced across the car park towards the road. She dragged one of the bikes out of the bush beside the main gate and climbed on.

Olly looked around, worry etching his face. ‘Riz…’ He gulped. ‘Where’s Drew?’

A sudden cry broke the stillness of the summer air. The two of them squinted back up towards the Snoops Bay Sniffer building. Smoke and dust were threatening to engulf it, but through the plumes they spotted a figure. It was Drew. He was yanking desperately at his own foot, which seemed to have got stuck under a pile of bricks.

‘HELP ME!’ Drew was shouting. ‘RIZ!’

But now a new figure had appeared: Grule.

‘DREW!’ shouted Riz, dropping her bike on the grass with a thud. ‘HOLD ON, DREW! I’M COMING!’

It was too late. Grule was blocking her path towards Drew, with Mangler at his side, howling in delight at the boy struggling to pull himself free.

Olly yanked Riz backwards and away from the building. ‘We have to go!’

Riz struggled against him, wriggling to get loose. ‘We’re not leaving him!’

‘We can’t do anything for him now. We have to run!’ Olly pulled her back down to the bushes and thrust her bike towards her.

As if in a trance, Riz climbed on, kicked at the ground and raced away. She stole a quick glance back towards the building and saw Grule and Mangler hauling Drew out of the pile of bricks. She whizzed through the gates and into the road, leaving the smoking building and Drew Hill behind.

Riz pedalled harder and harder, losing herself in the rhythm of the movement. The feeling of excitement she had felt mere moments ago was gone. Now her feet felt like blocks of cement, and every fibre of her body screamed at her to turn round, to go back for Drew. Olly was ahead of her, puffing hard on his own bike, and she felt a sudden flash of anger towards him – what was he doing, pulling her away like that, forcing her to abandon her friend? Clearly she was going to have to be the one to fix this mess.

‘Don’t worry, Drew’, she muttered to herself. ‘You won’t be up there for long. I’m coming for you.’





CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Olly collapsed on his bed, gasping for breath. Riz turned to face him. ‘I know it’s stupid that I’m so upset, because I’ve only known Drew for a few days, but he feels like a proper friend!’

For a brief moment, a flash of annoyance passed over Olly’s face, before he cleared his throat. ‘Yeah… you two get on really well.’

‘So, what do we do now?’ she said and sighed. ‘We have no way of getting into the academy to rescue Drew and no clue about what Madame Strang is up to. Grule took all of Moonyoung’s notes!’

Olly flashed her a smile. ‘Well, not all of them…’ He dug around in his pocket. ‘Ew!’ He flicked a stray piece of chewing gum off a scrap of crumpled notepaper. ‘This was in Moonyoung’s bin,’ he told her, squinting at the scribble. ‘I think it’s shorthand.’

‘Like journalists’ shorthand?’ Riz asked.

‘Yes!’ he said, beaming.

She snatched the paper off him eagerly and peered down at the symbols.
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‘So, what does it say?’

Olly’s smile drained from his face. ‘Well, my shorthand is a little rusty,’ he admitted, grabbing a pencil from his desk and the note from Riz’s hands. ‘But…’ he continued, drawing a line from each symbol and scribbling letters underneath, ‘if I’m right, then the translation is…’ He grimaced and held up the paper for Riz to see. ‘Evesdrop. Follow the lead.’ He buried his head in his hands. ‘It means nothing!’ he moaned. ‘And she even misspelled “eavesdrop”!’

Riz’s heart fluttered, a light buzz building in her ears. ‘No, she didn’t,’ she muttered. ‘She spelled it correctly.’

Olly’s face was still planted firmly in his hands. ‘Riz, please. I’m a newspaper editor – I know how to spell. E-A-V-E-S-D-R-O-P.’

‘She’s not saying “eavesdrop”, Olly! Have you got a map of Snoops Bay?’

Olly was looking completely befuddled, but he began to pull at the books on a shelf in his room. Finally, he plucked out a thin leaflet with a picture of Snoops Bay’s town square on the front.

Riz swiped it from him and started flipping through the pages. ‘River walks and lakes,’ she mumbled, unfolding the inside pages like an accordion and laying it out on the floor.

A huge map of Snoops Bay was illustrated in spidery red pen, with blue lakes and rivers neatly labelled, snaking from the hills of Snoops Bay Forest down towards the beaches and coastline.

Olly was peering over her shoulder. ‘What are you looking for?’

Riz shushed him. ‘It was on Drew’s map of the town too. It has to be here somewhere,’ she said to herself. Riz’s finger slid over a tiny blue circle, high in the hills of the forest, and just a few centimetres from the square marked ‘Madame Strang’s Academy’. Her finger froze and she gazed at the map.

There it was, printed in tiny font beside the blue circle – Eve’s Drop.

‘Moonyoung wasn’t telling us to eavesdrop,’ said Riz in barely more than a whisper. ‘She was pointing us to a place. And I’ve been there before on a school trip.’ She folded up the map and gazed up at Olly. ‘It’s a waterfall.’





CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Eve’s Drop was nothing like Riz remembered. When her class had visited the waterfall last year, they’d found a beautiful hollow in the middle of Snoops Bay Forest. The trees gave way to a large round pool, with a cascade of deep blue water gushing down a sheer rock face almost six metres high. Riz and her classmates had dived in and swum all afternoon underneath the hot sun.

But now, after cycling to the forest, Riz and Olly looked down into the hollow and saw a very different sight. The water was gone, and only a hard crust covered in ivy remained. Huge holes had been drilled into the earth, and empty crisp packets, filthy plastic sheeting and some twisted barbed wire were strewn all over the belly of the pool. A horrible sulphurous smell floated through the air.
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‘Are you sure this is the right place?’ said Olly.

‘Of course!’ Riz snapped, asking herself the same question. But it was definitely Eve’s Drop. A zombie Eve’s Drop.

Olly jumped down into the hollow and carefully walked where Riz and her class had once swum. He studied the gaping holes in the earth. It looked like a giant had come along with an ice-cream scoop and helped himself.

‘These are drill holes,’ he told her as she slid down to join him. ‘Mining companies use them to suck up mud and dirt so they can get at whatever is underneath. It looks like there’s some sort of red clay down there.’

Riz frowned, pulling out the scrap of notepaper and squinting at the shorthand code again. ‘Why would Moonyoung want us to come here?’

‘Eve’s Drop…’ muttered Olly. ‘Follow the lead… What lead? There are no leads – there’s only some soggy cheese-and-onion crisps!’ He poked a toe at a crisp bag and winced. ‘This is completely pointless!’ Olly slumped to the ground and scooped up a handful of the crusty earth beneath them. ‘Curracloe Crumb,’ he said mournfully. ‘It’s as common as mud!’

‘What about that?’ Riz asked impatiently, pointing to a shining streak of silver that was winding its way through the rock face.

Olly shrugged. ‘Graphite, maybe. Graphite is a marvellous little metal. You can use it for all sorts—’

Riz couldn’t help herself. ‘Olly, I don’t care about graphite.’ The anger she had felt earlier was back. Drew was up at the academy, trapped and alone, and all Olly seemed to care about was mud and metals.

His mouth made a little ‘O’ before he clamped it shut.

‘You should have let me go back for Drew,’ she told him, fed up of bottling up her frustration.

Olly stared at the ground, avoiding her gaze. ‘If you had gone back, then you’d be up at the academy with him, Riz.’

‘I wouldn’t care,’ she said, jutting out her chin.

‘I’m sure you wouldn’t.’ Olly was suddenly staring at her, his cheeks growing red. ‘You and your new best friend Drew would have a lovely time up there, I’m sure. Just sitting around, swapping stories and waiting for stupid old Olly to turn up and rescue you!’

Riz could feel her own face start to burn. ‘He’s not my new best friend! You think you know everything, Olly, but I’ve got a real-life breaking news story for you: you don’t!’

Olly said nothing.

‘Maybe you should put that in your newspaper,’ she continued, aiming a hard poke at his shoulder. ‘OLLY KNOWS NOTHING!’

Olly glared and pushed Riz’s finger away. ‘You know what, Riz, I’m fed up with you being mean to me! Every time I open my mouth to talk, you roll your eyes, or you call me a name. I’m just a joke to you, aren’t I?’

‘The difference between you and a joke, Olly,’ hissed Riz, ‘is that I like jokes!’

‘Well, why are you even my friend then?’ he retorted.

‘BECAUSE I’M GETTING PAID TO BE!’ she shouted.

A deathly silence rang through the forest, and Riz clamped a hand over her mouth. The words were out there. She wished she could throw an imaginary lasso and reel them back in before Olly heard them, but it was too late.

Olly sat there, staring at her. All the anger had left him, all the heat had burned off. Instead he was pale, his face frozen except for the slightest wobble of his lower lip.

‘What did you say? What do you mean, Riz?’

She stared at the ground and opened her mouth, ready to fib, but when she looked down into his eyes, wide and uncertain, waiting for an answer, she suddenly found that she didn’t want to lie any more.

‘I… I’m a Friendship Provider, Olly,’ she said eventually. ‘I have clients who pay me to be friends with—’

‘With losers like me,’ finished Olly. ‘Losers who like mud.’ Olly was biting his lip. Riz wished he would shout, scream and yell – anything but this.

‘I’m sorry, I really am,’ she began. ‘Say something, Olly,’ she begged.

‘So Mum and Dad have been paying you?’ he asked.

Riz couldn’t reply.

‘For how long?’

She paused, dreading the answer she had to give. ‘Since I first met you.’

Olly snorted, a weird smile growing on his face. It was as if he was only now hearing the punchline of a joke that everyone else was in on, but he didn’t find it particularly funny.

‘I suppose you’ve had a right old laugh at me then,’ he murmured, almost to himself.

‘Olly, it’s different now!’ insisted Riz. ‘I’m not getting paid for any of this, I promise!’

‘Oh,’ said Olly, a note of bitter sarcasm creeping into his voice. ‘I’m sorry about that, Riz.’ He started digging in his pockets. ‘I had some change in here earlier on…’

‘Olly, stop!’

‘Here we are!’ He plucked a pound coin from his pocket. ‘Will this do until Mum and Dad can pay you even more for hanging out with their loser son?’

He tossed the pound coin to the ground and began to climb up and out of the hollow.

‘Olly, come back!’ Riz called. ‘OLLY!’

But Olly didn’t turn back.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Olly walked away from the sound of Riz’s voice, his anger and embarrassment simmering inside him. He skipped across a burbling stream and started following its course back down towards town. Then he remembered that they’d locked up their bikes outside the pencil factory on the way into the forest. And Riz had the key for the lock.

‘Well, that’s just GREAT!’ he yelled furiously, his voice speeding away and bouncing back towards him as it echoed through the trees.

Following the stream downwards, he emerged into a small clearing. A cluster of boulders and rocks were gathered at the base of a tree to his left, and he paused to watch as a chink of sunlight found its way through the canopy and reflected off them.

He squinted. The rocks were streaked with a bright grey colour, and, when he took a closer look, he realized it was also snaking along the ground and back up towards Eve’s Drop. It was the same thing he’d seen in the hollow – graphite, or some sort of zinc. But even the possibility of a new specimen of metal couldn’t ease the dull aching in the back of his eyeballs. He sat down on a rock and breathed out loudly, closing his eyes.

There was the gentle whoosh of wind in the trees and the occasional call of a bird in the far distance, but Olly could hear Riz’s voice in his head too.

Because I’m getting paid to be!

Looking back now on the time he’d known Riz, he scolded himself for having been so stupid. How on earth had he believed that she would ever hang out with someone like him? He was nervous. He didn’t like sport. He preferred hanging out with girls and not boys – and even then they didn’t seem to like him very much. He loved things that people found, well, a bit weird. Riz was everything he wasn’t.

Does she have any real friends?

The question swam up and broke the surface of Olly’s thoughts. He pondered it for a while, turning it over in his head like a smooth pebble in his fingers. He’d always thought that Riz had plenty of friends, but if they were all fake, maybe that wasn’t true after all.

There was a sudden rustle of movement behind him and his mind snapped back to the present. Another rustle, louder this time, followed by the sound of someone panting as they came closer. He leapt to his feet.

‘Who’s there?’ he called out.

Riz appeared from out of the trees. Olly began to think of an insult to throw at her, but as she came towards him it died in his throat. Her shoulders were slumped and, instead of her usual skip, she was plodding towards him, her head hanging low.

‘Hiya,’ she said, a weak smile on her face.

‘What do you want?’ he said sullenly, shoving his hands in his pockets.

She didn’t meet his gaze. Instead she looked around and pointed out the silvery streaks on the ground. ‘That’s cool, isn’t it?’ she said weakly. ‘It’s like the stuff that’s up at the waterfall.’

‘It probably runs all the way up to it,’ he answered, in spite of himself, before clamping his mouth shut. It was weird seeing Riz standing in front of him – she was nothing but a stranger now.

‘Festering Flint, perhaps?’ she said hopefully. She squeezed her eyes tight, as if trying to remember an answer in an exam. ‘Discovered by muck scientist Dr Hermann von Schtick in the late 1700s, Festering Flint is known to contain chemicals which, if extracted and consumed by humans, will disable nodes in the brain used for rational thinking. That’s called the…’

A pause. Olly raised an eyebrow.

‘The cerebum!’ she said loudly, and looked pleased with herself.

‘The cereBRUM, not BUM,’ Olly told her, trying hard to stifle a giggle.

She caught sight of his smile and grinned. ‘Enough mud-splaining,’ she said, flopping down onto a grassy patch and crossing her legs. She patted the ground beside her.

‘I’m fine where I am, thanks,’ Olly said shortly. He’d swallowed the giggle down, and the sour taste in his mouth had returned.

Riz sighed. Her smile was gone. ‘Would it help if I said I was sorry again?’

‘No. Because you wouldn’t mean it. And even if you did, how would I know? You’re a fake, Riz!’

A cloud moved across Riz’s face now, and it looked as if it might burst at any moment. ‘I’ll be honest, Olly. When I first met you, I thought we were complete opposites. We have absolutely nothing in common.’

‘Well, there you go!’

‘I thought you were a bit… unusual, let’s say.’

‘Right…’

‘And a bit of a know-it-all.’

‘I get the point.’

‘Oh, and—’

‘I GET IT, RIZ!’

‘But not any more!’ She was suddenly squeezing his shoulders.

‘Olly, these past few days – none of it was for money!’

‘No, it was for Drew. Your best pal,’ he replied, annoyed.

‘You’re my best pal!’ Riz seemed surprised to have said it herself. But she had.

There was a long silence, and then Olly finally found himself looking directly at her. ‘Well, you don’t treat best pals the way you treated me, Riz.’

She thought for a moment. ‘I know. And I’m sorry that I treated you that way, Olly. And I’m sorry that I left you out.’ He studied her face. ‘I’d really like you to officially be my best pal,’ she said. ‘But it means you have to do me a favour.’

‘What?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘Give me a second chance.’

He considered it.

‘We have a job to do,’ Riz told him. ‘And I can’t do it without you. We have to get Drew out of that academy, and Anton too. Plus, we have to find out what Madame Strang is up to and what she’s done with Moonyoung!’

Olly sighed. His eyes followed the shining silver that shimmered through the forest. ‘Let’s go get the bikes,’ he said finally. ‘The pencil factory will be closing in—’

And suddenly it hit him. He bounded to his feet like he’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. ‘I’ve got it!’ he gasped. He began to run, bounding back towards Eve’s Drop. ‘C’mon!’ he yelled back at Riz.

‘OLLY!’ she called. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m doing what Moonyoung did!’ he shouted back as he disappeared into the forest. ‘I’m following the lead!’

They rushed back to Eve’s Drop, following the grey marbling that ran like a river through the forest. Riz wondered why she’d never noticed it before – now that she was looking for it, it seemed to glow in front of her eyes.

Emerging back out into the hollow, Olly crouched down in the dry pool to inspect the ground. ‘Do you know why they built a pencil factory in Snoops Bay in the first place?’ he wheezed, still out of breath from running.

‘No, I can’t say I do,’ Riz replied, unsure where Olly was going with this.

Olly straightened up and began to pull at the ivy covering the ground, revealing the leaden slivers underneath, snaking their way through the rocky basin.

‘Because this forest is full of the stuff that makes pencils work.’

Riz frowned in confusion. ‘Work?’

‘Lead!’ Olly yelled. ‘The forest is full of pencil lead. That’s what Moonyoung wrote on her note. Follow the lead. She came up here and followed the lead and that led her to…’

‘To what?’ Riz looked around Eve’s Drop. ‘It looks normal.’

‘It must lead somewhere,’ Olly replied, crouching down again and running his hand along one of the silvery veins. ‘Let’s try this one.’

Riz jumped down to join him and the two of them followed the graphite trail snaking through the empty pool. It looped back round and skirted the edge of the hollow before shooting up towards the now-dry waterfall and rising over it. They carefully followed it uphill, pausing now and again to brush away briars and bushes that concealed its path. Up and up they went into the forest, the canopy overhead growing thicker and thicker, until eventually the leaves blotted out the sun entirely.

Riz batted away a low-hanging branch from her path. ‘There’s nothing up here,’ she whined to Olly’s back.

As the words passed her lips, Olly stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes fixed directly ahead. ‘Look,’ he whispered.

Riz followed his gaze, peering into the forest. ‘What am I looking at?’

The silver graphite track had swooped away to the left, continuing up the hill. But Olly’s finger was pointing at a rock just off its path. It was perfectly smooth, its edges rounded off into a disc shape – it looked like an enormous grey biscuit set into the earth.
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‘That’s no real rock,’ Olly whispered. ‘I think this is what Moonyoung was leading us to.’

‘She could have just written down directions,’ grumbled Riz.

Olly was now pawing at the ground beside the rock, trying to work out what Moonyoung had wanted them to find. Suddenly he yanked out something red from the undergrowth.

‘Eugh!’ blurted Riz. ‘What is that?’

Olly was cradling it tenderly, dusting the dirt off. ‘It’s a wig. Moonyoung always says a good journalist should carry one in their toolkit in case they need a disguise.’

‘She must have dropped it the last time she was here,’ Riz suggested. Olly nodded sadly and shoved the wig into his jacket pocket, clearly not ready to part with it.

They pushed and heaved at the rock, gradually sliding it away from what was hidden beneath. A gust of foul-smelling air hit Riz’s face and she recoiled.

‘It’s sulphur,’ Olly told her, crouching down. ‘But, look – that’s definitely a tunnel.’

The rock had been concealing a perfectly shaped hole in the forest floor, just big enough for a person to fit into. A metal ladder was attached to its side, along with a large round bucket looping up and over a pulley, its rope dangling downwards into the yawning blackness below. Olly peered into the bucket.

‘That’s an old mining casket,’ he muttered. ‘Whatever they’ve been digging for at Eve’s Drop, they’ve brought it up here and sent it down in this.’ He pulled the bucket towards Riz. ‘See, it’s wet.’ He let go of the bucket and stared down into the blackness below. ‘But where are they taking it?’ he murmured, almost to himself.

Riz pulled Olly’s Snoops Bay brochure out of her pocket. She opened the map and studied it. ‘I can guess where this tunnel goes,’ she said grimly, jabbing her finger downwards. ‘It’s only a mile away.’ She crouched down and grabbed hold of the ladder. ‘It goes to Madame Strang’s Academy.’
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Riz and Olly eased themselves into the hole, and the ladder groaned under their combined weight. One rung at a time, they were swallowed up by the earth. The perfect circle of light above them grew smaller and smaller until it was no bigger than a football, then a pound coin, then a pinprick. They were a long way down.

Crack.

Olly froze. ‘What was that?’

There was silence. Then Riz’s voice floated up from the darkness below. ‘Don’t move. The ladder is…’

CRACK.

Olly hugged the ladder tightly. It gave a wobble. There was no doubt about it – it was coming loose from the wall.

‘GO!’ Riz yelled. ‘DOWN!’

Olly took the ladder two rungs at a time, breathless with fear. How long would it take for them to reach the bottom? Were they just climbing down into an endless pit?

CRACK. CRACK. CRACK.

‘It’s breaking!’ Olly shouted down. ‘Jump, Riz! JUUUUMP!’

Riz didn’t jump. She didn’t have to – the rung she was holding onto simply snapped cleanly in her hand. Without time to grab out, to yell, or even to breathe, she plummeted. Her feet landed on the ground with a neat plop and she stood in embarrassed silence. She’d fallen less than a metre.

Olly landed beside her and thrashed around for a moment. ‘He-e-e-e-e-elp!’ he howled, his eyes squeezed shut and his arms flailing everywhere.

‘Olly.’ Riz poked his shoulder. ‘We’re at the bottom.’

He opened his eyes a crack and looked down at his feet that were planted on solid ground. ‘Oh,’ he said, shoving his hands in his pockets. ‘Good.’

A yellow glow illuminated the tunnel ahead of them. Riz led the way towards the light. They rounded a corner and emerged into a low-ceilinged cave, the slick stone walls shining in the light of a bulb dangling overhead. Rows and rows of wooden barrels were crammed into every available space, most of them overflowing with bright red clay – it looked just like the substance they’d seen when they’d peered into the drill holes back at Eve’s Drop. A stack of empty barrels stood by a thick metal door at the far end of the cave. It looked completely out of place next to the weathered rock, like a black tooth in a perfect set of gnashers.

Riz peered into one of the barrels and winced. ‘Wow, it smells bad,’ she muttered.

Olly suddenly grabbed her wrist and pulled it away from the barrel. ‘Don’t touch that!’ he yelled, hauling her backwards, his eyes wide. ‘I know what this is,’ he murmured. ‘I thought it only existed—’

‘Olly!’ Riz clicked her fingers in front of his eyes. ‘Snap out of it!’

‘This isn’t any normal kind of clay, Riz,’ he stammered, pointing at a label nailed to the barrel’s side. Riz looked closer.

‘BBB,’ she read aloud, and turned back to Olly. His face was grey. ‘What’s BBB?’

Olly gave the smallest shake of his head, as if he couldn’t believe it himself. ‘It has many names – Devil’s Gunpowder, the Red Death, Sicksand, but most people know it as Bulgarian Brain Bane.’ He looked up at her solemnly. ‘It’s probably the most toxic natural element on earth. It causes the brain’s electrical wiring to shut down. And it looks like Madame Strang’s drilled Eve’s Drop dry.’

Goosebumps travelled down Riz’s neck. ‘Shut down?’

‘Your brain switches off. It checks out. Runs away. That stuff basically turns you into a zombie.’

Riz’s eyes grew wide and she took a huge step backwards.

Olly looked around the cave, assessing the barrels. ‘There’s enough clay here to zombify a whole town!’

Riz gasped. ‘The whole of Snoops Bay?’

‘But how, though? That’s the question.’ Olly shook his head.

Riz opened her mouth to reply but a loud CLANG made both of them jump. She whipped round to face the metal door and heard the rusty screech of a key being turned in a lock. ‘Someone’s coming!’

Olly’s face drained of colour and he looked around wildly for a hiding space. ‘There’s nowhere to—’ he began, but Riz grabbed his collar and pulled him towards an empty barrel standing by the door.

‘Get in!’ she mouthed to him, diving in head first.

Olly didn’t wait around, landing on top of Riz with a wheeze. She shoved him off and yanked the hinged wooden lid back over them and listened to the sounds outside: the low tones of a man and the occasional yap of a dog. Her heart hammered at her ribcage.

‘And if she wants another barrel, she can come here with her big high heels and roll it down herself!’ the voice said. Riz recognized it straight away, a cold shiver snaking down her neck. Then came a yap of agreement. Riz could guess who that was.

Yap, yap, yap!

‘The last shipment is at midnight,’ Grule continued. ‘Then it’s down to the salon so everything is ready for the morning.’

The salon? Riz tried to shoot Olly a look, but then realized it was pointless because they were, of course, currently sitting in a dark barrel.

A pause, and then the barrel that they were hiding in shook.

‘This one’s full,’ came Grule’s voice. ‘Help me tip it over.’

Please, no! thought Riz. Olly slipped his sweaty palm into hers and squeezed it tightly.
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There was a loud grunt and the barrel wobbled. Olly keeled over and squashed Riz against the side with an ‘Oooft!’

Grule spoke again, this time lower and with a menacing hint of suspicion. ‘Did you hear that, Mangler?’

Riz covered her mouth with her hand, trying to soften the sound of her breaths and calm her pounding heartbeat.

‘I must be losing my mind,’ came Grule’s voice finally. ‘Too much time around Bulgarian Brain Bane.’

With that, the entire barrel tipped over, landing with a crunch on its side. Riz immediately clutched at Olly. ‘You might want to hold on,’ she whispered, squeezing her eyes tight shut.

‘What do you think is going to—?’

Another hard kick to the barrel, and suddenly they were rolling – over and over and over, picking up speed as if they were descending down a slope. Riz lost track of what was up and what was down. There was only the sickening spinning of the barrel, the roar of the wind and the sound of Olly’s yells as they were tossed around.

Then came a sudden crunch. They’d stopped. Riz tried to raise her head, but the world was spinning in front of her like a globe toppled off its axis. She heard shouts from outside and a harsh white light flooded in as the lid was lifted off the barrel.

‘Well, well, well!’ cooed a voice from above. A voice that was all too familiar. ‘What a lovely surprise.’

Riz tried to focus on the face looking down at her, but the world was still wobbling and a dizzy nausea overwhelmed her.

As quickly as light had streamed into the barrel, it disappeared. The lid had been clamped back down and they were being rolled again, slower this time, the sound of a cold chuckle following their journey.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Riz and Olly eventually came to a stop and were pulled from the darkness of the barrel into a dim chamber that smelled of chemicals. Grule plopped them each into a reclining salon chair and tied their hands together with what looked like an enormous hairband, before looping it round the arm of the chair.

Riz was shivering, but whether it was the breeze whistling through the vast space around them or the realization that they were in big trouble, she didn’t know.

Suddenly Madame Strang came into view, a hideous grin stretched across her mask-like face. ‘Finally,’ the mask purred, ‘we can begin.’ She moved away into the darkness and Riz turned her head to the left towards Olly. His face looked very pale and she noticed a slight tremble in his knees. Then a voice called her name from the right. Her head snapped round, and there was Drew Hill, in a salon chair of his own.

‘Drew!’

Seeing his face sent a warm spark fizzing under Riz’s skin. He looked tired and pale, like Olly, but his eyes were alive, darting this way and that as he tried to wrench his hands out of the hairband tied tightly round them.

‘You owe me overtime,’ she told him weakly. ‘This is not what I expected when I agreed to the job.’

He paused in his wriggling. ‘Yeah,’ he admitted, a sad smile pulling at his mouth. ‘I’m really sorry about that.’

A sudden thunk sounded nearby and a series of hanging lamps overhead burst into light, illuminating their surroundings. They were sitting in the middle of an enormous warehouse with a vaulted roof high above them. White tiles covered the floor and hundreds of empty barrels lined the walls. A single truck, painted a sickly yellow colour, stood at the far end of the warehouse, emblazoned with the words MADAME STRANG’S COSMETICS. A huge picture of her face was spread across one side, with an unfortunate smear of bird droppings covering her left eye.

Snaking the length of the warehouse, from an opening in the wall behind them, was a conveyor belt, ferrying along an endless line of yellow bottles. The bottles whizzed past with a mechanical whirr and were deposited right into the hands of Grule, who was standing at the end of the belt, ready and waiting to place them into a crate. He flashed Riz a toe-curling grin, then returned to his work.

Madame Strang was now clutching a remote control in her hand. She looked hungrily at each of them in turn. ‘Once again, you children made my job very easy,’ she tittered, before addressing Riz and Olly. ‘You two fell, quite literally, into my lap! You made quite the commotion.’

‘Where are we?’ Olly shouted over the racket of the conveyor belt. ‘What are you going to do to us?’

Madame Strang gestured around at the vast warehouse behind her. ‘We’re where the black magic happens. The belly of the beast. The minotaur’s labyrinth!’

‘Speak English!’ snapped Riz.

Madame Strang paused and glared at her. ‘Young lady, it’s very rude to interrupt someone when they’re explaining their dastardly plan to you. Didn’t anyone ever teach you that?’

‘Well, get on with it!’ Drew told her, earning himself a fiery stare too.

‘This time tomorrow,’ Madame Strang hissed, ‘no one in Snoops Bay will ever speak to me like that again.’ She twirled the remote control in her hand. ‘Shall I explain?’ she asked, as if she was a maths teacher about to reveal the answer to a particularly tricky long-division sum.
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‘Luckily we’ve already called the police,’ Riz interrupted her, her voice wavering. ‘They’ll be here any minute.’

A smirk played across Madame Strang’s face. ‘You’re a good liar… Riz, isn’t it? But you don’t fool me. No one is coming to save you or either of your snotty-nosed chums.’

Riz fell silent. Her only hope now was to twist her hands this way and that and hope the knot in the hairband came loose. Glancing to her right and left, she saw that both Drew and Olly were doing the same.

The conveyor belt suddenly hissed to a gentle stop. Grule plopped a few more bottles into a crate and sealed it shut with a snap, then began hauling the crates into the back of the lorry.

‘In twenty-four hours,’ Madame Strang continued, ‘the town of Snoops Bay will be changed beyond all recognition. And for the better, I might add.’ Her eyes were beginning to glow like kindling in a great furnace sparking into flame.

‘You think we don’t know what you’ve been up to?’ shouted Olly. ‘We figured out you’ve been drilling at Eve’s Drop.’

‘Yeah!’ Riz chimed in. ‘We’ve seen all your barrels of Brazilian Brain Bane!’

‘Bulgarian,’ corrected Olly.

‘Whatever!’ shouted Riz.

Madame Strang chuckled, snapping her fingers. ‘My, my! You really have been busy.’

At the sound of the snap, a door to their left was hauled open. The three children squinted into the glare of the lights as a shape – another salon chair – was rolled into view. A figure in a crumpled set of overalls and face mask heaved the chair towards them and a small child wriggled obstinately in the seat. Riz peered closer at his face, at the wide green eyes under the mop of red hair.

‘When I get out of this chair,’ he was telling the figure pushing it, ‘you’re going to enter a world of pain!’

‘ANTON!’ shouted Drew, sounding both relieved and terrified. ‘I’m coming for you, Anton!’

Anton’s head snapped up and he blinked in surprise at seeing his brother. ‘Well, shake a leg, Drew!’ he yelled back. ‘No immediate rush or anything!’

‘So, no “Thank you”?’ Drew shouted back. ‘No “Oh, wow, Drew, thanks for coming to save me”?’

‘Would you like a big slobbery kiss too?’ Anton asked. Riz couldn’t help but roll her eyes.

‘Silence!’ shrieked Madame Strang. ‘If you persist in interrupting my big reveal, I shall have you… ejected.’

The figure that had been pushing Anton’s chair was now arranging a huge porcelain basin under his neck, nestling his head back into a groove carved into it. Riz had seen sinks like this in hairdressing salons, but she couldn’t understand why one had been wheeled into the warehouse.

‘Why don’t you greet our guests?’ Madame Strang asked the figure. Then she turned round. ‘Wouldn’t you like to say hello, darling children?’

The figure in overalls stood in silence.

‘I said…’ Strang repeated loudly. ‘Say… hello!’

Jumping as if woken from a daydream, the figure sluggishly raised a hand to their face mask and pulled it down.

Riz gasped.




CHAPTER NINETEEN



‘Moonyoung Choi!’ cried Olly.

It was Moonyoung, there was no doubt about it, but she looked nothing like she had when Riz and Drew had last seen her. Her eyes were misty, like two poached eggs swirling in a pot of water. She gazed up at the ceiling, her mouth hanging open slightly, as if desperately trying to remember how she’d ended up here.
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‘W-what have you done to her?’ Drew asked, panic creeping into his voice.

‘Moonyoung is one of a long line of clients to have visited my salon.’ Madame Strang smiled sweetly. ‘We gave her brain a good wash, and she’s looking so much better for it, don’t you think, children?’

The four of them sat in stunned silence.

‘She responded particularly well to my latest shampoo, as a matter of fact,’ Madame Strang continued happily. ‘It’s an extra-strong batch, much more potent than any we’ve used before on the brats upstairs!’

‘Let me guess the main ingredient,’ Olly spat, his face blushing red with anger. ‘Bulgarian Brain Bane!’

Grule had appeared at Madame Strang’s side, carrying Mangler. He handed the sausage dog over and then cleared his throat. ‘That’s the last batch loaded, Madame Strang,’ he told her.

‘Excellent,’ she purred, giving Mangler a scratch behind the ears. She waved a hand airily at Olly. ‘All our ingredients are top secret, Oliver,’ she told him. ‘But you clearly have a curious mind. I don’t suppose it could hurt to give you a little glimpse behind the curtain, before we move on to tonight’s main event…’ The hideous smile was back on her face. ‘After all, it’s not like you’ll be telling anyone about this.’

She stabbed a finger down on the remote control in her hand and there was a sudden quiver, like the very ground beneath them was giving way. Then came a deafening hiss, and Riz looked down to see that the floor was pulling apart. A hidden join in the tiles was slowly but surely opening, mere centimetres from where the children’s salon chairs were perched. They gasped as the floor stretched like a yawning mouth, releasing a gust of foul odour. Bit by bit, what lay below the tiles was revealed – a vast bubbling tank of steaming pink liquid. The fluid was frothing, turning and swirling like a stormy sea. Fat bubbles came to the surface and burst with a sickening pop, belching out that same sulphurous stench of rotten eggs that Riz and Olly had smelled at Eve’s Drop and again in the tunnel.
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Madame Strang was gazing down lovingly at the tank. ‘This, children,’ she said quietly, ‘is our main ingredient… plus some harmless little chemicals to cover up that awful smell.’ The thick pink liquid was reflected in her wild eyes. She looked back to the children, from Olly to Riz to Anton and finally to Drew. ‘What you’re looking at is Madame Strang’s Brain-Drain. By tomorrow morning, it’ll be the number-one shampoo in every supermarket, corner shop and beauty salon in Snoops Bay. By tomorrow evening, women will be working it into their dry roots, men will be rubbing it deep into their scalps, parents will be bathing their children in it. And within minutes –’ she drew herself up to her full height – ‘the town will be zombies. Zombies who answer only to me!’

‘You’re bonkers!’ yelled Anton.

‘Bananas!’ shouted Drew.

‘Cuckoo!’ bellowed Olly.

Riz couldn’t speak. Lost in her thoughts, she gazed at the hazy steam rising up from the swirling liquid below. Her dad would be doing the weekly grocery shop tomorrow morning. Like their next-door neighbour. Like her teacher… Hundreds of people all across the town would be flocking into shops, stuffing shampoo bottles into their trolleys. She gulped.

Madame Strang snatched a bottle off the conveyor belt. ‘And here it is,’ she announced, thrusting it into the air. ‘Hot out of the tank, bottled and ready for action!’ She snapped her fingers at Moonyoung, who was standing with her head bowed. ‘Moonyoung!’ she barked. ‘My gloves!’ Then she turned back to Anton’s chair, a nasty sneer spread across her face like a rash. ‘I think it’s time we had a little demonstration, don’t you?’

Anton’s legs started to tremble. ‘What are you going to do?’ he gasped.

‘Don’t fret,’ she told him softly, brushing his red hair away from his eyes. He recoiled in disgust. ‘I know what I’m doing. I’ve been working for twenty years to get to this moment.’ She turned her beaming face back towards the others.

‘Children, you must count yourselves very lucky,’ she declared. ‘You’re all going to receive a personal beauty treatment from the foremost beautician in the world.’

‘Who’s that?’ asked Grule, furrowing his brow for a moment.

‘Me, you imbecile!’ she snapped, rounding on him. ‘Do you want a good washing too?’

Grule held up his hands and took a step back.

‘Enough talking!’ screeched Madame Strang. She handed the remote control to Grule and yanked on the pair of thick plastic gloves that Moonyoung was holding. Picking up the yellow bottle once more, she popped open the lid. ‘Time for a wash, Anton!’

‘THIS IS CRAZY!’ screamed Drew from his chair, looking as if he was about to faint.

‘Crazy? Genius? What’s the difference?’ Madame Strang shot back.

There has to be a way to stop this! Riz thought. She wracked her brain, thinking about every trick, every escape plan, every stunt she’d ever pulled. She frantically pulled and twisted her hands, trying to free herself, but the knot was too tight.

Grule’s face had suddenly turned a pasty green colour. He sniffed the air, wrinkling his nose in disgust. ‘Good grief! That Bulgarian Brain Bane smells terrible!’ He gagged.

‘What are you babbling on about?’ snapped Madame Strang. ‘It smells perfectly fine to—’ She paused suddenly and grimaced, sniffing the air herself. ‘What on earth is that ghastly stench?’

Riz smelled it too. ‘Eugh!’

Madame Strang was breathing deeply through her nostrils, trying to pinpoint the source of the smell. ‘It smells like… corned beef… and chopped liver…?’ She suddenly sighed in irritation. ‘Mangler!’

Madame Strange and Grule whipped round and stared accusingly at the sausage dog, who was sitting innocently by the edge of the tank. He blinked.

‘No more midnight snacks for you!’ Madame Strang barked at him. ‘It plays havoc with your digestive system! Gosh, that smell is toxic.’

Mangler looked heartbroken, dropping his head.

‘No whining!’ scolded Strang, wagging her finger at him. ‘And no more parping!’

There was a whoosh and something whizzed past Riz’s ear in Anton’s direction… something floppy and red. She turned her head towards him, but he was sitting innocently, hands clasped together. Nothing seemed to have changed. And no one else seemed to have noticed, too distracted by Mangler’s fart.

Madame Strang was now squirting an enormous blob of Brain-Drain onto her gloves. She strode back to Anton’s seat and beamed manically as she began to massage it into his hair.

‘ANTON! NO!’ yelled Drew. ‘NOOOO!’

Madame Strang continued to rub the goop into his scalp, humming to herself as she worked. ‘So, doing anything nice at the weekend?’ she cooed to him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY



Riz watched in horror as Anton’s eyes widened in surprise, his head twitching this way and that as the Brain-Drain seeped into his scalp. Madame Strang’s fingers danced around in his hair, daubing another smear of the gunk into his pores. A pink foam had ballooned on his head, and she worked it into his skin like she was kneading a lump of dough.

Finally, when Anton’s eyes had closed and his head had slumped forward, she took a step back and stripped off her gloves. ‘We’ll just let that settle in.’ She smiled wickedly as Mangler trotted over to guard Anton’s chair.

‘Anton!’ Drew called to his brother through a mess of tears and snot. ‘ANTON! WAKE UP!’

‘Save your breath, you blubbering idiot,’ Grule told him sourly. ‘It’s no use. His brain’s run away for good.’

Riz sat frozen, rigid as a board. She stared at the boy slumped over in the chair in front of them. Come on, Anton, she thought. Enough play-acting. Wake up and tell Strang to get stuffed.

But there was no sign of life. Not even a twitch.

And then she saw it.

She almost burst out laughing, catching the guffaw moments before it could erupt from her mouth. She swallowed it down, and remembered to look shocked and angry under Madame Strang’s watchful gaze. She thought back to the red flash that she’d seen whizzing past her ear only moments before, and then she locked eyes with Olly.

‘Prepare the next one!’ Madame Strang screeched to Moonyoung, who set about wheeling the porcelain sink behind Drew’s chair.

If Riz was right about what she’d seen, then now was their only opportunity. She had one chance to make this work.

‘I’ll go next!’ she shouted suddenly. Drew twisted round to her.

‘Riz, no!’ he pleaded. ‘There must be another way!’

Madame Strang looked uncertainly at Riz, who jutted out her chin and stared back in what she hoped was a defiant glare.

‘Fine.’ Madame Strang shrugged. ‘Let’s do the girl next. Pass me another bottle, Grule!’ She pulled on a fresh pair of gloves and flicked off the lid, before raising it to Riz’s head. ‘Hair today, brain gone tomorrow!’ she chanted, cackling.

‘Riz!’ Drew was leaning forward in his chair and shaking his head. ‘What are you doing?’

Riz lowered her voice. ‘Isn’t it obvious, Drew? I’m doing what you hired me for. I’m creating a diversion.’

Madame Strang froze, the Brain-Drain clutched in her hand. ‘What did you say?’

‘FREEZE, STRANG!’ came a voice. ‘Or the sausage dog goes for a swim!’

Every head swivelled towards the sound of Anton’s voice.

The boy was standing at the far end of the bubbling tank of Brain-Drain, cradling a wriggling Mangler in his arms. His mouth was a slash of grim determination and he glared furiously at the woman holding the bottle over Riz’s head. On the floor beside him was a wet clump of red hair streaked with pink gunge – Moonyoung’s wig!

Riz had been right after all. She opened her mouth and whooped in relief. Olly was laughing too.

‘Thanks for the wig!’ Anton shouted to him.

‘Thank Moonyoung!’ Olly called back.

‘That’s my little brother!’ crowed Drew, turning round to Riz like a proud dad at a football game. ‘That’s my little brother!’

‘I know, Drew,’ Riz told him. ‘That’s literally the only reason we’re here.’

Madame Strang’s confusion had twisted into a snarl. ‘You wretched children really don’t know when you’re beaten, do you?’

Grule took a step towards Anton, his eyes never leaving the boy.

‘Stay right there, Grule!’ Anton warned, stepping closer to the edge of the tank. The Brain-Drain lapped hungrily at the sides, popping and burping loudly. ‘One more step and we’ll see if Mangler knows how to doggy-paddle!’

‘You don’t have the guts!’ Grule spat, taking another step forward.

Mangler snapped and tried to nip the hands that held him. Anton’s face was set in stone, but Riz could see a nervous flicker in his eyes.

He won’t do it, she thought to herself.

‘Do it!’ said Madame Strang suddenly, lowering the bottle of Brain-Drain and gazing straight at the boy holding the dog.

‘Do it, Anton. See if I care!’

Mangler stopped wriggling and stared at his mistress. A tiny whine escaped from his mouth.

Anton was staring at her too, his mouth hanging open in confusion. ‘I… I will,’ he stammered. ‘Don’t try to bluff me, Strang!’

Madame Strang gave a shrug and arched an eyebrow. ‘I have dozens of dogs. Dozens of them willing to do my bidding. You Brain-Drain Mangler’s pea-sized brain, and there’ll be another sausage dog swilling and ready to take his place.’ Mangler’s eyes widened in shock, and Strang let out a cruel laugh. ‘Did you really think you were special, Mangler? Did you really think I couldn’t do this without you?’ She cocked her head to one side, like a parent explaining something to a child. ‘I chose you from your litter because you’re so easy to push around,’ she told him softly. ‘So eager to please. But there’s plenty more like you.’

Riz felt a stab of pity as Mangler took in his mistress’s words, a faint wobble beginning in his lower lip.

Madame Strang noticed the wobble. ‘Are you going to cry?’ she asked in a jeering tone. She looked back at Anton, whose face was now deathly pale. ‘Toss him in!’ she shouted. ‘See if I care!’

Distracted by Madame Strang, Anton had forgotten all about Grule, who suddenly lunged at the boy, poised to shove him into the tank below. Anton tried to twist out of the way without dropping Mangler, and the sausage dog saw his chance to break free. In a flash, he’d launched himself out of Anton’s grip and straight at Grule, baring his teeth in a vicious snarl.

Grule threw up his arms in self-defence, yelping as the dog clamped his jaws onto his trouser leg and savagely tore at the fabric. The remote control in Grule’s grasp went sailing over their heads, landing centimetres from Olly’s seat. He stared at it, wide-eyed, then began to buck wildly in his chair, straining to reach the remote with his foot.

Anton stumbled back in shock, and Drew yelled as his little brother suddenly found himself teetering on the rim of the tank. Just as it seemed he was about to topple backwards, he managed at the very last moment to grab hold of the edge and cling on desperately, his trainers dangling over the froth below.

‘Stay where you are, Anton!’ Drew shouted. ‘We’re coming!’

‘I don’t really have a choice, Drew!’ his brother gasped back.

‘Shut him up!’ Madame Strang ordered Grule, who was still trying to dislodge Mangler from his trouser leg. She whipped back round to Riz. ‘Don’t worry, Riz. You’ll get your Brain-Drain!’

This was Riz’s chance.

She used her feet to push her chair in Madame Strang’s direction and then drove her shoulder hard into the monster’s stomach, sending her staggering backwards with a shriek. Madame Strang quickly composed herself and dived towards Riz, swiping madly at her. One of her razor-sharp fingernails caught the hairband round Riz’s wrists, tearing it cleanly in two, and Riz threw her hands upwards with a yell. She felt them connect with Madame Strang’s great mop of hair and she pulled down hard. In one swift motion, an enormous black wig came away from her head.

Madame Strang, now bald as a baby, snatched at the wig, screeching like a banshee. ‘GIVE IT BACK!’ she screamed.

But Riz held on tight and suddenly there was an ear-popping rip as ribbons of luscious black locks showered to the floor.

‘NO!’ gasped Madame Strang, falling to her knees and scrabbling to collect the remains of her wig. ‘MY HAIR!’
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Then came a loud clunk and a roar filled the warehouse as the conveyor belt burst into life again, sending bottles whizzing past faster and faster in a blur before Riz’s eyes. She looked towards Olly, who was now clutching the remote control.

‘Whoops! Wrong button!’ he said with a grin.

The bottles of Brain-Drain were now reaching the end of the conveyor belt and, with nowhere else to go, they flew off and smashed into the walls.

Madame Strang, still trying to piece together her tattered wig, howled with rage from the floor. ‘GRULE!’ she shrieked. ‘GET THEM!’





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



At the sound of Madame Strang’s voice, Mangler turned away from Grule, his eyes locking on her instead. He leapt towards his former mistress, baring his fangs with a low growl. She froze and raised her hands slowly, half of her wig now sitting lopsided on her bald head.

‘Now, Mangler,’ she began, her voice dripping with honey, ‘I didn’t mean what I said – you know that, don’t you?’

Mangler growled louder and began to pad closer.

Amid the chaos, Riz had run over to Drew’s chair and she was now trying to pull apart the final knot round his wrists.

‘Olly, quick!’ yelled Drew over the sound of the smashing bottles. ‘GET ANTON!’

‘Oh, yes!’ Olly took a step towards the tank, where Anton was still just about clinging on.

‘Hang on, Anton!’ he called. ‘I’m coming!’

Suddenly Grule blocked his path. ‘I think not!’

Olly’s shoulders drooped in exasperation. ‘Give it up, Grule!’

‘Fat chance!’ Grule snapped, lunging for him. Olly danced out of his way and dashed towards the conveyor belt. ‘IT’S OVER!’ he bellowed at Grule, and swept his hand across the belt, sending bottles flying in every direction. ‘We won’t let a single bottle of Brain-Drain get anywhere near Snoops Bay!’

Grule leapt at him and flung a hand forward. Olly ducked and clambered up onto the conveyor belt, charging like a bull through the endless wave of bottles.

Riz had finally managed to free Drew’s hands and he dashed to the edge of the tank, grabbing hold of his brother as the pink ooze bubbled and seethed below. ‘I’ve got you!’ he yelled.

Grule had now succeeded in hauling himself up onto the conveyor belt. His legs started to pound on the track, which raced beneath him like a raging river as he tried to catch up to Olly.

‘HE-E-E-ELP!’ Olly bellowed, puffing for breath as Grule inched closer and closer.
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Drew hauled Anton up and away from the tank’s edge. The two brothers grabbed each other in a tight hug. ‘Your face is filthy!’ Drew said, licking his thumb and trying to wipe some of the grime from Anton’s cheeks.

‘Ew, get off!’ Anton made a face and swatted him away.

‘ERM, GUYS! A LITTLE HELP?’ Olly screamed.

The gap between Olly and Grule had narrowed and any second now Grule’s long, spindly fingers would close round Olly’s collar.

Riz dived for the remote control. There were orange buttons, green buttons, blue buttons and one red one with the words STOP BELT written underneath. Riz’s finger hovered over the red button. She had an idea, but would it work?

She looked up at Olly and yelled, ‘JUMP!’

‘You… little… brat!’ Grule panted, sucking in giant lungfuls of air.

‘NOW, OLLY!’ Riz roared.

With a petrified cry, Olly dived off the belt and landed on the tiles, narrowly avoiding a pile of broken bottles and spilled Brain-Drain that had pooled menacingly close to Riz. He struggled to his feet, greedily gasping in air. ‘If that’s what a gym is like, I’m never going!’

Riz raised the remote control and pushed down hard on the STOP BELT button.

With the screech of grinding gears, the belt juddered to a halt. Grule stumbled in surprise but steadied himself quickly. Anton was suddenly at Riz’s side, a bottle of Brain-Drain in his hand.

‘Hey, Grule!’ he called up. ‘Have a bottle on the house!’ He tossed the bottle at Grule, and the Brain-Drain hit him squarely on the chest before bouncing off and smashing on the tiles below. Grule gave a squeak of surprise and careered backwards, his arms flailing like a windmill. But this time he couldn’t regain his balance and, like a limp doll, he teetered off the belt, falling straight into the tank. With a great splash, he landed in the Brain-Drain, resurfacing moments later with a mouthful of gunge.

‘HE-E-E-ELP!’ he spluttered. ‘GET! ME! OU-U-UT!’

Olly rushed to the edge of the tank and looked down at the paddling man below. He stood and drew himself up to his full height, an eyebrow raised.

‘Grule,’ he declared, ‘take a bath, because…’

He trailed off. ‘Because… you smell.’

Riz, Drew and Anton stood in awkward silence. ‘Your punchlines need work, Olly,’ Drew muttered.

Riz whirled round to face the warehouse floor. ‘Hang on, guys. Where’s Strang?’ A gust of wind suddenly flapped around her, and with a horrible sinking feeling she noticed that the huge door at the far end of the warehouse was ajar.

‘NO!’ moaned Drew.
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The four children rushed to the exit but, as they reached the door, a pile of barrels next to them shifted and a small, furry head poked out. It gave a mournful whimper and Riz could have sworn she heard a soft paarrrpp.

‘Mangler!’ gasped Drew, grabbing the dog from the barrel. ‘Where did Strang go?’

Mangler gave a dazed yap pointedly towards the open door. The children looked out and down the hill to where a rough dirt track wound deep into the forest below.

‘She’s gone!’ Drew groaned.

‘She won’t get far,’ Riz said, unsure if she believed that herself.

Olly was patting his pockets, searching for something. ‘Does anyone have a pen?’ he suddenly asked. ‘Or a pencil?’

‘For what?’ Riz said, lowering herself to the ground. She was suddenly exhausted.

Olly crouched beside her. ‘To write all of this down, of course!’ he said. ‘This is the biggest news story of my career and I don’t want to forget a thing!’

Drew and Anton were still standing by the door, gazing into the forest below.

‘I wouldn’t worry, Olly,’ Drew sighed. ‘I don’t think we’re going to forget this day any time soon.’





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



A week later

The Snoops Bay police found a barrel at the edge of the forest, smashed to pieces. A police officer came to Riz’s house and told her that Madame Sigourney Strang had most likely climbed inside, rolled down the hill at back-breaking speed, and then crashed into a tree.

The only clue they had was a clump of wispy, black wig hair clinging to the branch of a nearby tree. Apart from that, it seemed that Madame Strang had vanished into thin air.

‘We won’t be seeing any more of her,’ the police officer had reassured everyone, helping himself to another slice of Riz’s mum’s apple tart. Riz had smiled weakly and crossed her fingers under the kitchen table.

As soon as the police officer left, Riz made her way to Olly’s house to meet him, Drew and Anton, and they were now ‘proofreading’ Unearthed’s next front-page story. They sat in a circle on his bedroom floor, and Olly began to read the article aloud, savouring the chance to perform to a rapt audience.

He read about Drew Hill’s escape from Madame Strang’s Academy, the brainwashing of the swashbuckling journalist Moonyoung Choi, the explosion at the Snoops Bay Sniffer, the drilling at Eve’s Drop and how close the people of Snoops Bay had come to smearing toxic pink goop all over their scalps. The one thing he’d agreed not to reveal was Riz’s fake-friendship business, and she was grateful to him. They were real friends now, after all.

‘And so,’ he continued, ‘Snoops Bay’s evil nemesis and her diabolical scheme to brainwash the town into zombified goons is no more. Our heroes have returned to normal life and will soon be back at school after the most memorable summer.’

All four children shuddered.

‘Drew and Anton Hill are at the academy once more, which is now under different management and has been renamed Eve’s Drop Academy. Both Drew and Anton have told this reporter that the new owner is much nicer than Madame Strang, even if the canteen dinners are still terrible.’
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‘Custard shouldn’t stay in a bowl if you turn it upside down!’ Anton interrupted.

‘Barnaby Grule, Madame Strang’s right-hand man, was fished out of the Brain-Drain tank and hasn’t spoken a word since. He was found guilty of multiple charges, including conspiracy to brainwash an entire town, and he was also found to owe the council over twenty-one thousand pounds in unpaid parking tickets. He’s expected to be in prison for a very long time.’

Drew high-fived Riz.

‘Moonyoung Choi, meanwhile,’ Olly read on, ‘will spend many more weeks in hospital, and so far doctors have been unable to reverse the effects of the Brain-Drain. She remains in a zombified trance, and plans to make a living in politics – hoping to become the next president of the United States.’

Riz raised her eyebrows.

‘As for Mangler,’ Olly continued, ‘he and his fellow sausage dogs have been adopted by a local Snoops Bay pensioner – Priscilla Cavendish. She’s famous in town for calling random phone numbers and ordering chicken burgers. Mangler has been renamed Onions.’

‘Because he makes people cry?’ said Drew, stifling a snigger and earning a stern look from Olly.

‘I cycled past Priscilla’s house this morning,’ Anton said, giggling. ‘She’d dressed Mangler up in a little pink dress and she was making him have a tea party with her.’

Olly grinned and went back to reading the article. ‘And there our story ends. The events I’ve recounted in these pages are true, and the people who lived through them still reside here in the sleepy town of Snoops Bay.’
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His tone suddenly changed and he spoke quickly in a low voice, as if advertising the fine print at the end of a commercial. ‘If you’d like to know more about what happened at Madame Strang’s Academy, you’ll be able to read all about it in my new book: Highly Strang: The Demon Beautician of Snoops Bay, which will soon be available to buy in all good bookshops and would make an ideal Christmas stocking-filler (£9.99, discounts available for subscribers to Unearthed.’

With a flourish, he snapped his notebook shut and beamed. Riz applauded and the Hill brothers joined in.

‘It’s much more interesting than mud!’ Anton chirped, and Olly shushed him, as if the jars on the shelves above them might hear.

Riz smiled at her friend and he smiled back. ‘Nice job, Olly,’ she said finally, climbing to her feet. ‘I look forward to reading it myself!’

‘Where are you off to?’ he asked, looking forlorn. ‘I was thinking I could read you something else. Maybe my column on the twenty muds to look out for next year?’

‘I have to go,’ Riz said immediately, slinging her rucksack over her back. ‘I have a client this afternoon. I’m helping her cut her cat’s toenails…’ She grimaced. ‘But I’m sure Drew and Anton would love to hear all about it!’ She winked at Drew, who had a face like thunder. ‘See you tomorrow!’

She pulled the door tightly shut as Olly began to read again, and clomped down the stairs. Olly’s dad was standing by the front door, shifting anxiously from one foot to another. He noticed her coming and pulled a thick envelope from his pocket.

‘I know you’ve done a lot of overtime,’ he muttered, ‘but this should cover it?’

Riz looked at him, and then down at the envelope, and then shook her head.

‘That’s okay, Mr Rudd,’ she said, yanking open the front door and stepping out into the sun. ‘I’m considering a career change, actually.’

He stood bewildered in the doorway, staring after her. ‘What sort of career change?’

Riz jumped on her bike and began to freewheel down the street. She sucked in a breath of cool air and called back to him over her shoulder.

‘That’s another story!’
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