

[image: image]



For my beloved sister Kitty, and her beastly bear Rufus. You can battle it out to see who’s more deserving of this dedication.

J. M. P.

For Nani and Fefe.

I. F.

First published in Great Britain 2022 by Farshore

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

Text Copyright © 2022 Jack Meggitt-Phillips

Illustrations copyright © 2022 Isabelle Follath

The moral rights of the author and cover illustrator have been asserted

eISBN 978 1 4052 9894 0

farshore.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher and copyright owner.

Stay safe online. Any website addresses listed in this book are correct at the time of going to print. However, Farshore is not responsible for content hosted by third parties. Please be aware that online content can be subject to change and websites can containcontent that is unsuitable for children.

We advise that all children are supervised when using the internet


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]

The only thing left of Wintloria was the forest, and there wasn’t much of that left any more.

The trees were said to possess an ancient and beguiling form of magic - leaves that could wipe away scars, fruit nourishing enough to sustain an entire family for a week, bark that could scratch any itch, no matter how irksome or inconveniently located. As a result, the forest attracted much unwanted attention from the sort of people who couldn’t appreciate beauty unless they could chop it down and make it their own.

As the forest grew smaller and the trophy hunters grew greedier, many of the animals deserted its branches. However, there was one group of creatures who stubbornly refused to leave.
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There were only nineteen Wintlorian purple-breasted parrots left in the world, and nearly all of them lived in the Wintorian rainforest. They were a noisy and deeply impractical species, constantly searching for opportunities to sing another song or host another feathery fashion show, when they should have been worrying about their own existence.

On this particular day, the parrots had gathered in the hollow trunk of the largest tree to celebrate their third feast of the week. The first feast had been thrown to mark the queen’s favourite corgi’s half-birthday, while the second had been to celebrate the fact that one of the parrots had finally found the piece of string she had been looking for all afternoon. This third feast, however, promised to be a very special one indeed.

Every parrot was dressed in their featheriest finery. They were all laying delicious egg-shaped meals for each other, and the volume of their songs was already approaching a level that some may have termed ‘rowdy’. At the top of the tree, a young male parrot named Mortimer was hanging up a banner that read: WELCOME HOME, CLAUDETTE.
 
“Spiffy-whiff sign, Morty!” said Giulietta, an extremely well-dressed older parrot. “Need a spot of help hanging the thing up?”

Mortimer grimaced. For one thing, the only person he allowed to call him ‘Morty’ was Claudette. For another, he hated his species’ obsession with always having to do things together.

“I’m fine,” he snapped. “I don’t need anyone’s help.”

“I know you don’t need the help,” said Giulietta, “but it’s nice to have it all the same, what-what? If we only focused on the things we needed in life, then there would no such thing as the cha-cha - ooh, or the blueberry cheesecake.”

Thrilled with her own marvellous observation, Giulietta started humming the tune to a cha-cha, as she wiggled her sizeable bottom and laid an egg containing a blueberry cheesecake. She flew up and grabbed one end of Mortimer’s banner.

“Get off!” shouted Mortimer, as he tugged it away from her.

“I shall do no such thing,” said Giulietta, tugging right back. “Every parrot knows that four talons are better than two.”

The tug of war continued - Giulietta determined to offer help, Mortimer even more determined not to accept it - until the banner ripped down the middle.

“Whoopsie-poopsie,” said Giulietta.

“Whoopsie-poopsie?!” spluttered Mortimer. “I spent all week working on this so it would be perfect for Claudette, and now you’ve ruined it, you blithering twerp!”

Giulietta’s eyes filled with purple tears. She wasn’t used to hearing such unfriendly words in the forest because all Wintlorians were supposed to be kind to each other and the world around them.

“S-s-sorry, M-M-Morty,” she stammered. “I should have been more c-c-careful.”

“You should never have bothered me in the first place,” said Mortimer. “Go away and make someone else’s life a misery instead.”

Giulietta flapped her way back down to the bottom of the tree, raining purple tears. Mortimer hung up the larger part of the banner, which now read: ME HOME, CLAUDETTE.

He was irritated to find that he was feeling guilty about how he had treated Giulietta, even though she was the one who had destroyed the banner. He knew that Claudette would make him apologise when she got there, so, reluctantly, he swooped down to the bottom of the tree.

The hollow trunk was a chaos of purple, with every bird singing and dancing a merry tune about the return of their favourite parrot. They sang about the exquisite fluffiness of Claudette’s feathers, the honey-dipped silkiness of her voice, and the kindness she showed to everyone she met. There was even an entire verse dedicated to the sparkle in her left eye.

Unlike the rest of his species, Mortimer was not a fan of feasts. Usually, he made excuses to avoid them, and had only made an exception for this one because of his affection for Claudette. In fact, out of all the parrots in the forest, Mortimer was probably the one who loved Claudette the most. She had acted as a mother to him after his parents had been killed by trophy hunters.

If Mortimer had been a singing or dancing sort of parrot, then he could have led a verse that would have moved the rest of the tree to tears. He wondered whether he should give it a go, for Claudette’s sake. Reluctantly, and shaking ever so slightly, he stepped further into the gathering. But, before he could sing a note, or give his bottom so much as a wiggle, the whole forest began to shake.

A puddle grew out of the ground in front of the tree. At first it looked like any normal puddle - the sort you might find on a pavement after a rainy day, or in a gym after an especially sweaty game of dodgeball. But then it started to spit and hiss.

“She’s on her way!” said Mortimer in excitement. “Any moment now, Claudette will be here!”

For the past few weeks, Claudette had been in the Care of the Division of Removing Rapscallions in Secret (D.o.R.R.i.S. among friends), a secret organisation whose agents travelled almost exclusively via puddle portals. None of the parrots were entirely sure why Claudette needed to be looked after by D.o.R.R.i.S. in the first place, but they were all terribly excited to see her. Mortimer fluffed his feathers to make sure they were at their very best, while the others sang Claudette’s song at an increasingly hysterical volume.

The puddle spat out three D.o.R.R.i.S. agents, otherwise known as Dorrises: one human, another humanish and the final one not human at all. They were all sporting weapons as varied as their appearances.

“Who’s the highest-ranking parrot here? I have a special message from D.o.R.R.i.S. head agent, Mr Nicholas Nickle,” said Agent Hughie, a suave human being with a laser gun.
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“There is no ranking system in Wintloria,” answered one of the parrots in a sing-song voice. “Every man, parrot and toad lives equally in this forest.”

“That is simply not acceptable,” said Agent Louie, a humanish agent with orange scales instead of skin. “There must be someone in charge. We can’t conduct a conversation with all of you at once.”

“Why ever not? We Wintlorians are all charming conversationalists. Try us on any topic, and I promise we won’t disappoint,” answered a different parrot.
 
“Name . . . a . . . leader,” hissed Agent Stewie, who looked like the result of what might happen if a cactus fell in love with a large possum. “If you don’t, we won’t be able to portal Claudette to this location.”

“I’m in charge,” said Mortimer, stepping forward. “Give us Claudette, now.”

There was murmuring aplenty from the other parrots. None would say it aloud, but all were thinking that if there was a leader of their species, it certainly wouldn’t be Mortimer.

Agent Hughie bent over, nose to beak with the young parrot. “What is your name, rank and occupation?”

“None of your business, none of your business and none of your business,” answered Mortimer. “Where’s Claudette?”

Agent Hughie clicked at Agent Louie, who presented Mortimer with an incomprehensible medical chart. Agent Stewie hissed coordinates into a peculiar radio.

“Mr Nickle felt we should warn you about Claudette’s condition, because we know she’s been hiding the truth,” said Agent Hughie. “She didn’t want to worry you all.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Mortimer. His tone was sharp and unfriendly, but inside he was jittery with fear and worry. “Just tell me.”

“Claudette has been in contact with a creature as dark, dangerous and prickly as a hedgehog waiting in the shadows with a torpedo,” said Agent Louie. “We’ve done what we can for her, but there’s something blocking her recovery. Her experience with . . . this thing . . . has left her weak.” “She’s lucky to be alive at all,” hissed Agent Stewie with a shudder. “Wherever this creature goes, death and destruction usually follow.”

“What creature?” asked Mortimer. “Why aren’t any of you speaking its name?”

The three agents shared a glance.

“We just wanted you to be prepared,” said Agent Hughie, as he nodded to Agent Stewie. “Mr Nickle felt it was the least you deserved.”

Agent Stewie fiddled with a high-tech device that looked awfully like an umbrella. The puddle portal started to hiss and spit again - more angrily this time.

The parrots at the back, who hadn’t heard the conversation, started whooping, cheering and singing the song of Claudette again. The other parrots joined in, hoping to steel their nerves with the song, but Mortimer kept his beak closed.

The singing grew louder and the puddle grew hissier and more spitful, until something purple burst out. The singing immediately stopped.

The something purple was Claudette.

It took a moment for the parrots to recognise her, because she had changed so very much. Her once splendid feathers were now pale and patchy, the sparkle in both her eyes had dimmed, and she was using a small crutch under one of her wings. She tried her hardest to put a smile across her beak.

“Hullo, poppets,” she said. Her beautiful voice was raspy and cracked. “It’s so very nice to see you all. Shall we sing a -?”

Claudette was trying to be brave but the exertion was too much for her. She wobbled on her talons and fell to the floor.
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Mortimer immediately flew to her side. The other parrots fetched leaves, barks, fruit and other secrets of the forest that might heal her ailments. Mortimer cradled Claudette in his small wings, demonstrating a delicacy and a gentleness that none of the other parrots had seen before.

“Claudette . . . I . . .” began Mortimer.

He didn’t know what to say. Last time he had seen Claudette, she had been able to get through an entire concert without breaking a sweat. Now she couldn’t even get through a sentence. The sight of his favourite parrot in the world looking so weak made him feel terrified and powerless - but, above all, absolutely furious.

“Who did this to you, Claudette?” Mortimer tried using his softest voice, but it just came out bitter and hard. “Give me a name!”

“The beast,” murmured Claudette. Using the little strength she had left, she sat up and whispered urgently into his ear, “I’ve seen into the beast’s mind, Morty: its dreadful deeds, its awful memories. And yet nothing compares to the things that it wants to do to a girl named Bethany. Save her, Morty. Do whatever it takes, and SAVE BETHANY.”
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“LET ME GOOO!” Bethany cried, as the beast’s two fat tongues slithered around her neck like a pair of greedy cobras.

She was trapped in the glowing red walls of a D.o.R.R.i.S. laser cage. Her best friend, the young 512-year-old Ebenezer Tweezer, was lying dead on the floor.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” said the beast. Bethany had no idea how it was still able to speak, because she couldn’t see its face. “This particular feast has been a long time coming, and I have every intention of enjoying my supper.”

As the beast spoke, more and more tongues wrapped themselves around Bethany - first slithering around her sneakers and jeans, then covering her jumper, before two more headed straight for her face.
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“Did you really think you could escape me?” asked the beast. Bethany wriggled and writhed, as she felt herself being dragged towards the beast’s dribbling, stinking mouth. “Didn’t you realise the truth? I always have another scheme up my sleeves.”

The beast let out a deep, slithery chuckle. As Bethany was dragged closer to her death, she realised that this was inevitable. She’d never had a chance of defeating the beast.

And then, just as she was about to be chomped to pieces, Bethany woke up.

She found herself tossing and turning in her bedroom of the fifteen-storey house. She was soaking wet. At first, she thought she was drenched in the beast’s dribble, before she realised that it was just her own sweat. She patted her body, furiously checking that every limb, finger, knuckle and kneecap was still there, unchomped and ready to use.
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She jumped unsteadily out of bed. Her legs were still trembling, and she had to rub her eyes a few times to make absolutely certain that she wasn’t actually trapped in the beast’s cage.

“Stupid, stupid brain,” she grumbled. “Why do you always have to give me nightmares?”

Her brain had been tormenting her with nightmares for months - ever since she had last seen the beast in its cage. Sometimes her mind had devised elaborate scenarios involving exploding teapots and volcanic beehives; other times it had kept things classic with a simple head-chomping.

It always took Bethany a few moments to recover. She was forever grateful that the creature who had almost eaten her alive (twice) was trapped in some faraway cage. If her legs hadn’t still been trembling, she might even have attempted to jump for joy.

Bethany got dressed and stomped out of the room, determined to put the whole thing behind her. She hadn’t told anyone about her nightmares, because speaking about them somehow made them more real.

When she got downstairs, she found Ebenezer worriedly looking out of the window. Usually, Bethany liked to begin her day by pranking Ebenezer, or making fun of his stupid waistcoats, but there was something about seeing him dead in her dreams that put her in a more generous mood. She ran over and treated him to an ever so slightly terrifying grin.

“Morning, gitface!” She took a moment to compose herself, because she was never very good at saying soppy things. “I just want you to know . . . I’m really glad you haven’t been horribly murdered.”

Ebenezer turned away from the window and blinked at her a few times. This was one of the nicest things that Bethany had ever said to him, and he had no idea what he had done to deserve it.

“Thank you, Bethany,” said Ebenezer. He wasn’t too good at the soppy stuff either, so he took a deep breath. “I . . . well, I’m delighted that you haven’t been horribly murdered either.”

Bethany flashed her terrifying grin again, before stomping through to the kitchen. She picked up a hammer and started bashing a poor, defenceless muffin to death, while Ebenezer returned his attention to the window.

“Anyone there yet?” shouted Bethany.

Outside on the lawn, Ebenezer had put up a rather heroic- looking portrait of himself, standing upon a mountaintop. Next to this, there was a sign that read:


DO-GOODING OPEN HOUSE

Got a problem? Ring the bell, and Mr Tweezer will solve it. Please form an orderly queue.



Unfortunately, there was no queue to be formed - orderly or otherwise. There wasn’t even so much as a pigeon upon the lawn.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” said Ebenezer. “It’s like the neighbourhood doesn’t want any of my gorgeous help.”

As part of their do-gooding mission, Ebenezer had set up The Wise Tweezer - a problem-solving business that consulted on any issue, no matter how big or small. At the beginning, he had entertained dozens of clients but, one by one, they had all fallen away. In an attempt to get them back, and promote the business, he had commissioned an artist to paint him in a variety of provocative poses and outfits.

“Maybe I should put out the portrait of me saving Lord Tibbles from a tree instead,” said Ebenezer. “My eyes really sparkle in that one.”

“Or maybe you should just accept that people aren’t gonna come visiting today,” said Bethany. “Maybe they’ve had enough of your unique kind of . . . help.”

“Poppycock! The Wise Tweezer is nothing short of a triumph. After five centuries of living, it’s no wonder that I’m so very wisdomous,” said Ebenezer. “Why, only yesterday the bird-keeper asked if I could help his hoatzin smell less like an egg sandwich that’s been left out in the sun for a few decades. I took a long, hard sit-down in the Contemplation Chambers on the fourth floor. I dedicated so much time to the problem that I missed lunch and afternoon tea.”

“Yeah, but what did you actually do about it?” asked Bethany.

“Well, after oodles of noodle-scratching, I realised that I couldn’t help the poor fellow. I explained to the bird-keeper that I am not, nor have I ever been, a hoatzin - and therefore couldn’t possibly be expected to understand the smells of one,” said Ebenezer. “I sent him away with a pat on the back and a promise that I would do my utmost to help him with any other problems he might have in the future. He didn’t show it, but I could tell that he was terribly moved by all the effort that I had put into his little problem.”

Bethany smirked. Nearly all of Ebenezer’s do-gooding projects ended with him telling neighbours that he couldn’t help them after all. She was going to point out that spending his days sitting in the Contemplation Chambers wasn’t all that helpful but, for once, she bit her tongue. It had taken a long time to get Ebenezer interested in do-gooding, and she didn’t want to say anything that might dampen his enthusiasm.

“You’re right - we’re both doing a lot of good,” said Bethany, in her least sarcastic voice. She scattered her muffin corpse between two slices of bread and picked up a bottle of squirty mayonnaise from the fridge. “And we’re able to do it, ’cause no one’s getting in our way. It’s like our friend Claudette says - once you remove the bad from your life, the good finds it a lot easier to move in.”

“She’s a wise parrot,” said Ebenezer. He was always slightly uncomfortable whenever Claudette was mentioned, because he felt guilty about everything that the beast had done to her. “How is she?”

“She’s supposed to be back in Wintloria today,” said Bethany. “She’s gonna send us her address so we can write LOADS of postcards to each other.”

“Oh, how marvellous! I can’t wait to tell her all about the wonders of The Wise Tweezer,” said Ebenezer, clapping his hands. “She’s going to be so proud of how far we’ve moved on from the beast.”

Bethany shuddered at the mention of the beast. She squeezed the squirty bottle like a stress ball, and accidentally caused a mayonnaise explosion. Fortunately, explosions were pretty commonplace around Bethany’s sandwiches, so Ebenezer didn’t pay much attention.

“Speaking of which, how’s it all going at Miss Muddle’s sweet shop?” asked Ebenezer.

“Yeah, fine, I guess,” said Bethany. She scrunched her eyes shut and tried to push all thoughts of the beast out of her mind.

“You don’t sound very enthusiastic,” said Ebenezer. He sauntered over to give Bethany a patronising pat on the shoulder. “I know it must be a little intimidating sharing a house with a do-gooder as splendid as myself, but there’s no need to feel insecure. I’m sure you’ll catch up with me at some point. And if you need any help, The Wise Tweezer is always on the lookout for new employees.”

Bethany scowled at Ebenezer. It took every ounce of her restraint not to squirt the mayonnaise bottle at him, and tell him exactly what everyone really thought of his business.

“As a matter of fact, it’s actually going pretty flipping awesomely,” said Bethany. She demayonnaised herself, and ate the salvageable parts of her breakfast sandwich. “Miss Muddle said she’s been totally impressed with how I’ve helped her deliver the happiness hampers to people in the neighbourhood. She says she wants to give me a reward. She didn’t say what it was, but she says it’s gonna prove to everyone, once and for all, that I am a do-gooder!”

Ebenezer’s face fell. He knew he should be happy for Bethany, but he didn’t much like the idea that people might think she was a better do-gooder than him.

“Aren’t you gonna say well done?” asked Bethany. “If you don’t, I’m gonna decapitate all your bath toys, and put superglue on all your -”

Bethany was interrupted by the phone brring-brringing from the hallway.

“Maybe it’s someone who wants my help,” said Ebenezer with excitement. “You answer it, Bethany. Make it sound as though I am extremely busy and important. And, whatever you do, do not make me sound desperate.”

Bethany scowled as she picked up the phone. “Oi-oi, what do you flipping want then?”

“Bethany!” said Ebenezer. “Remember our fancy phone voice training!”

Bethany rolled her eyes, and put on a slightly less aggressive voice. “Sozza. I mean, hello. This is the house of Bethany and Tweezer, what do you flipping want?”

There was a crackle on the other end of the line. A few seconds later, Bethany heard the rasping, jangly voice of D.o.R.R.i.S. head agent, Mr Nicholas Nickle.

“Squeezer, Bethany, is that you?” asked Mr Nickle. The line was patchy because the old man was several thousands of miles away. “We have . . . serious . . . with the beast, and I ne- your help.
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“The beast . . . unlike anything I’ve ever seen,” said Mr Nickle. “We need some- who can . . . the beast.” Ebenezer wondered why Bethany’s hand was gripped so tightly around the phone. She turned round - and, with a single look, he knew who the call was from.

“Nickle says there’s something going on with the beast,” she said.

“Has he opened up a puddle portal for us? I’ll get the D.o.R.R.i.S. wellies,” said Ebenezer.

“I’ve got a better idea,” said Bethany.

She slammed down the phone. Ebenezer’s mouth dropped open.

“You can’t hang up on D.o.R.R.i.S.!” he said.

“Can and did,” said Bethany, trying to sound confident. “It’s for our own good.”

“But, but, but . . . shouldn’t we try and -” began Ebenezer.

“WE ARE NEVER SEEING THAT DRIBBLY STINKER AGAIN!” shouted Bethany.

“I, er . . . oh, fine then,” said Ebenezer, even though he was feeling in a distinctly un-oh-fine-then mood. Caged or not, it felt like a mistake to ignore the beast - especially when there were secret agencies involved. “If it’s important to you, I’ll make it important to me. I read a comic about friendship a few decades ago, and it said that this sort of thing is very important.”

The phone started brring-brringing again. Bethany and Ebenezer gave it much the same stare as someone who has returned home to find a wild bear in their living room. Bethany unplugged the phone from the wall.

“Do NOT plug it back in,” she said.

“We can’t just act as if nothing’s happened!” said Ebenezer.

“Yeah we can,” said Bethany. She pulled her backpack over her shoulders and headed for the door. “Come on - you’re driving me to the sweet shop.”

Bethany dragged Ebenezer into the car for the shortish drive to Miss Muddle’s sweet shop.

“Look here, are you absolutely positive that we shouldn’t -?” began Ebenezer.

“That conversation with Nickle didn’t happen, and this conversation isn’t happening either,” said Bethany. “Stop driving like a granny, and get moving.”

Ebenezer slowed his pace because he didn’t care to be bossed about in his own car. However, he soon came to regret it.

He had distributed many of his specially commissioned paintings around the neighbourhood, complete with information about services that The Wise Tweezer could offer. Ebenezer usually drove past too fast to pay them much attention, but now that he was going slowly, he saw that unfavourable changes had been made.

The paintings had been graffitied with unibrows, stupid hairdos and twirly-whirly moustaches. Many of them had been given unfavourable speech bubbles. For instance, the painting of Ebenezer dressed in his best tennis clothes, which had been hanging so wonderfully outside the library, now had a speech bubble reading ‘I am a twerp’, while the more formally dressed Ebenezer outside the Cussock Theatre simply read ‘USELESS’.
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As they passed the louche
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