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CHAPTER 1
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Mum slams the trifle down on the table and glares at my grandad.

“A CRUISE?” she spits. “You’re leaving for a cruise? Tonight?”

“Just for a few weeks,” Grandad says calmly. “Maureen thinks it’ll be good for me. Help me recuperate.”

Mum slops some trifle into a bowl. “Oh well, if MAUREEN thinks so, it must be true!”

“Just last week you said I should have a holiday!”

“I meant going to the seaside for a few days. Not gadding about with your fancy woman on a CRUISE!”

A snort comes out of my nose when Mum says ‘fancy woman’, and she turns her glare on me.

“Umm, that trifle looks really yummy,” I say quickly to distract her.
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Mum sniffs and passes me the bowl. “And I suppose you’ll want Danny to look after things again?” she snaps.

“Well, he did such a good job last time …” Grandad says, smiling at me.

I grin back. I did pretty much boss it.

“He should be concentrating on his schoolwork!” Mum grumbles, dolloping another portion of trifle into a bowl.

“I don’t mind,” I say. “It’s fun being a Caretaker.”

Mum huffs and rolls her eyes – but it really is fun. Not being caretaker of the council estate where we live, obviously – fixing toilets and changing light bulbs is all a bit boring – but my grandad’s other, SECRET, job is being Caretaker of an interdimensional lost property office. Or IDLPO, for short.

After my grandad had a heart attack a few months ago, he asked me to look after the IDLPO for him, and I roped in my best friend Modge and my cousin Inaaya to help me.

It was REALLY weird when we first found out there were thousands of other dimensions, and it took a while for us to get our heads around the fact that items of all kinds can fall from one dimension into another and become lost property. But, in the end, we not only learned how to return the lost property, we also basically saved the ENTIRE multiverse!

“And YOU should be RESTING!” Mum points her big spoon at Grandad.

“Honestly, love, I’ll be fine. You don’t have to worry,” Grandad says. “Maureen will look after me.”

Mum slams down the trifle bowl and storms into the kitchen.

Dad throws Grandad an apologetic glance and follows her.

“You sure you don’t mind looking after things while I’m gone?” Grandad asks as I tuck into my trifle.

“Nah, it’ll be fun. We’re there half the time anyway because of Shugly.”

Sometimes creatures end up at the IDLPO and we usually take them back to their home, but Shugly is a rare Fligglenog from the dying Nog dimension and Modge got kind of attached. I can’t blame him. Shugly is super cute, small and fuzzy, with big eyes on stalks and a tiny silver horn on his head.

“And your friends won’t mind helping out again?” Grandad asks.

“Nah, course not,” I assure him. Modge and Inaaya LOVE working at the office with me. We have the BEST time together.

Grandad rubs the back of his neck. “That ruddy heart attack has really worn me down, Danny. I think this cruise is the perfect chance to have a proper rest away from everything and really get well. But I’m only going if you think you can manage.”

“We’ll be fine, Grandad – don’t worry,” I tell him, ’cos I’m pretty sure we can manage ANYTHING after what happened the last time he was away. Plus, I really do want him to get well again.

“There are a few important events coming up at the office, so it’s not the best timing, but how often do you win a cruise?” he says. “Tell Mrs Arburknuckle I’m sorry, will you? I’ve a feeling she won’t be very happy.”

I wince. I’m not looking forward to explaining all this to her if I’m honest. Mrs Arburknuckle’s our supervisor at the IDLPO. She’s a blue squid with a poodle perm who rides a purple Segway. She’s TOTALLY awesome but a bit of a stickler for the rules.

“Hopefully, seeing as you’re now my OFFICIAL APPRENTICE, she won’t mind as much.”

“What?”

Grandad grins and hands me a small box. I take it carefully and open it up. Inside, nestled in tissue paper, is a silver pocket watch just like the one my grandad has – except this one is shiny and new. It’s not just a pocket watch, though. It’s a key that will let me into the IDLPO – and now I’ve got my own it means I’m an OFFICIAL Apprentice Caretaker!
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We’ve been waiting weeks for Centralus HQ to approve it, and they finally have. I lift the watch up so I can admire it properly and feel the weight of it in my hand. This means the high-ups at Centralus trust me. They want ME to be part of this massive secret organisation and help keep the interdimensional lost property service running.

I get up and run around the table so I can give Grandad a hug.

“When I get back from this cruise we’ll get stuck into training, all right?” he says, squeezing me in his arms. “We’ll soon have you ready to take your exams.”

I take a step back. “EXAMS?” I yell.
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I’m still fuming when I meet Inaaya and Modge by the estate shop after school the next day, but I can’t resist showing off my new watch.

“That’s SO cool!” Modge says.

“Yeah, well done, Danny!” Inaaya pats me on the back.

I shrug and try to hide how chuffed I am. “It’s nice to have it all official and everything.” I tuck the watch away in my pocket. “But it’s a shame we can’t get on with the training right away.”

“Why can’t you?” Inaaya asks, and I remember she was at Science Club yesterday and missed all the drama.

“Because Grandad won a cruise! He left last night with Maureen, and Mum went a bit weird about it all.”

“Oh! Wow. How long has he gone for?”

“Just a few weeks. I told him we’d be happy to look after the office while he was gone.”

“Danny! You could have asked us first,” Inaaya says. “I’ve only just caught up with my homework from last time.”

“Oh, right.” I’ve never understood my cousin’s obsession with homework, but her being a super space nerd really helped us manage the office, so I try not to make fun of her. Well, not too much anyway. “I bet it’ll be much easier now we know what we’re doing. Me and Modge can probably manage it without you if you want to focus on your homework …”

“I never said I wouldn’t help!” Inaaya says quickly, ’cos she LOVES working at the IDLPO, really. She’s got big plans to be an astrophysicist one day and the experience is too good to pass up. “I’d just like to be asked.”

“Okay, sorry,” I say. “What about you, Modge? Are you happy to help?”

“Course I am!” Modge says. “I get to spend more time with Shugly, which means I can write more observations in my notebook for Dr Triffle Iffle.”

Modge is helping Dr Triffle Iffle, the vet we met during the whole ‘saving the entire multiverse’ drama. They’re doing a study on Fligglenogs because they’re super rare and difficult to raise from an egg. Turns out Modge has a bit of a knack with Fligglenogs, and he basically loves every weird creature he meets.

“Great, thanks, guys.”

“It’ll be good practice for you to be in charge now you’re an official Caretaker!” Modge says.

“Apprentice Caretaker,” Inaaya reminds him.

“Yeah, but can you believe I have to pass an exam in a few months? It’s to prove my aptitude for the job. Grandad just told me yesterday. If I don’t pass, then I can’t carry on with my training.”

“That sounds like a very sensible idea,” Inaaya says. “They have to make sure you know what you’re doing. It’s a lot of responsibility.”

“Yeah, well, no one told me there’d be exams!” I snap. “It’s bad enough having to do tests at school without doing more on top.”

Modge opens the shop door and waves us in. “It’ll be fine, Danny. You helped save the multiverse; course you’ll pass.”

“Shh!” Inaaya hisses. “You know this is all top secret!”

It’s true. We signed contracts and everything. There were even threats about our brains leaking out of our ears if we told anyone about the whole interdimensional thing. I mean, I’m not sure anyone would even believe us if I tried to tell them that there are all these different dimensions stacked on top of each other like a big pile of pancakes with a chocolate wafer stick running right through the middle. Or that yonks and yonks ago some giant space wyrm tried to eat the chocolate wafer stick (actually something called flurm) and it made a load of these wyrm holes, which meant things could fall from one pancake dimension into another, and that can be a teeny bit dangerous (and possibly destroy the entire multiverse).

Luckily for everyone, Centralus set up interdimensional lost property offices at the end of every wyrm hole and the Caretakers sort through all the stuff that falls between the different dimensions and then send it back to where it came from.

Modge huffs and heads for the biscuit aisle so he can stock up the biscuit tin using money my grandad gave him from the petty cash. I nose around the pick ’n’ mix while Inaaya reads the newspaper headlines. It’s only a small shop but it’s got most things you might need, and it’s really handy when my mum runs out of milk or something.

“All right, Danny?” Ahmed says from behind the counter. “How’s your grandad doing?”

“He’s good. Just gone away on a cruise actually.”

“A CRUISE? Blimey, they’re a bit pricey, aren’t they?” He weighs my pick ’n’ mix and I hand over my pocket money.

“Yeah, but he won it, so it’s all free.” I unwrap a drumstick lolly, stick it in my mouth and start sucking.

“He’s a lucky man,” Ahmed says as Modge arrives at the counter with an armful of biscuits. “I heard he’s met a lady friend too?”

Honestly, Ahmed is the biggest gossip on the estate – but never in a bad way. He’s just curious about everyone because I guess it must be boring being stuck in this shop ten hours a day, seven days a week.

“Yeah, Maureen Parker.” I’d only met her the once, but she seemed nice. I don’t know why Mum’s so cross about it all, but that’s mums for you. They’re all barmy, if you ask me.

“Modge!” Inaaya says when she looks over and sees the stack of biscuits. “We don’t need all those!”

“Best to be on the safe side,” Modge says as Ahmed starts ringing them up on the till.

“No one can eat that many biscuits!” she says, grabbing a few packets off the counter.

“Leave them!” Modge says, tugging them out of her arms.

“Stop it!” Inaaya snaps, clinging on to a pack of Jammy Dodgers.

They start having a tug of war over the biscuits, but I leave them to it and wander out of the shop.

What if I don’t pass this exam? What if I’m not clever enough to be a Caretaker? I thought they’d accepted me when they gave me the watch, but now there’s a stupid test standing in my way. I really hate tests. Every time I have one at school, everything I know jumps right out of my head.

“Oi! Give us some of your sweets!” the super-annoying estate bully Keylon Molloy says, reaching a grimy hand towards my paper bag.

Unfortunately the Molloy brothers are back to being a pain in the bum after a brief break thanks to them being sprayed with Shugly’s special forget serum and believing me and Modge had beaten them up.

I move the bag out of his reach. “Gerroff. They’re mine.”

“That’s not very generous, is it?”

“Why should I be generous to you?”

“’Cos we might be family soon, mightn’t we?” Keylon says with a satisfied smirk.

“What are you talking about?”

“Your grandad’s dating our auntie Maureen, ain’t he?”

“Your AUNT?”

“Yeah, she’s me mum’s older sister. If they get married, we’ll be cousins or summink.”

I groan. This is all I need. Molloy relatives. Something else Grandad never bothered to tell me.

“Well, we’re not related yet, so get lost,” I insist, even though my knees have gone wobbly.

Keylon steps closer but I don’t flinch. Not that much anyway.

“Yeah, get lost, Keylon!” Modge says, emerging from the shop and taking his place beside me.

“You heard them!” adds Inaaya in her best schoolteacher voice.

Keylon steps back, outnumbered without Sags around. “I’ll wait,” he says to me. “Soon as we’re family, though, what’s yours is mine.”

He saunters into the shop and me, Modge and Inaaya hurry away towards my grandad’s workshop.
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“What was he on about family for?” Modge asks.

I explain about Maureen, and Modge shakes his head. “Your grandad’s dating a Molloy?”

“That’s not her last name, but she is related to their mum apparently.”

“Maybe they’ll break up?” Inaaya suggests.

“Or maybe they’ll get married and Keylon and Sags will find out about the IDLPO, and they’ll become apprentices and pass this stupid exam and I’ll fail and have to get a job stacking shelves at Lidl.”

“Don’t be silly,” Inaaya says. “I’m sure you could work on the tills if you tried hard enough.”

I send a death glare at her.

“What?” she says. “I was only joking. You’re being ridiculous.”

“Oh, and having a tug of war over biscuits is really sensible, is it?”

Inaaya flicks her plait over her shoulder. “Someone has to control your friend. I think he’s addicted to biscuits.”

“I am not!” Modge says, spraying biscuit crumbs everywhere, an open pack of custard creams in his hand.

Despite myself, I can’t help snorting; Inaaya joins in and so does Modge, even though he doesn’t get the joke.
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I open the door to Grandad’s office, head through to his workshop and round to the metal lockers at the back. I open the locker door and step inside. Modge and Inaaya squeeze in behind me. My new pocket watch goes hot, there’s a flash of blue light and we end up on the floor of the waiting room.

With a nudge from my watch, the glass door with IDLPO written on it opens and we all troop inside the office. Shugly leaps on to Modge’s head with a loud chirp and Inaaya slides the back doors open to reveal the sparkly blue net full of lost property from dimensions all over the multiverse.

Time to get to work.








CHAPTER 2
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We’re halfway through boxing up some bouncing floof bombs from the Ziggerglastic dimension when Mrs Arburknuckle arrives.

“I do love to see children hard at work!” she says, zooming in to the lost property room on her Segway and beaming at us through her glass helmet. “I just popped by to deliver the latest Centralus newsletter for you.” She drops it next to Inaaya, who’s the only one likely to read it.

“Ooh, thank you!” Inaaya chimes, immediately picking it up.

“No Dougie today?” Mrs A asks, glancing around the room.

I take a deep breath and finish taping up the box. Might as well get it over with, I decide. How bad can it be?

Pretty bad as it turns out.
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“BUT it’s RETURNS DAY in TWO WEEKS!” she bellows at me once I’ve delivered the news. “It’s THE most important day at the IDLPO normally, but its success is even MORE important this year considering recent events have tarnished Centralus’s reputation somewhat.”

I guess accepting a free creature hub from the evil billionaires Kaspar and Kaylar Arachnus when it was actually part of a secret plot to turn the multiverse into a giant shopping mall wasn’t exactly their best move.

“He said he was sorry, Mrs A, but it was a free cruise! He couldn’t say no,” I tell her.

The tirade continues. “He was gone for WEEKS after his heart attack, and now five minutes later he’s off again. No permission, nothing, despite it being at a VERY difficult time!”

“But Danny’s an official apprentice now,” Modge says. “He’s got a watch and everything. Why can’t he do the Returns Day?”

“Because he doesn’t know anything!” she shouts, which is a bit harsh.

“He does too know stuff!” Modge insists, backing me up like a best mate should. “He can name ALL the baddies from Super Mario …”

This IS true. I can definitely do that, but apparently it’s not enough.

Mrs Arburknuckle talks right over Modge, her tentacles flying. “He hasn’t had ANY training in running a Returns Day! It deals with the MOST valuable and RARE items in the multiverse. There are HUGE security protocols and making sure it runs smoothly is a BIG responsibility. It requires great care and attention for it to go well and it is always left to senior Caretakers.”

“I’m sure we can learn,” Inaaya says in a faintly frosty manner. “It’s not like we haven’t already saved the entire multiverse.”

Exactly. It was me, Inaaya and Modge who discovered the monstrous J’effian spider monsters, Bee and Z’os, living INSIDE the Arachnus twins and risked our lives to stop their dangerous plan AND save the multiverse at the same time.

Mrs Arburknuckle takes a deep breath and lets out a slow sigh, fogging up her glass helmet. “You’re right. My apologies. Our whole department has been under considerable stress recently and it has had the teeniest tiny effect on my temper.” She coughs and adjusts her cardigan. “OBVIOUSLY none of this is your fault and of course you’ve all done a wonderful job in the past.”
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I think Mrs Arburknuckle might need a holiday too. Grown-ups are just WAY too stressed these days.

“I think the best thing to do is get one of our more experienced Caretakers to show you the ropes.” Her tentacles slide and tap across her silver pad. “I’ll contact someone who’s been a Caretaker for over twenty years. He’ll be perfect.” Her pad spits out a plastic card and she hands it to Inaaya.

“Murdling Pie?” Inaaya reads.

“One of our longest-serving Caretakers. I’ll get in touch with him and ask him to meet you here tomorrow to get started.” She pauses, reaches out a tentacle and awkwardly pats my shoulder. “I’m very glad you’re now an official apprentice, Danny. You’ll be an asset to our office.”

I thank her but to be honest she’s gone and spoiled it all a bit, and I’m not sorry when she zooms out of the office and disappears.
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I walk home with Inaaya. She lives with us during term time so she can get to the private school where she’s got her scholarship. I don’t mind ’cos we get on pretty well now that she’s stopped being so annoying, and actually me, Inaaya and Modge make a great team.

“Oh, I’m glad you’re back!” Mum calls when we shut the front door. “Come in here!”

I follow Inaaya into the front room and stare at the huge amount of mess Mum’s created while we were out. Piles of paper cover the sofa and the floor. There’s sticky tape, glue sticks and marker pens everywhere.

“Er … what’s going on?” I ask.

Mum looks up from her frantic scrawling. She’s got ink all over her face, pens stuck in her hair and a crazed look in her eye. “I’m starting a campaign!” she says.

“What for?”

“For a residents’ association! It’s just what this estate needs. The council’s always deciding what’s best, but they don’t know what life is really like here. We should be able to make our own decisions and improve things for everyone.”

“That sounds brilliant,” Inaaya says, nodding approvingly at all the chaos.

Mum beams at Inaaya. “Talking about brilliant, show us this trophy of yours!”

“What trophy?” I ask.

“Inaaya’s won a prize,” Mum says. “For science! Best in the whole county apparently!”

Inaaya shrugs and pulls a golden statue out of her bag. “It’s no big deal,” she says, glancing over at me.

“Yes, it is! Your teacher rang and told me how proud she is.” Mum takes the statue and admires it like it’s the Crown Jewels or something.

“What’s for dinner?” I ask.

Mum
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