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            Dedicated to Wilf and Rafe

-JPG

             

            For my sister Jackie and her very own pet defenders, Yogi, Mia and Tai.
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         It was a cold blustery Saturday and every bench along Nothington-on-Sea’s promenade was empty. The bins, however, were full of chip wrappers, empty drinks cans and other bits of rubbish. But one of them also included a scruffy mongrel called Biskit and a tabby cat by the name of Mitzy.

         The Pet Defenders’ day had started when a small squishy-headed Martian had surprised a scout group on a campsite by leaping out of the undergrowth and running off with a bag of marshmallows.

         While a squadron of trained seagulls wiped the witnesses’ memories with Forget-Me-Plop, Biskit and Mitzy had followed the mischievous alien into town, before finally capturing it inside an empty takeaway box.

         “This isn’t fair,” complained the creature, kicking his spindly arms and legs against the box. “I’m scared of enclosed spaces.”

         “You’re scared? How do you think those scouts felt?” replied Mitzy.

         “They were burning my people’s heads on sticks in that brutal ritual of theirs,” squeaked the Martian.

         “We’ve been through this,” sighed Mitzy. “Those things were not Martians. They were marshmallows.”

         “Quiet, both of you,” said Biskit, sniffing. “He’s close now.”

         Mitzy peered out of the bin and saw the patchy red fur of an urban fox walking along the promenade, carefully inspecting each bin. 
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         “Who is that?” she asked.

         “His name is Daley,” said Biskit. “I think that he’s the one who suggested this marshmallow-headed Martian take his holiday on a campsite.”

         “Let me out,” said the alien.

         “OK, but only so you can identify him.” Mitzy lifted her paw off the box and the alien’s soft head slowly emerged. It looked so like a marshmallow that Mitzy had to resist the urge to have a lick to see whether it tasted like one. The alien clambered up the inside of the bin and looked out. 
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         “Yes, that’s him, all right,” he said.

         “So Daley’s back to his old tricks, is he?” said Biskit.

         “What tricks? I’ve never heard of him,” said Mitzy.

         “That’s because he retired before you moved here. Or rather, he was supposed to have retired.” Biskit placed a paw on the Martian’s head and pushed him back down.

         The alien resisted him. “I’m not going back in that box. It smells of chicken and I’ve got breadcrumbs stuck in all sorts of places now.”

         “We can’t allow you to be seen,” said Biskit.

         “I don’t care,” said the alien. “It’s not right, you treating me like this. I’m on holiday.”

         Without warning, the small alien sprang out of the bin, startling the fox, who was up on his hind legs trying to retrieve something from another bin. Biskit and Mitzy followed the Martian into the open.

         “Stop where you are,” ordered Mitzy.

         The alien hopped on to a low wall. It teetered and waved its arms to keep its balance. “Why? So you can put me back in a box? Not likely.”

         “You do not want to fall off that wall,” said Mitzy. “There’s a three-metre drop to the pebble beach on the other side and Earth’s gravity is much stronger than on Mars. Fall off and there won’t even be enough of you left to toast.”

         Daley turned to look at the Martian. “She’s right. It’s not worth it.”

         “I won’t go back in the box,” said the Martian.

         “OK, we promise not to put you back in a box,” said Mitzy.

         The small alien climbed down from the wall, only for Biskit to leap up, snatch a plastic bag that was rolling past and then scoop him up.

         “Hey,” protested the alien.

         “I’m sorry, but we can’t risk anyone seeing you,” said Mitzy.

         “That’s him all wrapped up then,” said Daley. “I’d better be off.” He turned to leave, only to find that Biskit was sitting on his tail.

         “What have you been up to, Daley?” asked Biskit.

         “Minding my own business,” he replied.

         Biskit smiled. “Yeah, well, now it’s Pet Defenders’ business and you’re not going anywhere until you start talking.”

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         “Daley,” snarled Biskit, “you no-good, flea-ridden bag of bones.”

         “It’s good to see you, too, Biskit,” said the fox, pulling his tail free and jumping up to stick his nose in another bin, then pulling out a half-eaten supermarket sandwich.

         Before he could take a bite, Biskit snatched it off him. “First you talk, then you eat,” he growled.

         Daley sighed. “Hey, the last time I saw you, Champ fell through a portal.”

         “We’re not here to talk about his ex-partner,” said Mitzy. “I’m his new one.” 

         “A dog and cat partnership. How’s that working out?” asked Daley.

         “It’s fine,” said Biskit. “Right now, I’m more worried about a certain fox who promised he was going to stay away from portals.”

         “Yeah, well, a fox has got to eat,” said Daley with a shrug.

         “I don’t understand,” said Mitzy.

         “A portal is a gateway to another part of the universe. They appear in weak spots in the fabric of reality,” said Daley.

         “Yes, I know that,” said Mitzy. “What have they got to do with you?”

         Biskit kept his eyes on Daley as he answered Mitzy. “Daley can sniff out portals that appear.”

         “Actually, it’s not smelling,” said Daley. “I lost my sense of smell as a cub. It’s more like I sense them, if you know what I mean. It’s hard to explain.”

         “How’s that possible?” asked Mitzy.

         “No idea. Call me gifted,” said Daley.

         “Yes, but Champ and I discovered he was hanging out by portals then getting to aliens before we did,” said Biskit. “Instead of sending them straight back, he was helping them find places to hide here on Earth.”

         “Why? What do you get out of it?” asked Mitzy.

         “Food,” said Daley. “They would bring me their local delicacies and, in return, I used to help them find their way around. I’ve given all that up now, though.”

         “So how do you explain the Martian in this bag?” asked Biskit.

         “What? Him? He’s harmless,” said Daley.

         “Tell that to the First Nothington Scout Group,” said Biskit.

         “Yes, you seriously endangered the town and the planet by allowing this thing in,” said Mitzy.

         “This thing?” cried the Martian. “I do have a name, you know. I’m called Martin.”

         “Martin the Marshmallow Martian?” said Mitzy.

         Daley sniggered. “You Pet Defenders always assume that every visiting alien is trying to take over our planet,” he said. “Most of them are just sightseeing. I point them in the right direction and tell them how to avoid getting seen. You should thank me.”

         Daley reached a paw to get the sandwich but Biskit bared his teeth at him. “How many more?”
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         “Martin was a one-off, I swear,” said Daley.

         “Tell me the truth,” said Biskit.

         “I swear on this sandwich,” said Daley. “I’m out of the game now. Why do you think I’m foraging for myself around here?” He reached to get the sandwich and this time Biskit allowed him to take it, then placed his paw down on it again as Daley was about to tuck in.

         “If you’re lying to me—” Biskit began.

         Daley growled in frustration. “Listen, us street animals don’t get our food delivered in a bowl like you two.”

         “You don’t know me,” said Mitzy, a little anger showing in her eyes. “I’ve lived on the streets.”

         Daley sniggered bitterly. “Yeah, and then you rubbed yourself against the legs of some gullible human and got taken in, did you?”

         “Philip gave her a home because he’s kind,” said Biskit.

         “Philip? Your owner?” Daley looked at Biskit and laughed. “You got your owner to adopt her? Oh, hilarious. You’ve let a cat move in? What’s that like? Is it true what they say about their bottom smells?”

         Biskit grinned. “It can get a little whiffy after dinner,” he admitted.

         “You can talk,” said Mitzy. “After a packet of Barkin’ Bites it’s like being trapped in a wind tunnel.”

         “Well, I think it’s sweet – alien-fighting partners and flatmates,” said Daley, finally taking a bite of the sandwich. “You make a lovely couple.”

         “So can I go now?” said Martin.

         “The only place you’re going is straight through a portal and back to Mars,” said Biskit.

         “I could help you with that,” said Daley. “In fact, there’s one not far from here—”

         “You are under strict instructions to stay away from portals,” said Biskit. “Example One’s lab mice will get this Martian back home.”

         Mitzy nodded at a nearby seagull on the wall. The large white bird swooped down and snatched the bag containing Martin in its beak, then took off into the sky.
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         “Waaaaaah,” yelled Martin as the seagull carried him over the houses and shops of Nothington-on-Sea.

         “Poor thing,” said Daley. “Trapped in a bag on his holiday.”

         “So it’s a package holiday,” said Biskit with a smile.

         “It may seem cruel,” said Mitzy, “but if humans learned how often aliens were arriving on their planet there would be mass panic. As Pet Defenders it is our duty to stop that from happening.”

         “OK, I’m just saying the universe is a big interesting place,” said Daley. “Would it hurt for you to be a bit more welcoming?”

         Biskit growled. “Just stay away from portals and leave the alien stuff to the professionals.”

         “Of course,” said Daley. “But Biskit, keep an eye on this cat. Losing one partner is unlucky. Losing two would be careless.”
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