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            ‘Doug Naylor has always been a master storyteller and this might be his most intriguing adventure yet. As funny as it is clever, and brilliantly mysterious from one page to the next, Sin Bin Island drags you through the story at pace, while Doug’s turn of phrase and ambling side tracks keep you chuckling along the way. A genius writer, and a perfect book!’

            Jamie Smart, creator of Bunny vs Monkey

            ‘Brilliant, totally brilliant. Exciting. Heart-stopping. Hilarious. And touching too. It’s the book I always wanted to read as a kid but could never find. It’s the new Harry Potter. I want a part in the movie franchise!!’

            Craig Charles, actor, comedian and radio presenter

            ‘Insanely funny and inventive – get yourself a ringside seat for this cartwheeling, high-wire, fire-breathing circus of a book.’

            Frank Cottrell-Boyce, Children’s Laureate

            ‘Sin Bin Island is a wonderfully funny adventure, filled with bright ideas and some bold surprises. Doug Naylor’s humour is a delight and a reassurance, propelling young readers through this treasure hunt of epic proportions.’ ii

            P.G. Bell, author of The Train to Impossible Places

            ‘The closest thing I’ve ever read to The Goonies in book form. Ten- and fifty-year-old me are turning cartwheels of sheer delight. Anarchic, funny, brilliant.’

            Phil Earle, author of When the Sky Falls

            ‘I was laughing out loud from the very first pages. I simply loved it! The Russian Dolls – inspired! The friendships, the challenges, loved all of it. A book that I now ABSOLUTELY recommend to anyone over the age of 7! So please Doug and publishers I am now eagerly awaiting book 2 because this is the start of what I hope will be a superb series!’

            Fiona Sharp, Independent Book Reviews

            ‘This is an exceptional adventure story, one that I think many children will enjoy. From the humour, adventure, friendship and secrets – it is a treasure chest of a story!’

            Erin Lyn Hamilton, My Shelves Are Full
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            sin bin – sin-bin.

            in British English

            noun:

            1. (in rugby, ice hockey, etc) A location away from the field of play where players who have committed a foul are sent to sit for a specified period.

            2. (education) informal. A detention centre on a separate site from a school where misbehaving schoolchildren are sent as a punishment.
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            THE MYSTERIOUS PACKAGE

         

         ‘Master Digby, I presume.’

         Maurice Menton marched across his office and shook Digs’s hand. The solicitor had an explosion of hair that looked as if it had been styled by a hungry goat and wore a red velvet jacket with a wide striped tie to hide his enormous stomach. It was about as effective as a diplodocus trying to hide behind a pea. ‘Excuse the chaos,’ he said. ‘We were burgled last night. Thankfully, they don’t appear to have taken anything valuable apart from my sherbet lemons. Could have been worse,’ he chuckled, ‘they could have swiped my gummy worms, too.’

         Mr Menton placed a storage container on his desk with Digs’s mum’s name written on it.

         ‘How old are you now?’

         ‘Thirteen, sir.’

         ‘And you’ve lost your mother, stepfather and sister in a plane crash.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘And all this on top of what happened to your birth father, my heart goes out to you.’ 4

         Digs forced his lips into a tight smile.

         Mr Menton took the lid off the storage container. ‘Right, to the matter in hand, your mother’s will. In 1717, your mother’s grandmother, twelve generations removed, received this package.’

         Mr Menton lifted out a dusty parcel bound in unkempt string.

         ‘It came with a letter which asked your mother’s great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great grandmother not to open the package but to pass it on to her firstborn, who was asked to pass it on to their firstborn, and so on and so forth until it reached your mother. With me so far?’

         ‘Yes, sir, I think so, sir.’

         ‘The letter also instructed that in the event of your mother’s death, the package should be passed on to you.’

         ‘Me?’ Digs blinked.

         ‘Are you “Jack Digby? Formerly of Fourteen Stanley Gardens, Gridbury, Devon”?’

         ‘Yes, sir, I am, sir.’

         ‘Then as directed by your mother’s will, I now pass on ownership of the package to you and ask you to open it.’

         Dust tumbled to the floor as Digs untied the string and pulled away the ancient paper, revealing a red tin. Stencilled on the lid, in faded writing, were the words, Fine Christmas biscuits, handmade by Arthur Bunsen, your local baker.

         Digs frowned. Why would anyone want to give him a tin of three-hundred-year-old biscuits? 5

         Mr Menton’s eyebrows scrunched together. ‘Go on, then. Take a look inside.’

         Digs opened the tin and pulled out a wooden soldier. It was twelve inches long with a bushy moustache and wore a navy-blue uniform with a matching hat.

         ‘I think it’s a Russian nesting doll,’ Mr Menton said. ‘Open it, see if I’m right.’

         Digs had seen a TV show once about Russian nesting dolls. They were sets of dolls of decreasing size placed inside one another.

         Digs inserted his fingernail in the gap that ran around the middle of the soldier and pulled it apart. Inside was another identical soldier, except this soldier’s uniform was purple, and held a folded note in its arms. But then the strangest thing happened: the first doll, lying in two pieces on Mr Menton’s desk, vanished.

         ‘Where did the first doll go?’ Digs asked, looking around.

         ‘It was on the desk,’ Mr Menton said. ‘Perhaps it’s rolled onto the floor.’

         Digs searched under the desk. It wasn’t there.

         ‘Never mind that now,’ Mr Menton said. ‘See what the note says.’

         Digs unfolded the note. The first three words sent a chill through his body.

         
            My dear Digs… 6

         

         How did the person who gave the doll to his ancestor in 1717 know his nickname was going to be Digs?

         ‘Read it out loud, then,’ Mr Menton prompted. Digs began.

         
            ‘My dear Digs, it’s very important you don’t read this note out loud.’

         

         ‘Ah, best not to read it out loud, then,’ Mr Menton chortled.

         Digs read the rest of the note to himself.

         
            You’re about to embark on an incredible adventure. An enterprise so petrifyingly terrifying it would make most boys your age quake in terror if they knew what was ahead of them. Thankfully, you don’t, which is a HUGE bonus.

         

         A gulp the size of an otter slithered down Digs’s throat.

         
            You must be wondering who I am. I’ll tell you one day, but not now. In total there are sixteen soldiers. Each one has a message telling you what’s about to happen before it happens and what to do when you need help. Let me give you an example. Today is May 18th …

         

         Digs’s eyes darted to the Rolodex calendar on Mr Menton’s desk. It was indeed May 18th. How did the letter 7 writer in 1717 know the exact date he was going to be reading this note? It was baffling. He read the next bit.

         
            It is exactly 4.13 p.m.

         

         Digs looked at the mahogany clock ticking on the wall. His eyes bulged. It was indeed 4.13 p.m. Back to the note.

         
            There is a knock on the door.

         

         Digs’s eyes flew to the door. At first, nothing happened, but then there were three sharp knocks, and the door opened. Back to the note.

         
            It’s Mrs Tulip, Mr Menton’s personal assistant. She asks if anyone wants a cup of tea.

         

         ‘Just me,’ Mrs Tulip chirped. ‘Does anyone want a cup of tea?’

         Digs returned to the note.

         
            Both you and Mr Menton say, ‘No, thanks.’

         

         ‘No, thanks,’ Mr Menton and Digs chimed in unison.

         
            But then Mr Menton changes his mind and asks for a cup of tea and a plate of biscuits, too. 8

         

         ‘Oh, go on, then,’ Mr Menton said. ‘I’ll have a cup of tea, and a plate of biscuits, too.’

         Mrs Tulip closed the door behind her.

         
            I hope you’ve started to trust me, Digs, because without my help life will become very difficult indeed. Let’s begin. Instead of Mrs O’Malley, your old housekeeper, bringing you up, as you probably expected, you’re being sent to an orphanage. The name of the school is Cyril Sniggs’s Correctional Orphanage for Wayward Boys and Girls.

         

         Digs’s heart tightened. Mrs O’Malley was a friend of the family. Surely, she should be the one to bring him up. He’d known her practically all his life. When his mum was at work she’d been like a second mum to him. One time, she’d even built him a tree house. Digs returned to the note.

         
            Cyril Sniggs’s is a school founded on discipline and order. Many think it is the most unspeakable place on earth. Try not to worry, though.

            P.S. Don‘t open the next doll until you hear a clap of thunder.

         

         Digs peered through the window. It was sunny. Certainly no sign of thunder. No time to worry about this now. He needed to find out what was in his mum’s will.

         ‘Mr Menton?’ Digs asked. ‘Can you open my mum’s will and tell me who’s going to bring me up?’ 9

         The solicitor flicked through the pile of papers. ‘Mr Swipe prepared your mother’s will before he retired, I’m not familiar with it myself.’ He flicked through several pages. ‘Ah, here we are… The will instructs you are to be sent to Cyril Sniggs’s Correctional Orphanage for Wayward Boys and Girls. Don’t you have an aunt? Who’s the lady in the waiting room?’

         ‘That’s Mrs O’Malley, she’s not a relative, though. She used to be our housekeeper. I stayed with her when my mum and everyone went away and then afterwards until everything got sorted.’

         Mr Menton stroked one of his three chins. ‘I wonder why your mother’s sent you to an orphanage for wayward boys and girls.’ He tilted his head quizzically. ‘Are you wayward?’

         ‘No, sir!’

         ‘Ever been expelled?’

         ‘No, sir.’ Digs bristled.

         ‘Then why on earth are you being sent to an orphanage for wayward boys and girls?’

         ‘I didn’t think orphanages even existed any more,’ Digs said, changing the subject.

         ‘They don’t,’ Mr Menton replied. ‘Not in England, anyway. Well, apart from this one.’

         Mr Menton passed across a glossy school brochure he pulled from the will. Digs flicked through the pages. The school uniform looked like no school uniform Digs had ever seen. The boys at Cyril Sniggs’s wore black knee-length frock 10coats with ornate buttons, white shirts and black satin ties with three yellow stripes, dark trousers, and top hats with small clocks on the brim. The girls wore ankle boots, black tights, and black-and-yellow gothic open-front ruffled skirts that were long at the back and ruched up at the front, with jackets – and fedora hats also with clocks resting on the brims.

         Digs turned the pages. One photograph was a school corridor with a sign that said, No laughing in term time. Other photographs had grimacing pupils clambering up exercise walls like they were in the army.

         Digs glanced down the teachers list. Even their names were terrifying: Enid Greb, Horatio Spit-Ripping, Peregrine Kruger, Mavis Moriarty, Derek Mildew, William Bleary… This was too scary to read. Digs closed the brochure.

         ‘Have you any idea why your mother’s sent you to a school such as this?’

         Digs didn’t answer. There could only be one reason he was being sent to a school like this but he was in no hurry to share that reason with Mr Menton. He was in no hurry to share it with anyone. It was his secret and his secret alone.

         Well, not quite.

         One other person knew his secret, too.
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            THE SECOND WORST DAY EVER

         

         May rain pummelled Mr Menton’s ancient Bentley as it thundered along the hedge-lined road, the engine purring, wipers dragging, as late evening folded into darkness.

         The orphanage, Digs had learned, was set in an old monastery overlooking an estuary that fed into the English Channel.

         Mrs O’Malley sat in the front, in her bright blue anorak – the one she’d worn at the funerals – knitting a tea cosy. Digs sat in the back and stared out of the window. His reflection stared back. His head was a forest of untameable blond hair, his eyes a twinkly green and part of his left eyebrow was missing, thanks to a sparkler accident when he was seven; it looked a bit like a semi-colon that had tripped up. He was five-foot two, although when he pinched his stepdad’s hair gel he could get to five-foot three. Pinching his stepdad’s hair gel wouldn’t be something he’d be doing any more.

         They travelled in silence, with just the muted sounds of the radio burbling away. Digs didn’t pay much attention 12 until a song came on called the ‘The Worst Day of my Life’, and he remembered what he’d once considered the worst day of his life. It wasn’t the worst day of his life any more, of course, but at the time, it seemed like the end of the world.

         Digs had been standing in the women’s department of Barrett’s Department Store, while his mum paid for a dressing gown, when Noah Brighouse went past. Noah Brighouse was Digs’s nemesis. In his last term at Gridbury Grammar, he’d given Digs a doorknob wedgie because Digs didn’t support Torquay United. He’d given Digs a helicopter wedgie because Digs had bowled him out in cricket when he was on 99. Worst of all, he’d given Digs a flagpole wedgie for something Digs hadn’t even done!

         It all started when Orville Plumber stole Brighouse’s zombie silhouette stencil. The zombie stencil had made Brighouse famous at Gridbury Grammar, as one break time he’d snuck into the art room and covered all the paintings pinned on the walls with silhouettes of the living dead. ‘Skipping Through Flowers’ by Primrose Pinkerton was one of the victims. A young girl danced through a field of daisies. That was until Brighouse, with his silhouette stencil, added five zombies, arms outstretched, lurching after her.

         Even the Year 4 potato print, ‘Birth of Jesus’, had zombies shuffling up behind the three wise men and an oblivious Virgin Mary. Also, the end-of-year school photo in the entrance hall acquired three brain-eaters behind Mrs Marsh in row two. 13

         Brighouse got suspended for a week.

         But then Orville Plumber stole Brighouse’s zombie silhouette stencil, which was bad news for Digs because the back of Digs’s head looked exactly like the back of Orville Plumber’s head. One minute, Digs was reading a book about the feudal system in the Quiet Space room and the next he was being hoisted up the school flagpole by his underpants. What was worse, this happened at the exact same time as the girls’ marching band stomped past playing a disco mash-up of ‘I Will Survive’ and ‘Take Me Higher’.

         Brighouse got suspended for two weeks, but as Digs reflected later, it could have been even worse. Sometimes Brighouse would hang boys on coat hooks and walk off. Some of his victims hung there for hours screaming to be let down. Shorty Dawson got a coat-hook wedgie and wasn’t found until the cleaners came in the following morning. And Shorty Dawson was the music teacher.

         Brighouse got suspended for four weeks.

         A month later, after more indiscretions and a rumour some parents had complained, Brighouse was expelled. Digs was not sorry. And neither were his underpants, who’d been to places they’d never wanted to go.

         Once Brighouse had been expelled, Digs thought he was rid of him but here he was, smirking at him through the shop window. Digs looked around.

         Where was his mum?

         Without his mum, it looked as if Digs was in the 14 women’s lingerie department all on his own. What could he be doing there, apart from buying ladies’ underwear for himself? Embarrassment rocketed up his body as Noah Brighouse whipped out his phone and aimed it through the shop window.

         Digs had to do something.

         But what?

         No choice. He ducked behind a rack of bras for fuller-figure ladies and buried his face in one of the bra cups.

         No one could identify you while your face was buried in a giant bra cup.

         Genius move.

         Even Albert Einstein would have applauded that one.

         Almost a minute went by before Digs gathered his courage and peeked out of the bra to check if Noah Brighouse had gone.

         Big mistake.

         HUGE ENORMOUS MASSIVE MISTAKE.

         Noah Brighouse had not gone. He was still there in a state of total ungoneness.

         Cl-ick!

         Brighouse took a photograph of Digs then looked at his phone and howled his stupid donkey hee-haw laugh.

         This was the worst, most embarrassing thing that had ever happened to Digs ever.

         Except it wasn’t.

         The worst, most embarrassing thing that ever happened to 15 Digs ever was about to happen to Digs next. Noah Brighouse tapped the buttons of his phone, writing, Jack Digby buys himself a new bra for next term, then sent the photograph to all the boys in Digs’s class and some of the girls, too. Even though Noah Brighouse didn’t even go to their school any more.

         Brighouse grinned at Digs through the shop window, explaining, in mime, what he’d done, then skateboarded off. Seconds later, Digs’s mum appeared with a big pink shopping bag and handed it to Digs to carry.

         ‘Why did you have to bring me shopping?’ Digs moaned. ‘Noah Brighouse took a photograph of me with all the bras. It was so embarrassing.’

         ‘Jack, as you get older, you’ll learn being embarrassed is a waste of time,’ she smiled. ‘So long as you’re kind, who cares what people think of you? It’s what you think of yourself that counts.’

         ‘And what I think of myself,’ Digs grunted, ‘is that I’m a total loser for going shopping with my mum, because mum-shopping is really embarrassing. This is the worst day of my life!’

         Digs sat in Mr Menton’s car and groaned at the recollection. The worst day of his life? How could he have been such a brat? And why did he tell his mum he hated mum-shopping? He’d give anything to go shopping with his mum now.

         Mr Menton brought him crashing back to the present. ‘Nearly at Cyril Sniggs’s, my boy!’ he boomed. ‘Not far now.’ 16

         Digs looked out of the window at the dry-stone walls and smelt the sharp scent of salt water. The Bentley powered alongside an estuary, passing a sign that said they were entering Smuggler’s Bay. Soon after they passed a café called Smugs. Even though it was late, diners were inside eating and laughing. It was the sort of place Digs used to go with his family.

         Digs looked at the sky. A nosy moon peered between dark clouds. When was it going to thunder? Digs was desperate to read the Russian nesting doll’s next message. Perhaps it would tell him when he was going to see his old friends again; the ones from Gridbury, the ones he’d had to say goodbye to with fist bumps and shoulder claps while ordering himself to keep it together.

         ‘What’s this?’

         Mr Menton pointed to a woman standing in the road, waving her arms for them to stop.

         Then, screech! Digs felt the car sag on one side, and swerve and skid to a halt.

         ‘Drat!’ Mr Menton sighed. ‘Flat tyre.’

         The woman ran over as Mr Menton lowered his window.

         ‘There’s some glass on the road. I thought I’d kicked it all into the ditch. I must have missed some. Now we’ve both got flat tyres.’

         ‘Allow me to help,’ Mr Menton said, getting out of the car into the rain. ‘I’ll change your wheel in no time.’

         ‘I’ll hold an umbrella for you,’ Mrs O’Malley said, clambering out, too. 17

         Digs watched from inside the car as Mr Menton and the woman spoke. He couldn’t hear what they were saying. A few moments later, Mr Menton opened the car door.

         ‘My boy, we’ll need to jack up our car to change the tyre, so you’ll have to get out. Take this torch and shelter in that old pub over there. We’ll come and get you when we’re done.’

         Digs peered into the darkness. The night was as black as a witch’s cloak. He grabbed his backpack, clicked on the torch, and ran across the car park. His left leg throbbed with all the sitting. It had been nine months since he’d broken his leg sliding down the banister at home, not realizing his mum had just waxed it. The banister that is, not his leg. The throb reminded him of his accident, and his accident reminded him of his family. In fact, everything reminded him of his family. Digs tried to change the channel in his brain and looked at the wooden board rattling in the wind. The pub was called Smuggler’s End. The sign claimed it’d been Quenching travellers’ thirsts since 1343.

         Digs ducked through the broken door and stepped inside. The pub smelt of stale beer and musty cellars. He walked through the gloom, shining his torch across paintings of old ships, and men carrying barrels from rowing boats into candle-lit caves. A piece of driftwood hung from the ceiling: Smugglers beware – ghosts live here.

         Before Digs could even gulp, he heard a creak behind him and span round.
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            SMUGGLER’S END

         

         An apparition in a shawl hovered in the doorway and the room became ice cold. Digs had to remind himself his mum had told him ghosts didn’t exist – but she’d also told him he’d come top in French.

         The apparition moved towards him.

         What should he do?

         It seemed to Digs it was a toss-up between: a) screaming and running off, or b) not screaming (to save a bit of time) and running off. He was still weighing this up when the apparition spoke.

         ‘Hi,’ the apparition said. ‘Bloomin’ freezing in here, isn’t it?’

         Digs wasn’t an apparition expert, but he was pretty sure apparitions didn’t say ‘Hi’ and complain about the cold. Apparitions, he was fairly certain, if they existed at all, were a bit more ghosty. They’d say something like, ‘Oooh, I am the ghost of Obadiah Black,’ or just ‘Ooooooooh’.

         While he was thinking about this, the apparition took another step into the room and became lit by a gunshot of moonlight arrowing through the window. 19

         It turned out the apparition wasn’t an apparition at all. It was, in fact, a girl of about Digs’s age, and about Digs’s height. She had shoulder-length hair the colour of a Halloween pumpkin, eyes the colour of Cookie Monster ice cream and freckles that passed across her face like a flock of migrating birds. Now Digs could see her more clearly, he realized her shawl was a travel blanket. Under the blanket she was wearing a black vintage bomber jacket covered in Japanese writing, a white T-shirt, also covered in Japanese writing, cool, ripped black jeans and high-heeled Doc Martens.

         A smile spread across her face like spilt honey.

         ‘Did you think I was a ghost?’

         Digs blushed all the way down to his feet. In fact, if someone had been standing next to him Digs’s blush was so huge it would probably have turned them bright red too.

         ‘’Course not,’ he lied, ‘I knew you were a person straight away by the fact that you’re person-shaped.’

         ‘Good spot.’ She smiled. ‘Do you have a name?’

         ‘Yes, I’ve had one all my life. Well, not all my life, not for the first two weeks. At first, my parents couldn’t decide what to call me.’

         ‘What is it?’ she asked patiently.

         ‘Jack,’ Digs said. ‘Jack Winston Claremont Digby. After my two grandfathers: Winston and Claremont.’

         ‘I’m not going to call you Jack Winston Claremont Digby. It’s too long.’ 20

         ‘My friends call me Digs.’ Digs smiled; he was starting to feel more like himself now. ‘So, what’s your name?’

         At first, she didn’t answer. Maybe she didn’t want to tell him. ‘Rapunzel,’ she said at last. ‘Rapunzel Aadnevik.’

         Digs blinked. What a name. ‘Wow, okay, what do your friends call you? Rap?’

         ‘Princess, usually. My full name is Princess Rapunzel Aadnevik. I’m a member of the Norwegian royal family. When we met, you should probably have bowed but it’s not a big deal.’

         ‘Oh, sorry,’ Digs spluttered, ‘I … I didn’t realize.’ He bowed.

         She shook her head, ‘No, more bowy than that. That was more a bow for a lady or a duchess.’

         ‘Was it? Oh, sorry.’

         ‘You’ve really got to bend at the waist. Aim for forty-five degrees.’

         Digs pictured his protractor and bowed again. This time much more bowily.

         ‘Is that better?’

         ‘Way better.’

         Digs grinned, pleased he’d got the hang of bowing and was no longer making an idiot of himself.

         ‘I’ve never met a princess before. So, where are you going?’

         ‘My new school.’

         Digs’s heart nearly stopped. Were they both going to 21 Cyril Sniggs’s? Would they even be in the same class? That would be amazing! He’d have a friend who was a princess!  

         ‘Hey, this is my friend, she’s a princess. This is how you bow to her. By the way, did I mention we’re friends and she’s a princess?’

         ‘What’s your school called?’ Digs asked.

         For a second the girl seemed unsure, before she said, ‘Oh, uh, Dudelings.’

         ‘Dudelings?’

         ‘It’s a progressive school for creative kids. The kids of rock stars go to this school.’

         ‘Oh, wow, cool,’ Digs said, a little deflated.

         ‘What’s that band who used to throw fridges out of hotel-room windows? Their drummer’s kids go to this school.’

         ‘Amazing.’

         ‘You can call the teachers by their first names. Dudelingdodions don’t even have to go to lessons if they don’t want. It’s like super laid-back and creative. And the headteacher sounds amazing. In his welcome to the school letter, he uses words like “dope” and “chill” and “crushing it”. The school motto is “We suck at sport”. I hate sport so that’s great for me. What school are you going to?’

         Digs shrugged. ‘Oh, my school is nothing special like yours. It’s just a normal ordinary normal one.’

         Digs decided to change the subject. He certainly didn’t want to have to admit he was going to a correctional orphanage for wayward boys and girls.

         ‘So, what is this place then?’ he asked. 22

         ‘Smuggler’s End. I’ve been looking around. There’s lots of pictures and plaques explaining its history. Come on, I’ll show you round.’

         Digs followed her. ‘I suppose it’s called Smuggler’s End because they came here to swap stories about their adventures?’

         ‘That’s what I thought, but it turns out it’s called Smuggler’s End because the authorities raided the inn and rounded up all the smugglers and hanged them. Even the innkeeper and his wife who helped the smugglers. How awful is that?’

         ‘They were pirates, though,’ Digs said. ‘They probably deserved it.’

         ‘Smugglers aren’t pirates,’ she chided. ‘Pirates robbed and killed people. Smugglers just smuggled. They didn’t hurt anyone. Certainly not the ones from Smuggler’s End. It explains it all in this display case.’

         She pointed to a glass case on the wall, with writing engraved on a brass plate.

         ‘In the eighteenth century, to pay for all the wars, the government made people pay tax on tea, salt, sugar, spices, cotton and coffee. Without smugglers, most people couldn’t have afforded that stuff. There was even a rumour the smugglers round here smuggled magic.’

         ‘Magic?’

         She grinned. She had a good grin. It made Digs’s heart want to whistle. 23

         ‘It tells you all about it in that display case.’

         Digs frowned. ‘What kind of magic?’

         ‘Potions, spells, you name it.’ She laughed and pointed to a faded oil painting of seven treasure chests crammed with wands and enchantments.

         ‘People were so gullible back then,’ she said. ‘They actually believed in magic.’

         Digs blushed, remembering the doll in his backpack. He certainly couldn’t tell this girl about that.

         ‘Look at this one.’ She pointed to another painting where a wizard cured the sick by dripping a single drop of a golden liquid onto their hands. Digs studied the picture. The wizard was holding a bottle labelled The Elixir of Life.

         Just then, a woman’s voice rang out in the darkness. ‘My dear, we’re ready to go now.’

         ‘Coming!’ the girl called back. She picked up an expensive leather folder she’d left on one of the pub’s old tables. It had H.I.R.H embossed in gold lettering at the centre. What did that stand for, Digs wondered. Probably Her Imperial Royal Highness.

         ‘Nice meeting you, Jack Winston Claremont Digby,’ she said.

         ‘Nice meeting you, too, Princess Rapunzel Aadnevik of Norway,’ Digs bowed.

         She laughed – it sounded like a tinkling chandelier – and ran off.

         ‘Good luck at your cool new school,’ Digs called after her. 24

         ‘Good luck at your ordinary normal one,’ she called back.

         Digs watched as she jogged athletically across the car park to a waiting Ford Fiesta and waved as she got in. Digs wondered if all princesses were as nice as that. She really should have had bodyguards, though. Then something dawned on Digs, and he felt stupid.

         How could he have been such an idiot?

         The woman who was driving was the princess’s bodyguard. True, she was quite plump, but that was probably because she was wearing so many bulletproof vests. The Ford Fiesta started with a gear crunch then juddered onto the main road before it disappeared in a bang of smoke.

         That was clever, pretending to be a bad driver in a beat-up old car. No one would ever suspect the girl in the car was a princess.

         Digs sighed as he realized he’d probably never see her again. He felt a bit sad. Not the huge great ocean of sadness he’d felt on hearing the news of his family but a small sadness, like a spider might feel when losing a leg. To cheer himself up he wandered around the pub and looked at the display cases. It seemed in the eighteenth century, Spanish pirates had discovered treasure from the famous Lost City of Atlantis. Amongst the treasure were magical potions and wondrous elixirs. One night, as the Spanish slept, British sailors boarded their ship, El Buitre Dorado or The Golden Vulture, in English, and stole seven treasure 25chests. Some said the sailors were pirates, others said they were smugglers sailing back home. What happened to the treasure no one knew. The display cases claimed the sailors hid the treasure when they arrived home and used to drink in Smuggler’s End. Digs moved down the room, reading more display cases, when a clap of thunder rattled the pint pots behind the bar.

         Thunder!

         He could open the next Russian nesting doll.
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            THE JAM STONE

         

         Digs took out the purple Russian nesting doll. He inserted his nail into the gap in the middle, and the doll split into two, revealing the next figurine inside. This soldier was mustard-yellow and, like the first doll, had a note in its arms. Digs remembered how the outer casing of the first doll had disappeared in Mr Menton’s office. This wasn’t going to happen this time. He laid the two purple pieces of the doll on a table in front of him and waited to see if anything happened. It didn’t. He wrinkled his nose. He could feel it getting itchy. He was going to sneeze. The pub was so dusty. He did one of his famous huge sneezes. The ones his mum used to call ‘Achoonamis’. He looked at the table. The two pieces of the purple doll weren’t there. They’d vanished, just like the navy-blue doll had in Mr Menton’s office. How was that even possible? Digs unfolded the tiny scrap of paper and read the note.

         
            My dear Digs, by now you are standing in the saloon bar in Smuggler’s End. 27

         

         How did the doll know where he was going to be?

         
            Walk into the Murphy bar, but keep close to the wall as the ceiling will collapse as you walk through.

         

         The ceiling will WHAT? Digs’s eyebrows huddled together, like two squirrels in a rainstorm.

         
            Towards the end of the room, you will see a painting called ‘The Golden Handshake’. Study the painting, it has a lot to say. To the side of the painting is a framed letter describing Frankie Brixton’s final meal. Study that, too. Afterwards, remove the framed letter from the wall and behind it you’ll find a safe. Inside is a Jam Stone. Keep it on you at all times. One day, you’ll learn what it does.

            P.S. The combination to the safe is your birthday. Do not open the next doll until you hear the words, ‘Would you like a caramel toffee?’

         

         Digs crept down the steps into the Murphy bar. Thump, thump, thump; it felt as if his heart was having a wild party in his chest. He wanted to knock on his ribcage and ask it to keep the noise down. He jammed his back against the wall and edged along. Tiny tornadoes of dust parachuted down while the plasterwork grumbled and groaned above him. Digs stopped moving, almost too frightened to breathe. The roof moaned and creaked. Maybe he should go back. 28 No time. Cracks zigzagged across the plasterwork, followed by a rumble then a boom and the ceiling collapsed in an explosion of dust. For several seconds, it was impossible to see. Digs cowered against the wall, shielding his eyes, and coughing out plaster dust. The Russian nesting doll had saved his life. Finally, the dust cleared, and Digs was able to make out a painting on the far side of the room. It was ‘The Golden Handshake’. A brass plate explained it had been donated to the pub by the sons of Fearless Frankie Brixton, a smuggler, the day before he was hanged. It showed Frankie in his prison cell shaking hands with his two sons. Judging from their clothes one was a baker, the other a blacksmith. Brixton was sweating so badly, sweat dripped from his hand. It had been his dying wish for his sons to have the painting after his death.

         Why did the Russian nesting doll think this painting was so important? Digs didn’t get it. To the side of the painting was a handwritten letter in a glass frame.

         
            Last Meal request of Frank Brixton

            
                

            

            I most humbly request, a final meal of a bowl of walnuts, a mug of camomile tea, a cold compress and a generous helping of beeswax. Should I not finish this meal I further request what remains is passed to my sons as a final memory.

            Your most humble prisoner,

            Frank Brixton (smuggler, retired) 29

         

         What a strange meal, Digs thought, as he took the framed letter off the wall and rested it on a chair. Sure enough, behind the letter, as the Russian nesting doll had promised, was a safe. The safe was made of iron with a dull brass combination lock. The thud-thud-thud of Digs’s heartbeat filled his ears as he moved the combination lock to the days and year of his birthday. Why was it his birthday? Was that coincidence or had someone set the combination of the safe so it would be easy for him to remember? Digs took hold of the safe’s great handle and twisted. The safe door opened with a soft click.

         Digs peered in. The safe was lined in red velvet. At the back was a stone, the shape and size of his palm. He hauled it out. It was dull and, in places, rough to the touch. Why was it called a Jam Stone? Digs was a bit disappointed. After all the excitement of the ceiling caving in and then the safe, he’d been expecting something special, not this scruffy-looking stone. Still, the Russian nesting doll had told him it would help him so he supposed he should keep it. As he put the stone in his pocket, Mr Menton’s voice called out. ‘Jack, we’re ready to leave, my boy.’

         ‘Coming!’ Digs called.

         Digs closed the safe and put the picture back on the wall, then scampered out of Smuggler’s End and into Mr Menton’s car.

         ‘Off we go, my lovely,’ Mrs O’Malley said. ‘Not far now.’ 30

         As the car powered along, a swill of fear stirred in Digs’s stomach. They’d be at the school soon, a school where he was going to spend the next six years of his life. A school where he didn’t have a single friend. Although he did have the doll. He remembered the nesting doll’s instruction not to read the next message until someone said: ‘Would you like a caramel toffee?’

         Why couldn’t he open the next doll now, though? Knowing what the next message said might make him feel a bit less petrified. It might also tell him who the best kids at Cyril Sniggs’s were to make friends with and who to avoid.

         If he opened the doll, who would know? Digs slipped the doll out of his bag and prised it open. Inside, as usual, was another soldier, this one was grey, with another note folded across its chest. As before, the two pieces of the first doll vanished. This didn’t even surprise him any more. Digs unfolded the paper.

         
            Dear Mr Cheaty-Pants, if you’re going to sneak looks at the messages ahead of time, you’ll find there are no messages in any of the remaining soldiers and I’ll never help you again!!

         

         Digs swallowed. The Russian nesting doll knew he was going to cheat.

         
            As I said earlier: don’t open the next doll until you hear the words, ‘Would you like a caramel toffee?’ 31

         

         His heart racing, Digs put the doll back in his bag and vowed he’d never cheat again. Then he remembered that there were only sixteen dolls. He’d totally wasted one of the doll’s notes. Mr Menton called through from the front.

         ‘Jack, my boy?’

         ‘Yes, Mr Menton?’

         Mr Menton held out a bag of sweets. ‘I can’t offer you a sherbet lemon but would you like a caramel toffee?’

         Digs’s eyes bulged. ‘Yes, sir, thank you, sir.’

         Digs popped one of the caramels into his mouth and took out the Russian nesting doll. The next soldier was lime-green but this soldier didn’t have a folded note in its arms. It had two. As before, the first doll vanished.

         The first note was marked Note One. The second Note Two.

         Digs read Note One.

         
            Dear Digs, don’t read Note Two. Instead, give it to Mrs O’Malley and ask her to post it to the address below.

            P.S. Ask Mrs O’Malley to put your address at Cyril Sniggs’s on the back of the envelope.

            P.P.S. Don’t open the next doll until Sprout has said, ‘Good night.’

         

         Who was Sprout? Digs hadn’t a clue. He tapped Note Two. Should he read it? No! He mustn’t defy the Russian nesting doll a second time. 32

         Digs leant forward. ‘Mrs O’Malley? Will you post this note for me?’

         ‘My pleasure, my angel.’

         He tore the address off the bottom of Note One, which read – Professor Fanswater, 23 McLaughlin Gardens, Balornock, Springburn, Scotland, AB9 AN8 – and handed it to her. ‘It’s to go to this address and will you put my address at Cyril Sniggs’s on the back of the envelope, please?’

         ‘It’s as good as done, my love.’

         ‘Here we are at last,’ Mr Menton declared.

         Digs squinted through the window and saw a black-and-yellow sign announcing Cyril Sniggs’s Correctional Orphanage for Wayward Boys and Girls.

         They drove through iron gates and along a tarmacked driveway between perfectly mown lawns before they pulled up in the visitor’s car park. High above them, the school perched on the crest of a steep slope like a bird of prey. It was an old monastery, dark and sombre, with scowling gargoyles. Rain tap-danced on the black tarmac as they got out of the car.

         ‘Don’t you worry about a thing,’ Mrs O’Malley shouted above the howling wind. ‘Being sent to an orphanage while there’s a friend of the family willing to bring you up, it’s not right. We’ll fight this, Jack, my love.’

         So much of this didn’t make sense. His mum would never have wanted him to go to a school like Cyril Sniggs’s. She’d have wanted him to be brought up by Mrs O’Malley, 33or a wonderful foster family. Why had she insisted Digs went to this terrifying school?

         Mrs O’Malley pointed to the steps. ‘I can’t manage those steps, my darlin’, not with my back. I’ll say my goodbyes here.’

         She gave Digs a long hug. She smelt of the perfume his mum had given her for Christmas. For a moment, it felt like he was losing not one mum but two.

         ‘Everything is going to work out, my lovely. I promise it will.’

         Digs picked up his bags and made for the steps. Mrs O’Malley was right. Everything was going to work out. He turned to give her one final wave and saw she’d clambered back into the car and was sobbing into her knitting.
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            CYRIL SNIGGS’S

         

         Digs and Mr Menton heaved Digs’s luggage up the mountain of steps to the front porch, and Mr Menton hammered on the oak door.

         Digs’s leg, still not fully healed, throbbed from all the steps. ‘Do you think Mrs O’Malley will be able to adopt me?’ Digs asked. ‘It sounds like she’s going to try.’

         ‘I wouldn’t pin your hopes on it, my boy,’ Mr Menton said. ‘She’s nice, but as you know, slightly bonkers. Social services prefer not bonkers.’

         Digs smiled. Mrs O’Malley thought the world was flat, and only ate food beginning with the letter ‘C’, but she was a brilliant builder of tree houses until she fell out of a tree – and incredibly kind.

         The door creaked open and a man peered at them out of the gloom. He had thinning locks combed into a bonfire of hair on the top of his head. His nose looked lost. It started off straight, then turned left, then right, then left again. His teeth looked like a vandalized piano, and he smelt so uniquely unpleasant even the smelliest French 35 cheese wouldn’t have wanted to sit next to him on a bus.

         ‘I’m Mr Spurtle, the school warden,’ he leered. ‘Matron, whom usually welcomes new pupils, h’is presently h’indisposed.’

         ‘Jack Digby and his legal advisor, Maurice Menton. Master Digby is here to join your good selves for the duration of his education.’

         ‘Perhaps I could h’implore you to come h’in. I won’t shake your hand, as it’s just been up a chicken.’

         ‘Ah, you’ve been preparing dinner?’ Mr Menton chortled.

         ‘No, why do you think that?’

         ‘Well, why else would your hand be up a chicken?’

         ‘I mislaid one of me gloves,’ Mr Spurtle sneered, and picked up a cooked chicken from a side table and put it back onto his hand. ‘If you lose your gloves, they don’t give you no spares at Cyril Sniggs’s. It’s perishing cold in ‘ere and lovely and warm up a cooked chicken.’

         The reception hall smelt of cabbage and wood polish. Huge, dark paintings of people with cruel faces glared at Digs from every wall, while blood-red velvet curtains hung either side of tiny windows.

         ‘Perhaps, I could h’offer you a glass of something,’ Mr Spurtle said to Mr Menton. ‘H’I’ve got some mulled wine warming, why don’t you perambulate this way.’

         ‘Also, I must give you this letter,’ Mr Menton said as they walked along. ‘It explains young Jack here suffers from a cashew-nut allergy. Can you ensure Cook is aware. Also, he 36 must carry around two EpiPens at all times. He has four.’

         Digs was only half listening; he was too busy staring at a stone statue of Cyril Sniggs in the middle of the reception hall. Sniggs looked stern and haughty. He wore a top hat and a frock coat and held a huge birch stick over a cowering child. Chiselled into the base of the statue were the words: Guidance through love and the occasional gentle rebuke.

         Chiselled underneath, it said: Mr Cyril Sniggs – His Royal Majesty’s most beloved Privateer.

         What was a Privateer? Digs hadn’t a clue. What he did know, was the statue scared the life out of him. If the school was anything like the statue … He gulped and looked at the paintings to take his mind off things. They gave him little comfort. They all seemed to be of Cyril Sniggs. There he was fox hunting. There he was posing theatrically with his cloak. There he was having his boots polished by two servants. Digs looked up. Portraits of eyes covered the ceiling. Each of the eyes was six feet wide and there were as many as a hundred, all staring down at you, as if watching your every move.
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