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DOUBLE TROUBLE





It was a fine spring morning when Wily Fox walked out of New York’s JFK airport and got into a yellow taxicab.


“The Sheep residence, please,” he said to the driver.


“You sure about that, buddy?” the taxi driver replied. “You know the old lady’s a recluse. She don’t open her door to nobody.”


Wily smiled. “It’s OK. I’ve got someone on the inside.”
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The taxi driver shrugged and drove off. After a few minutes he glanced up at his rear-view mirror.


“Hey, I know you,” he said.


Wily grew tense. He didn’t like being recognized. As the world’s greatest detective, it was his job to stay in the shadows.


“Yeah, you’re that Fox guy. I’ve seen your picture in the papers.”


Wily thought about his recent cases. The fiendish forger and the perfume plot. Would they have been in the US press? There was that time when the president had lost her address book containing the names of every single American spy and Wily had helped her to find it. (It had been wedged under her desk to stop it wobbling.) But that had been top secret.


“Yeah,” the taxi driver went on, “you’re that singer, Finlay Fox. Go on, give us a tune.”


Wily relaxed. “Sorry, that’s not me, I’m afraid.”


“Really?” said the taxi driver. “Well, you look just like him. He’s like your double. Or you’re his double.”


Wily smiled. He didn’t believe in doubles. Everyone was unique – if you knew what to look for.
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Wily rapped hard on the large oak door of the Sheep residence. The building itself was old and grand, but it was gloomy, with cracked windows and ivy creeping up every wall. The young sheep who answered the door started talking before Wily even had a chance to introduce himself.


“I don’t know how he’s done it. He’s the double of my brother!” she blurted out.


“What? Who’s a double?” said Wily, confused.


“Sorry – where are my manners,” said the sheep. “Come inside, and I’ll tell you everything.”


Wily followed the sheep through a huge entrance hall, down a long corridor and into an enormous sitting room. There were cracks in the ceiling and the furniture looked old and threadbare.




[image: ]





The sheep offered Wily a faded armchair.


“I’ll start from the beginning,” she said, sitting down opposite him. “First of all, I’m Sally Sheep. I take it you received my email.”


“Yes, I came right away. It sounded urgent,” said Wily.


“It is urgent,” said Sally. “My grandmother – Sheila Sheep – is one of the wealthiest animals in America. My parents died when I was young and she brought me up, along with my twin brother, Simon.”


Wily nodded. “I’ve done my homework.”


“Of course,” said Sally. “So you’ll also know that two years ago, my brother left home to go on a scientific trip to Peru. He went to the Amazon to study the nine-legged tree spider, one of the rarest creatures in the world. But here’s something you won’t know. Two months ago, we lost all contact with him. There were no phone calls, no emails, nothing. For the first few weeks, we assumed he was ill and that’s why he couldn’t write. Another month passed, and we started to panic. We were about to contact the US embassy in Peru when…”


“He called you?” asked Wily.


“He came back,” said Sally. “Only it’s not him. It’s an impostor.”


“Right,” said Wily. “Then why did you let him in?”


“I didn’t,” said Sally. “The butler did. And he took him straight to my grandmother’s room. She’s very old. Very sick. She hasn’t been outside for more than a decade. And she always adored Simon. So she wants to believe it’s him. It looks just like him, but I know it isn’t.”


“What makes you so sure?” asked Wily.


“He’s my twin,” said Sally. “We’ve always been able to read each other’s minds.


 


But from this animal I get … nothing. That’s why I called you! I don’t want to confront him until we know what he’s done with my brother.”


“But this sheep looks like Simon?” said Wily.


“That’s the thing,” said Sally. “He’s the spitting image. He’s even wearing the watch that my grandmother gave him for his eighteenth birthday.”


“Hmm,” said Wily, “the two sheep must have met, then. And the impostor must have stolen the watch. And he’s presumably come here because he wants your grandmother’s money.”


“Of course,” huffed Sally, “but I don’t care about that. All I want to know is what he’s done with my brother. He’s alive – I can sense it! Find him, Mr Fox, before it’s too late.”


“OK. Describe Simon to me. What are his distinguishing features?” said Wily.


“He has a black patch of wool on his ear,” said Sally. “He’s allergic to nuts and he has a zig-zag scar on his left hand.”


“That’s a good start,” said Wily. “And now I should meet this impostor. Is he here?”


Sally shook her head. “He’s out shopping, spending money with my grandmother’s credit cards, no doubt. But it’s the Millionaire’s Ball tonight. He’ll be there, along with all the richest animals in New York.”


“Can you get me an invite?” asked Wily.


Sally nodded. “You can be my guest. Meet me in the lobby of the Empire State Building at eight p.m. sharp.”


“I’ll be there,” said Wily. As he stood up, he added, “Mind if I have a look around on my way out?”


“Go ahead,” said Sally, “but don’t go near my grandmother’s room. She can’t find out that I’ve hired you.”


Wily thanked her and walked back towards the huge entrance hall. He glanced up the large staircase and saw a row of bedroom doors. He climbed the stairs.


The first room he went in belonged to Sally. Wily glanced around and immediately noticed an unusual statue on her bedside table. It was a carved wooden monkey grinning from ear to ear.
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On the bottom was engraved:
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Wily put the statue down, but then he saw something glinting in the monkey’s eye. He tugged it with his finger and a tiny microphone attached to a wire came out.


Looks like this monkey has bugs, Wily thought. Now why would Simon want to listen in on his sister’s conversations?


He put the microphone in his pocket, glanced around the room again and left.


Wily quickly searched the other rooms on the landing – two bathrooms, a guest bedroom and a small study – then he found what looked like Simon’s room.


It was very tidy. A row of clean suits in the wardrobe, neatly folded shirts in the drawers. In the bedside table, Wily found Simon’s passport. Wily checked the watermark on the back cover. It was genuine. This meant one of two things: that the real Simon had returned and Sally was wrong. Or that his passport had been stolen from the real Simon, along with the watch.
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Wily looked at the mirror on the wall above Simon’s bed. He stared at his reflection and thought about the case.


Let’s assume that Sally is right and that Simon is a crook, Wily said to himself. He’s conjured up a plan to get Sheila Sheep’s money. That explains why, but it doesn’t explain how. How has the fake Simon managed to make himself look exactly like the real Simon, so that passport officials and even his own grandmother think he’s the real thing?


Wily took a step closer. The mirror suddenly shattered with an ear-splitting crash. Glass splinters exploded across the room.
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Wily ducked and spun round as he heard the door shut. He dashed out on to the landing, but no one was there. He ran back into the room and looked at the space where the mirror had been. A poison dart was lodged in the wall and green liquid dripped from its tip.


Wily grabbed the dart and carefully pulled it out.


“Another gift from the Amazon,” he growled. “I wonder what Albert will make of this.”
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FRIENDS IN HIGH PLACES





Albert Mole worked behind the scenes, helping Wily on all his cases. Whenever the detective needed a gadget or information, Albert was ready with it. This time Albert had set up their temporary headquarters in the Statue of Liberty’s torch. Right now he was sitting behind a desk, surrounded by computer screens, staring at the poison dart.


“And you didn’t see who fired this?” he asked.


Wily shook his head. “They left nothing. No footprints, no fingerprints.”
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“Well, it’s poison all right,” said Albert. “From the purple-bottomed tree frog. You only get them in a very small area of the Amazon.”


“No one else knows I’m here,” said Wily, “which suggests Simon is a fake. The real Simon had no reason to kill me and then run away.”
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