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Chapter 1 – Back to Pickalee’s House
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“I hope Pickalee will be okay,” Liesel said as they walked through the pixie detective’s garden. “It sounded quite serious on the phone.”

“I’m glad she asked us to help her again,” Jonathan added. “I wouldn’t have thought Pickalee would get sick often, what with her access to fairy lands and whatnot.”

“Yes, it is quite strange for her to be sick,” their mother added as they approached her front door. She looked around, admiring the colours surrounding them. “I’ve always loved coming here; the colours are always refreshing.”

“Just like your dress,” Liesel added, looking at the rainbow stripes that coloured the fabric, making it look like a waterfall of colour. 

Their mother smiled. “You two make my heart happy,” she said, before reaching out and knocking on the door. 

If they weren’t used to magic, they would have been stunned. The door shivered as if it was cold, before opening to allow them to enter. Walking through the doorway, they gasped as they saw a huge mess in the loungeroom and kitchen. 

“This place is a mess!” Liesel exclaimed.

“Has Pickalee been burgled?” Jonathan asked. 

Sheets of paper had been strewn across the floor; puddles of liquids stained the kitchen tiles; furniture had been moved to strange positions in each room. As if they had woken from being stunned, the furniture began moving. Like toddlers in a childcare playroom, the furniture was running and dancing about, enjoying free play among the chaos.

“Very disappointing, furniture!” their mother said sternly, pointing accusingly around the room and making the furniture stop. “Now you need to clean up this mess before I get back down, or I’ll take you to the rubbish dump before you can say ‘garbage’!”

With bent frames, the furniture began moving about the rooms, cleaning up the mess they had made. The coffee table began picking up each sheet of paper between its legs. In the kitchen, the fridge held a mop in its door and was cleaning up the puddles.

“We’ve only ever seen the beds moving around,” Liesel said, watching the furniture with astonishment. 

“Well, when I was younger, I once had the furniture dancing around me and they made an awful mess, much like this, really.” Mum paused and watched the furniture work, as if remembering that day. “Needless to say, Pickalee was most disappointed in them and made them clean it up. They’re quite well-behaved usually. They must be sad to see Pickalee so sick.”

“Speaking of Pickalee, may we go up and see her?” Jonathan asked. 

“A superb idea,” their mother said, her smile like a radiant sunbeam to warm the children’s hearts. She took their hands and led them upstairs and along the hallway to Pickalee’s bedroom. Along the way, they admired each of the photos on the wall, and stopped when they saw their own faces grinning out beside the pixie and Santa Claus.

“I’m glad we were able to help save Christmas,” Liesel said proudly. 

They continued along the hallway and stopped outside a brightly-coloured door, with Pickalee’s name standing out inside a painted flower. Each petal was a different colour of the rainbow and her name seemed to shine as if it was lit by unseen lights, which Liesel assumed was magic. 

When they knocked, instead of the usual dull thud of knuckle on wood, a musical tune sounded, as if the door was a musical instrument. 

“Come in.” Pickalee’s voice came weakly through the door. The children’s mother opened the door and led them inside Pickalee’s darkened room. Her curtains had been drawn, allowing only a small shaft of sunlight to stream through. In the dim light, the children could see Pickalee sitting in bed, her covers pulled up to her chin, a mountain of pillows propping up her back. 

“Hello, Pickalee. How are you feeling?” Liesel said, moving to stand beside her bed. Jonathan stood awkwardly behind her, their mother on the other side. 

“Not too great, to be honest,” Pickalee whispered, her voice croaky. “I’m glad you’re here. I’ve been too tired and haven’t been able to get out of bed. I haven’t drunk much water and I think I’ve heard the furniture getting up to mischief downstairs. Unless I’ve been dreaming, that is. I’m a right old mess.”

“Let me get you some food and water,” the children’s mother said, before going down to the kitchen. 

“When did you get sick?” Jonathan asked, moving out from behind his sister.

“It’s wonderful to see you both,” Pickalee whispered through a tight smile. “I had been called to a difficult mystery in Stinky Bogland. It was incredibly exciting and offered much difficulty to solve.” Her smile grew bigger. “I was about to call for your help because of how complex the case had become.”

Pickalee breathed deeply and adjusted her position on the bed. Her lips were dry and cracked, framed by dried spit. 

“So, then what happened?” Jonathan asked, unable to hold his question in any longer.

“Give her time, Jonathan,” Liesel scolded. “Pickalee’s sick. She’ll tell the story when she’s ready.”

Pickalee smiled. “Thanks, Liesel. It’s refreshingly energising to have you both here.” After some deep breaths, she continued speaking. “I thought I was about to find the last clue to solve the mystery, when I had trouble breathing. I felt really sick, and I started sweating, though it was quite cool outside. I came home and have been in bed ever since.” 

“If you couldn’t solve it quickly, it must have been a hard case,” Liesel said. 

“Oh, it really was most extraordinary,” Pickalee admitted. “What happened was—”

The pixie was cut off by the children’s mother entering the room, holding a tray laden with a steaming mug and bowl, and a large jug of water. “I made you the special sickness soup you made me when I was a child,” she said, placing the tray on Pickalee’s bedside table and pouring a glass of water. Sitting on the side of the bed, she passed Pickalee the mug.

“I also made you some of my special tea I make the kids when they have a cold.” Jonathan shivered with disgust as he remembered the taste of the garlic, cinnamon, ginger, honey and pepper concoction their mother made them. It never tasted nice and the acrid taste stayed in his mouth for the rest of the day. He was pleased to see a similar look contort Pickalee’s face as she drank it quickly down.

“It’s absolutely horrid!” Pickalee gasped when she had finished. 

Their mother chuckled. “I know; it’s ghastly. But it always does the trick,” she said, passing the bowl of soup to the pixie. “This should taste better. Lucky you had all the ingredients at hand.”

“Did I?” Pickalee said, slurping the soup from her spoon. “I do remember making this soup for you, and then teaching you the recipe when you had recovered.” 

After finishing the rest of the soup, she sighed, before breathing deeply through her nose. “Thank you so much, Jessica,” Pickalee said. “I’m beginning to feel better already.” 

Drinking deeply from her glass of water, Pickalee smiled at her three visitors. “I feel completely refreshed.” She stood up and opened her curtains, smiling into the bright sunlight that shone upon her face. The gardens outside were the usual palette of colour and, when she breathed deeply, Pickalee felt as if she had never been sick.

“Can you tell us about the mystery in Stinky Bogland now?” Jonathan asked, his voice whining with impatience. 

Turning around to face them, Pickalee giggled. “Ever the inquisitive mind you are, Jonathan. How about we spend some time in my garden and let me get some fresh air?”

Pickalee led them out to the garden where they sat on the grass under a large mango tree, sipping on fresh juice their mother had brought out with them. Liesel watched a group of colourful butterflies float through the air, casually landing on flowers and flexing their wings in the soft breeze. 

“As you could guess, Stinky Bogland isn’t the best smelling place to live,” Pickalee began. “It is, quite literally, a stinky land covered mostly in bog.”

“Like a swamp?” Jonathan interrupted.

“Yes, basically,” Pickalee explained patiently. “There are a few minor differences between a bog and a swamp. Or a marshland, or fen for that matter. But bogs are usually stinkier than swamps, and less likely for things to grow. Regardless, the land was named because of the stench, not because of what it is. There are many similar habitats throughout the land, not just bogs. But I digress.”

Pickalee sipped her juice and watched the garden, an act copied by her three visitors. Finally, when she finished drinking, she began to explain the mystery. 

“The people of Stinky Bogland contacted me in the most bizarre of ways. I was in my garden, just over there near that hedge, and I saw mud begin to bubble through the grass. Well, I squatted down to peer closely, and saw the head of a bog-person rise up. They told me that somebody had been cleaning up their land and scrubbing away all the mud from everything.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Jonathan asked. 

“I’d love someone to clean your rooms without being asked,” their mother said, smiling at Liesel and Jonathan. 

“Ordinarily, yes, cleaning would be a good thing,” Pickalee said. “But in Stinky Bogland, they need it dirty, or else nothing will grow. Everything will die away and leave Stinky Bogland a wasteland.”

“I see now,” Liesel said. “We don’t like dirt much, but plants can’t grow without it. If the dirt was washed away, nothing would grow!”

“Exactly!” Pickalee said, smiling at Liesel’s brilliance. “The thing was, they couldn’t work out who was doing it, so they asked if I could help them.”

“What did you find out?” Jonathan asked. 

“I went there immediately to search for clues. I had a few ideas in mind as to who may have been cleaning the land, but needed to find out more... Perhaps you could all tell me what you think. It’d either give me a new perspective, or confirm my suspicions.” The pixie looked expectantly from the children to their mother.

“My first thought is somebody who wants to destroy Stinky Bogland,” Jonathan said. “Someone who doesn’t like it and doesn’t want it to keep going.”

“A thought I had considered. Liesel?”

“What if it was someone who doesn’t like dirt or the smell? Maybe they wanted to clean it up to make it look nicer?” Liesel picked up her cup, disappointed to find she had finished her juice.

“A likely suggestion. Jessica? Any ideas?” Pickalee said encouragingly.

“Both of those ideas sound right. I have some other ideas, though my first one is probably wrong now I’ve seen how much kids avoid cleaning. But what if it was someone who loved cleaning so much, they couldn’t help themselves? Maybe they didn’t realise the harm they were doing?”

“Perhaps,” Pickalee said. “I must admit, I hadn’t considered that. The others?”

“My next idea depends on if they’ve had much rain to wash away the dirt. Or what if someone really needed some mud to build a house or for their garden or something.”

“Both good ideas,” Pickalee said. “When I went there, I discovered there hadn’t been much rain, so I searched further to find clues. Stinky Bogland didn’t seem to have any enemies, so I put Jonathan’s theory to the side for the moment. I thought it was unlikely for people to steal mud from Stinky Bogland considering the smell and lack of nutrients in bogs for plants. So I began with the theory that someone didn’t like the dirt and somehow found themselves in Stinky Bogland.”

“Did you find any clues?” Jonathan asked.

“I went to the nearest place that had been cleaned and found that it smelt rather pleasant. I knew that they had used soap to clean it up,” Pickalee explained.

“Or magic,” Liesel added. “I wouldn’t imagine anybody would want to clean up filthy mud.”

“Yes, or magic.” Pickalee smiled at Liesel. “You have a knack for getting into people’s way of thinking.”

Liesel beamed and mumbled a quiet thanks to the pixie detective. 

“Now that I’m better, I’ll need to return to Stinky Bogland and solve the mystery. Would you like to join me, Liesel and Jonathan?”

The children looked at their mother, who nodded. “You can stay with Pickalee for a while. It is school holidays, after all. And, I’d feel better if someone kept an eye on Pickalee while she recovers.” 

Liesel and Jonathan cheered, rushing to hug their mother. 

“I’m quite well now, thanks very much,” Pickalee said, pretending to be offended. Her smile betrayed how she truly felt. 

They stood up and brushed the grass from their clothes. 

“Well, children,” Pickalee said. “Say goodbye to Mum and we’ll go straight to Stinky Bogland.”

Once the children had said goodbye to their mother, they stood next to Pickalee at the puddle of mud in the garden. Liesel and Jonathan held Pickalee’s hands as they stared into the bubbling mud.

“I hope you don’t mind bad smells,” Pickalee said, stepping into the mud. “It’s pretty stinky where we’re going.”
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Chapter 2 – Stinky Bogland
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The mud squelched beneath their feet, and a terrible odour invaded their noses. It was a mixture of vomit, dog poop and cooked cauliflower.

“That is rotten!” Jonathan declared, pinching his nose shut. “I think I’m gonna be sick!”

“You’ll get used to it,” Pickalee said. “Now, the mud will pull us through any moment now. We just have to—”
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