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      OK, I know everyone thinks their dog is the best. But with Scout, it’s the truth. We picked him up a couple of years ago from an animal rescue centre. I don’t know exactly what he is – some sort of mongrel. Fifty-five per cent Labrador. Forty-five per cent Boxer. One hundred per cent awesome.

      I clicked my tongue and whistled. Scout came to a stop on the pavement, sat back on his heels and tipped his head at me.

      “Good boy!” I handed him a treat from my pocket and scratched the soft spot behind his ears, just how he likes. He nuzzled his wet nose into my palm.

      Not to be boastful, but I have a way with animals. I even taught my pet hamster Geronimo (may he rest in peace) how to do backward somersaults on command. I can train anything.

      Well, almost anything.

      My little brother, Freddy, strained against his reins and tried to pull me up the street. Yeah, I used to cringe whenever I saw some poor kid all tied up in a harness. Until Freddy came along. I’d much rather have left the little pest at home this morning, but Mum and Dad insisted I take him along to the pet shop.

      “Hey, Leo!” someone yelled from behind.

      I turned to see a girl from school, Evie, coming up the pavement. Her fluffy little Bichon Frisé, Mandy, bounced ahead of her at the end of a hot-pink lead.

      “Hey, Evie.” I waited. Scout sat patiently at my feet. Freddy tried to sit on Scout.

      Evie and Mandy were wearing matching pink sweaters and had their curly white-blonde hair done up in multi-coloured ribbons. Those two gave new meaning to the saying that people look like their dogs. Although, I suppose I have to admit that Scout and I aren’t that different either. Same scruffy brown hair, skinny legs, and ears a little too big for our heads. Mum says I’ll grow into mine. But I’m not so sure. I’ve seen Dad’s.

      Mandy twirled in circles around Scout, sniffing and tangling herself in his lead. Evie reached down and attempted to untwist the pink mess.

      “You remember Mandy,” she said.

      “How could I forget?” I said, helping her untwist herself. “The first dog in dog show history to try to eat the obstacles instead of go over them.”

      “Humph,” Evie said. “She’ll do better this year. Won’t you, wittle wovey-dovey?” She picked Mandy up, rubbed her face in the dog’s fur and put her back down. Mandy immediately leapt after a bird.

      At the end of the street, workers were busy stringing up a “42nd Annual Weirville Dog Show” banner across the front of the Weirville town hall. Evie nodded towards it.

      “I take it you’re competing tomorrow, Leo?” she said.

      “I’m going to win,” I said.

      Freddy strained on his reins, lurching towards a piece of old chewing gum stuck on the pavement. I jolted forward, nearly losing my balance. Evie looked back and forth between Scout and my brother, and grinned.

      “Oh yeah?” she said. “With which one?”

      “Ha ha,” I said. “You just wait. Scout and I have been getting ready for this all year. Haven’t we, boy?” He woofed and wagged his tail. “We’ve got it in the bag.”

      “Is that so?” Evie said. “Care to make a little wager on that?”

      “Sure,” I said. “What?”

      Evie shrugged. “How about fifteen pounds?”

      I thought for a minute. Fifteen quid was nothing to Evie. But it was about two weeks’ worth of chores for me. “Nah,” I said. “Not high-enough stakes.”

      Evie twirled a blonde curl around her fingers and smirked. “OK, I know,” she said. “If I win, I get to give your scruffball a makeover.”

      “A makeover?” I took a look at Mandy. Her head was sagging under a giant sparkling diamante collar. She wore a little skirt covered in five layers of ruffles. Fantastic. If Mandy won, Scout would end up looking like a celebrity Chihuahua.

      But Mandy wasn’t going to win.

      “You’re on.” I held out my hand. “And if – I mean, when – I win, your little pink princess spends a week in Leo’s Doggy Boot Camp, learning some manners.”

      “Deal.” Evie shook my hand. “So where are you headed anyway?”

      “Pet Village,” I said. “To buy dog food.”

      “I’m going there too,” Evie said. “Mandy needs some new accessories for the show.”

      We walked down the high street to the pet shop. An animatronic dog stood guard outside. I think the thing used to be white, but after years of kids stroking it with their grimy hands, it had turned a weird shade of grey. Dried-up chewing gum was stuck in the eye sockets. We walked inside. The place was small, but it had pretty much everything you could ever want. Dogs barked, birds chirped, cats miaowed, hamsters and guinea pigs ran in circles in little cages. It smelt like dog chews, bird seed, and wood chips.

      I squeezed between tall shelves filled with pet gear and baskets of toys. Scout trotted obediently next to me, tail wagging. Freddy, disobediently, tried to climb a cat tree. I pulled him back and headed towards the dog food, passing a huge display of PetMunch. Rows of shiny silver cans were stacked on a table, with a life-size cardboard cut-out of Herman Munch’s pet whippet, Diablo, perched in front. He was a scrawny thing, white from head to toe, with the exception of a small black patch on his skeletal chest. His long red tongue drooped from his mouth. Pretty much the last dog you’d want advertising dog food. Or anything, for that matter.

      “Hey, Evie.” I pointed at Diablo. “Think Mr Munch will enter him in the show again this year?”

      “He’d be crazy to,” Evie said, leaning over to adjust Mandy’s hair ribbons. “Only thing that dog’s ever going to win is an ugly contest.”

      “Ugly contest!” something squawked back.

      “Who said that?” Evie said, frowning at the rudeness. She poked her head around the corner, smiled, then waved me over. “Check it out.”

      A red, green, and blue parrot stood on its perch in a hanging round cage.

      “Cool,” I said. Scout looked up and woofed.

      “Tweet, tweet!” Freddy yelled and flapped his arms.

      “Tweet, tweet,” the bird mimicked.

      Evie stepped closer to the cage, looked back and gave me a sly grin. “Dare you to stick your finger in there!”

      “What?” I said. “Why would I want to stick my finger in there?”

      “You’re the one who’s always saying you’re so great with animals, Leo,” she smirked. “Prove it.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Are you chicken?” she said.

      “No.” I put the leads in my left hand and poked my right index finger between the metal bars of the cage. “Here, little birdie!” I whistled and held my breath, hoping the thing wouldn’t bite me. The parrot swung back and forth, back and forth, watching me with its beady eyes. I relaxed a little. “That’s right,” I grinned sideways at Evie. I’d show her who was great with animals. “Come here, little birdie.” The little birdie leaned forwards…

      And snapped its hooked beak at my finger.

      “Whoa!” I yanked my hand away and tumbled backwards. The leads slipped from my grasp as I fell over and crashed into something. I heard an “Oof!” followed by the unmistakable sound of cans clattering to the floor. Mandy barked and Evie started giggling. Scout ran to my side.

      I scrambled to my feet and turned around, straightening the toppled cut-out of Diablo. The shopkeeper lay next to the PetMunch display, blinking from behind a pair of crooked glasses. A large box sat upside-down on his lap and cans had spilled about his feet. “Sorry!” I reached out a hand and helped him up. “Didn’t see you there.”

      The shopkeeper glared at me and stood, smoothing his hair and adjusting his glasses and nametag. He surveyed the mess and sighed. “Now I’ve got to start all over again.” He began picking up cans and stuffing them in the box, muttering to himself.

      “Let me help,” I said. I grabbed a can from the floor and read it. New Improved PetMunch. Diablo was on the front, but something looked different about him. It wasn’t just the green and red superhero cape, or the stupid flying pose he’d been put in. It was his eyes. The way they seemed to be staring at the camera. They looked almost… well, sinister. A little chill crept up my spine and I dropped the can in the box.

      “What is this anyway?” I asked. I never bought PetMunch – it was full of disgusting fillers. Scout may be a mongrel, but he’s still worth the good stuff.

      “Something we just got yesterday from the PetMunch factory,” he said. Then he sighed. “But now they want it back. Been recalled.” I continued piling cans into the box. Scout sat quietly next to me. I could see Freddy out of the corner of my eye, jumping up and down, trying to grab a toy mouse off a high shelf.

      “Freddy,” I said. “Calm down.”

      He ignored me, of course. Evie sidled next to me.

      “Nice move, Leo,” she said.

      “You could help,” I said. “That whole finger in the cage thing was your idea.”

      “Nobody said you had to do it,” Evie said while Mandy strained on her lead, trying to lick the bottom of the shopkeeper’s upturned boot.

      “Gross.” Evie gave Mandy’s lead a tug. “Stop it.” Mandy just kept pulling until she was lifted upright, pawing the air directly in front of her face.

      I swear I only looked away from Freddy for a split second, but when I turned around again, he was eating something off the floor. It took me another split second to notice the can of PetMunch, smashed open, and the globs of disgusting brown dog food smeared over the tiles. “Freddy, no!” I shouted.

      I lurched towards him, a voice in the back of my mind saying, Mum is going to kill me for this! I grabbed Freddy by his small shoulders.

      “Spit it out!” I gave him a little shake. “Come on, Freddy! Spit it out!”

      He swallowed hard. Then grinned. Little dribbles of artificial gravy oozed from the corners of his mouth, down his chin and onto his favourite Power Trucks T-shirt. I tried not to gag.

      “Ewwww!” Evie said. “Not only has your brother eaten dog food – he’s eaten recalled dog food.”

      I picked up a can, wondering what was wrong with it. Maybe it was just a little past its expiry date or something. I couldn’t find any sell-by information, though. Freddy waggled his head and licked his lips.

      “Woof!” he said.

      I groaned. Well, he looked all right. Hopefully he wasn’t going to puke all over the sofa later. I’d never hear the end of it.

      “You are so weird,” I muttered and reached for his reins. But just then, a post van rumbled down the street outside. Freddy cocked his head up and sniffed the air. Before I could get hold of him he let out a mighty bark, way louder than the little woof he’d just produced. He slipped free of my hands and bounded out of the shop on all fours, reins skittering behind him.

      I tried to yell for him to come back. But I was drowned out by the sound of horns honking, people screaming – and the unmistakable screech of tyres skidding out of control on the road outside.

      In an instant, Freddy’s life flashed before my eyes. I raced for the door, heart pounding, palms sweating, terrified of what awaited me on the other side.

      
        
          [image: Chapter 1]
        

      

    

OEBPS/imagedata/9781405521116.jpg
.M. STRANGE





OEBPS/imagedata/Footer.jpg





