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For Rob, Fraser, and Cameron
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‘The whole point of Miss Happyday being dead,’ said Herc, ‘is that we don’t have to do this sort of thing anymore.’


His sister’s grip did not slacken as she dragged him down the steep hill away from St Halibut’s Home for Waifs and Strays. Sometimes Herc felt she could be a lot like their not-so-dear departed matron, especially when it came to stopping him from doing what he wanted.


Herc’s latest marshmallow recipe had produced a fantastically glossy, thick, pale liquid and turned the kitchen air into breathable treacle; the ultimate sweet, fluffy treat was now cooling on the counter. He’d only just managed to pour it out before Tig had stormed into the kitchen yelling that they were going to be late, that all the other orphans were down at the festival already, and if he didn’t come right NOW there would be consequences. She didn’t say what kind of consequences, but over the eight long years of his life he had learned that if you were promised them, they were never good.
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Marshmallows were Herc’s latest cookery obsession. The quest to find the perfect recipe had been consuming his every waking thought for weeks. It was particularly unfair that he had been forced to abandon them to go to the Sad Sack Festival, an event so dangerously dull that it had actually killed one of Arfur’s pigeons the previous year.


‘I’m worried, Tig. Remember what happened to Fevvers.’


Tig continued to stride onwards, her fingers coiled around his hand. ‘Herc, the festival did not kill Fevvers – that’s stupid. Birds don’t live very long. It was his time, that’s all.’


‘If you’re going to die of old age you do it in your nest, while you’re asleep. You don’t suddenly drop out of the sky and into the tombola.’


Tig’s jaw clenched. ‘Look. I don’t care what Arfur told you, Fevvers did not die of boredom.’ Their conman friend may have helped save their lives a few months earlier and was still loyally keeping the secret that they were living all alone up at St Halibut’s, but he was also in the habit of winding them up. ‘Arfur says a lot of things. If you believe half of them you’re even less brainy than his pigeons. Now stop moaning and try to have fun.’


As they walked on to Sad Sack High Street, it quickly became clear that fun was going to be in short supply.


Bickley Brimstone, owner of the pharmacy and President of the Sad Sack Business Association, organized the festival every year, though it wasn’t clear exactly what there was to celebrate about the town’s miserable existence. Mainly, the event seemed to be about forcing everyone to spend more money in his shop.


Bickley got very offended if the townsfolk didn’t attend the festival. If you stayed away, for the other 364 days of the year he would give you the wrong change, accidentally shut doors in your face and drop heavy things on your foot.


It was for this reason that Tig had insisted all the orphans at St Halibut’s should attend. The last thing they wanted was Bickley taking a hostile interest in them. The people of Sad Sack hadn’t noticed – or if they had, they didn’t care – that the matron of St Halibut’s, Miss Happyday, had not been seen for months. She’d never exactly been popular, but that didn’t mean the orphans could be careless. They’d already had one narrow escape. DEATH – the Department for Education, Assimilation, Training and Health – might look the other way if they heard rumours about St Halibut’s, but if someone like Bickley Brimstone discovered the truth and shoved it in their faces, DEATH would probably feel obliged to do something about it.


‘This is the worst festival in the whole world.’ Herc kicked a stone at the Welcome to Sad Sack sign propped up against a bin, and it fell face down in the dirt.


Tig didn’t disagree. It was one of those events that looked a lot better on the flyer than it did in reality. The promised ‘Fun Pool’ was one of the bigger potholes on the high street, filled with dirty water; the ‘Helter Skelter’ was run by a sullen teenager who took a penny off you and then gave you a shove down the spiral iron staircase outside the Mending House.


DEATH still sent wayward children to the Mending House for punishment and re-education, but since Maisie had taken over from the dastardly Ainderby Myers, life inside had changed somewhat. Under Myers’ rule, Mended children had woven and spun cotton until their fingers bled, but Maisie had her new recruits sitting around a cosy fire on beanbags, chatting, laughing and knitting. She refused to call them Mended, except on the paperwork; to her they were the Poppets. She sold whatever they produced and used the money to care for them as best she could, which was a lot: every night, she tucked each Poppet into bed and read a bedtime story while they sipped hot cocoa. It was all very nice, but the St Halibut’s orphans preferred their freedom.


And Herc really had no right to moan. True, the first weeks after the matron’s death had been tricky: Tig, Herc and their friend Stef had come close to losing St Halibut’s and spending the rest of their lives in the Mending House. Its Guvnor, Ainderby Myers, had threatened their very lives. But Herc had accidentally blown a huge hole in the side of the Mending House and they’d escaped. Bizarrely, this had resulted in Tig banning him from playing with any more substances from the pharmacy, rather than recognizing his clearly exceptional chemistry skills.


Still, all the poor Mended children had been rescued and Myers hadn’t been seen since. For the first few weeks they had all lived together at St Halibut’s, a riotous crowd of around forty children who could make the windows rattle with their noisy games. But Arfur had pointed out that, unlike the St Halibut’s children, most of the Mended were not orphans, and he had insisted on tracing their families.


One by one, he had returned them to their joyful and surprised parents in every corner of Garbashire, saying simply that they had completed their sentences at the Mending House. There was no mention of explosions, or rescues, and the Mended children themselves were sworn to silence.


It was the right thing to do, Herc supposed. But all the same, he missed them – especially because now he was back to being the youngest. Just six of them remained: him and Tig, of course, plus their friend Stef, then Nellie and Cuthbert, the two St Cod’s orphans they had picked up along the way, and finally Ashna, the Mended burglar who was also an orphan. They were only four or five years older than him, but the way they acted sometimes, they might as well be his grandparents.
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The day dragged on and on. Each shop had a stall outside it, decorated with miserably faded bunting, as well as their usual wares inside. Herc searched for Ma Yeasty’s stall, which would be the only one with something entertaining going on (and, of course, a snack or two to eat).


He found her bakery stand being manned by Arty Chokes, the greengrocer. Arty was busy removing sweet treats from the display and replacing them with what, from a distance, looked excitingly like severed heads, but on closer inspection were revealed to be rows of wilted cauliflowers covered with mould spots.


‘Where’s Ma Yeasty?’ Herc asked, unable to hide his disappointment.


Arty frowned at him. ‘Gone for a lie-down. Just as well, if you ask me. Look at this – doughnuts! Disgusting. You can even see the sugar on them – she tried to tell me they were just dusty. Must think I was born yesterday. That woman has a blatant disregard for the health of our citizens.’


Herc gazed at the doughnut-filled bin, his mouth watering. ‘Oh.’


Ma Yeasty had told him about her plan for the stall: she was going to run a ‘Guess the Weight of the Cake’ competition and have a hoopla, with doughnuts to throw instead of wooden rings. You could eat any that landed accurately on the pegs. And, knowing Ma Yeasty, any that didn’t as well. It was the only thing about the festival he’d been looking forward to.


He spent the next hour wandering sulkily through the streets as the summer sun dimmed gradually, every now and then checking his pulse in case he was, in fact, breathing his last and going the same way as Fevvers. He waved at Sue Perglue as she sat wretchedly at her hardware stall, advertising a contest to win a small packet of sandpaper. Unsurprisingly, few people had taken her up on the offer.


Maisie, the much kinder replacement Guvnor of the Mending House, was proudly showing off all the knitted items the new young residents had made – scarves and gloves were festooned across her stall in a riot of bright colours.


‘How’re you getting on with that hat, young man?’ Maisie called to Herc as he passed.


‘Oh, fine, thanks,’ he called back, and walked a little faster. Since Pamela, their angry pet goat, had eaten most of their cash, the orphans had started to earn money by knitting for Maisie. It might be early summer, but in her view, knitted products were suitable all year round. After a few lessons, some had taken to it more than others. Cuthbert had produced a number of chic cardigans using advanced stitches he’d looked up in the Crafts section of Arfur’s mobile library; Ashna had managed a single, wonky scarf; Stef had accidentally stabbed himself in the stomach with a knitting needle while making a blanket that consisted mainly of a large hole; and Herc’s bobble hat had never made it past the bobble stage.


Bickley Brimstone’s pharmacy had a queue of people around it and Herc spotted Nellie watching from a short distance.


‘He’s still doing that swindle with the tea,’ she told him, sounding both disgusted and admiring at the same time. Bickley Brimstone had been trying to sell a load of some mysterious herbal tea for weeks now. To start with, no one had bought it. So he had begun claiming not only that the tea would cure any sickness, indeed any problem, but that he could tell people’s fortunes once they’d drunk it, all for just a shilling. This seemed to be working much better as a sales tactic.


Nellie shook her head at the queuers. ‘I’ll tell yer fortunes, ya wallies! You’re gonna get a lot poorer. There ya go, that’ll be a shilling, mate.’ She held out her palm to the nearest man, who obligingly rummaged in his pocket for a coin.


Before he could hand it to her, she was bundled away swiftly by a very tall boy with a scar that puckered the skin from his nose to his neck.


‘Hey! Whatchya do that for, Stef?’ objected Nellie. ‘There’s a great big bunch of stupid right there, easy pickings. They’d probably even buy that knitted hole you made.’


Stef gritted his teeth at her usual gibe about his knitting, but let it pass. ‘Bickley’s watching.’


Nellie glanced at the window. Sure enough, the pharmacist’s face had suddenly loomed behind the grimy glass. He looked about as pleased to see the children as he would have been to see maggots in his breakfast.


She waved at him and yelled, ‘Hey, loving the new scam! Didn’t think there were any more ways you could get people to pay you for lyin’ to ’em, but you found one!’


Stef steered her and Herc further away before Bickley could come out and shout at them for spreading what he called ‘fake news’ about his shop again. His face had gone purple.


‘Nellie! Shhhh! The whole reason we’re here is to keep Bickley happy. You can’t steal from his customers right under his nose and wind him up.’


Nellie snorted. ‘Well, I wasn’t doing it under his nose till just now. He’s been out most of the morning, then hiding in his back room, making ’em drink that stuff and waving his hands over the dregs.’ She wiggled her fingers as though performing magic.


Cuthbert and Ashna sauntered over to join them. ‘Nellie dear,’ Cuthbert said reprovingly. ‘I’ve told you before – you really can’t just go up to people and con them out of their money.’ Stef nodded vigorously in agreement; Cuthbert was well versed in legal matters. ‘You need to get them to sign a piece of paper first, saying whatever happens next is all their fault. Then you can con them.’


‘Let’s find Tig and go home,’ Herc whined. ‘I’m tired and there aren’t any doughnuts. Besides, my marshmallows will be set by now.’


‘I suppose we done our duty. And it is getting late,’ Nellie agreed, glancing at the sky, which had turned a dingy grey. ‘The sun’s setting.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ Stef told her. ‘It just feels like we’ve been here all day. It can’t be much past midday, yet.’


‘Well what’s that then?’ said Herc, pointing triumphantly at the orange tinge on the horizon.


Stef’s face was suddenly bloodless, as though his heart had fallen into his boots.


‘That’s no sunset,’ Ashna said, her voice strangled.


The others turned as one towards their home.


A red-orange glow spread across the sky and a large plume of smoke was forming boiling dark clouds above, blotting out the sun.


St Halibut’s was on fire.
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‘It looks a bit burnt,’ Herc observed, as they stood at the very edge of the driveway of St Halibut’s the following morning.


Burnt, thought Stef, was an understatement.


Their home was little more than a pile of ash, broken bricks and smouldering stones. He could see familiar shapes – the iron bath, blackened and warped; an empty picture frame that had once housed the holy cheeks of St Halibut herself. But there was no sign of the huge wooden dining table, or any of their beds. They must be among the tiny embers and ash floating around them.


Yesterday it had been right here – solid and forbidding and . . . home. Stef shuddered: they were lucky that none of them had been inside at the time.


There was a cough beside him, and he turned to draw Herc’s bandana over the boy’s nose and mouth in an attempt to stop him from breathing in the worst of the smoke. He tried to think of something comforting to say, but Herc was peering curiously at a small object he was holding between finger and thumb, misshapen and blackened, crumbling at his touch. ‘I think it’s a bit of marshmallow,’ he said, his voice muffled by the bandana. ‘But I suppose it could be anything. What if it’s a cupboard handle or something? I don’t want to eat a cupboard handle.’


Stef sighed. Part of him wanted to shake Herc and ask him if he really didn’t see the trouble they were in. They had nowhere to go; just when they had thought everything was perfect, all was lost. There was only desolation and despair for them now.


But desolation and despair never seemed to touch Herc. He tended to ignore them until they went away again. Herc’s only concern had been Pamela, but now he knew that the goat was unharmed, he seemed quite content. Her wooden shed had been destroyed – probably by a flying spark from the main fire – but not before Pamela had broken out. She was still wearing a short splintered plank on her horns as a token of her escape, bashing Stef in the ribs every time she turned her head and refusing to let anyone take it off, as though it were a favourite hat.


‘I reckon it’s a burnt marshmallow. Do you think I can still eat it?’ Herc asked. ‘Or might it be poisonous now?’


‘Best not.’ Stef watched Cuthbert and Nellie wandering aimlessly on the other side of the rubble like lost souls. They were picking among the ruins, trying to see if anything could be salvaged. Ashna had stayed below in Sad Sack, because smoke was bad for her damaged lungs, and Tig was keeping her company.


They needed to stick together now, more than ever.


But that was the problem.


They had taken shelter in the Mending House last night, but it was obvious they couldn’t stay longer. Despite Maisie’s protestations that she’d take care of all six of them, it was painfully clear that there was simply no room. The dormitories were packed full to bursting already, bunk beds stacked to the ceiling because Maisie couldn’t say no to a child sentenced to Mending. If she didn’t take them, another Mending House would, and that was a fate no one deserved. Lately, however, saying yes had become literally impossible. It turned out that when you tried to fit three to each bed, two of the occupants ended up falling out. And when they fell on to someone else (because there was no space on the floor either) things could get a little heated.
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Last night Stef had wandered around trying to find a clear surface to sleep on and had finally nodded off inside a broom cupboard, leaning against the door frame alongside a mop, which in the morning had turned out to be Cuthbert, who’d had the same idea.


Stef felt tears prick his eyes. A small, warm hand slipped into his. He looked down into Herc’s face.


‘It’ll be all right, you know,’ Herc told him solemnly, with a certainty that nearly broke Stef’s heart in two. ‘We’re going to—’


‘Uh-oh,’ Nellie’s voice broke in. ‘Here comes the Crooked Chemist.’


Stef glanced where she nodded and his heart sank. Bickley Brimstone’s pointy head popped up as he climbed the last few steps to where they stood.


‘I heard that,’ Bickley puffed. He hadn’t been up the hill for many months and clearly didn’t have the stamina for it. ‘I was about to commiserate with you, offer my sincere condolences for your loss. There’s no need for rudeness. What has happened here is a real tragedy.’


Stef gave Nellie a warning frown to quell the sarcastic remark he could see forming on her lips. ‘Thanks. We appreciate it, don’t we?’


Cuthbert stepped forward briskly and stuck out his hand. ‘Ever so kind of you.’ Bickley shook it reluctantly, as though it were a wet fish, while Stef gazed at his friend admiringly. Cuthbert’s wealthy parents had taught him things like table manners and talking posh when he was very young – skills that Stef had never really been able to see the point of, but at times like this they really came in handy.


Bickley’s attention slid expectantly over to Nellie. After a long, mutinous silence, she dredged up a tight smile and a nod so tiny it couldn’t have been seen under a microscope.


‘Arfur told me the news about Miss Happyday,’ Bickley said.


Stef tensed. No doubt Arfur had spun Brimstone a story that hid the fact that the matron had been dead for months, but there was no way of knowing exactly what he’d said. Had he told the pharmacist that she had died in the fire?


‘Yeah. It’s so sad,’ he said, sadly.


‘Terribly, awfully sad,’ agreed Cuthbert. ‘That poor woman. Such a pity.’


Bickley frowned. ‘A pity? Suddenly winning thousands of pounds in a beauty contest and abandoning you all for a stellar modelling career? And to do so on the morning of the fire, thereby escaping it! I’d call that an incredible stroke of luck, wouldn’t you?’


Arfur had proved himself a true friend, covering for them endlessly. But sometimes he liked to test just how gullible people were. It seemed he hadn’t yet reached Bickley’s limits.


‘Oh, that – yes,’ agreed Stef. ‘Well, best of luck to her.’


‘Never thought she was much of a looker, myself,’ said Bickley, who had never seen anything as gorgeous as the handsome fellow who greeted him in the mirror every morning. ‘Anyway –’ he glanced between the children – ‘I came up to let you know that your ride is here. Better not leave them waiting.’ He smirked, gesturing down to the bottom of the hill. Where the steps levelled out to the path that led into Sad Sack, there was a large, black-covered carriage attached to a pair of glossy horses.


Stef’s skin went cold. Nellie and Cuthbert looked down.


‘That’s a . . . DEATH carriage,’ Cuthbert said blankly.


‘Yes. I took the liberty of informing them of your tragic situation. They have found places for you all to live.’


Stef felt Nellie’s fingers clutch at his arm.


‘Together?’ she whispered.


‘Don’t be silly.’ Bickley laughed. ‘No, you will be scattered across the country.’


Stef was stunned into silence. Bickley must have put pen to paper to write to DEATH almost the moment the first flames appeared. He stared at the pharmacist and a horrible realization uncoiled in his gut.


It would have taken at least two days for any message to reach DEATH HQ from Sad Sack.


Bickley had not sent it as soon as the fire started.


He had sent it before.
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There was chaos in the town.


Three black-suited DEATH officers were insisting the six homeless St Halibut’s children get into the carriage, manhandling them up the step, while Maisie and Ma Yeasty yelled and cried and lamented the fate of the poor innocent orphans. Only Herc seemed unconcerned, leaning against the carriage, still considering his maybe-marshmallow with great concentration. At first, Tig had been glad that her younger brother was coping so well, but now his behaviour seemed bizarre. She feared he was in complete denial about what was happening to them. He could not have realized that Pamela wouldn’t be coming with them, for a start. The goat was currently standing guard next to Herc, chewing on a piece of one of the officers’ trousers she had claimed when he ventured too close. The officer had gone off to get some carrots from Arty Chokes, in the hope of shifting her. For now, the others had decided to focus on the children who didn’t have plank-wearing, horned bodyguards.


‘Oh, for shame, for shame!’ Maisie was wailing. ‘You can’t take them so far away and split them up. They won’t know a soul. And they talk funny down south – they won’t be able to understand a word. Let me take them! I’ll build an extension!’


‘Madam, it is impossible,’ one of the DEATH officers told her firmly. ‘You are already past capacity for the Mending House. Perhaps we should check the number of children you currently have in there?’


That shut her up. Officially the Mending House housed forty. In fact, there were more than three times the number of dear darling Poppets than that.


‘Oh, Maisie, what can be done?’ Ma Yeasty wrung her floury hands. ‘I shall never make another doughnut if they go – my heart won’t be in it.’


Bickley Brimstone tut-tutted. ‘Come, come, ladies. Such fuss! They’re going to a better place. Well, a different place. Or rather, lots of different places.’ He was exceptionally jolly.


‘There’s only one thing for it,’ Herc announced, oblivious to everything around him. ‘I’m going to lick it.’


Nellie was giving the officers a right earful, trying to shock them into backing down. But it was clear that the orphans weren’t going to win this fight. DEATH officers with a job to do would not rest until it was done. They were merciless, inevitable, like trapped wind.


Stef allowed himself to be led inside and sat meekly on the bench. Ashna squeezed in beside him, followed by Nellie and Cuthbert. Tig remained, braced against the door frame while an officer tried to squeeze her in. Finally her strength gave way and she fell through, landing on Nellie’s lap with an ‘Oomph’. Pamela had wandered off a little way down the street, following the trail of carrots left for her by the quick-thinking officer, and Herc was finally shepherded into the vehicle, still apparently unconcerned by it all. The doors slammed and they felt the carriage rock as the driver climbed up to her seat.
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Bickley’s head popped up at the window.


‘Goodbye!’ he said. ‘Have a horrible time! Don’t write!’


‘You did this,’ Nellie seethed. ‘You did it on purpose. You’ve always hated us.’


‘What an accusation!’ Bickley gasped theatrically.


‘It’s true!’ Stef said. ‘You must have told DEATH St Halibut’s had burned down at least a day before it actually did. You’re telling me that’s not suspicious?’


Bickley leaned in. ‘I can tell the future, remember? Perhaps you should have asked me what yours held, instead of mocking.’


He grinned, then frowned as his attention was taken by something happening near the driver. His head disappeared from view, and they could hear him talking to the officers. It started quietly, but then there was a shriek from Bickley.


‘THIS IS AN OUTRAGE! WILL NOBODY DO THEIR JOB ANYMORE?’ He was hoarse with fury.


Suddenly the door to the carriage was wrenched open and an officer yelled, ‘Everybody out!’


Dazed and bewildered, the children obediently filed out again. Bickley was arguing furiously with the driver. ‘You’ve trapped the goat where?’


Crashing noises from the pharmacy. Breaking glass.


Bickley broke into a run, and made it to his shop just as Pamela sauntered out, her plank knocking out the final shards from the window.


With an enraged growl, Bickley stalked inside and slammed the door behind him, causing the bell to fall off.


Herc had finally popped the marshmallow into his mouth and was now bent over, retching, while Pamela rejoined him, lifting her top lip threateningly at the DEATH officers as they clambered hastily into the carriage.


With a crack of the whip the horses leaped forward, cantering into the distance. As the dust cleared, the children saw a familiar dishevelled figure on the other side of the road.


‘Arfur!’ Tig gasped. ‘What did you do?’


Hands in pockets, Arfur sauntered over, smiling with satisfaction at the disappearing vehicle. ‘Just what I said I’d do.’ He side-eyed Herc, whose face suggested that even if what was in his mouth had once been a marshmallow, it certainly wasn’t now. ‘Mate, did you forget to tell ’em?’


Tig put her hands on her hips and turned to her brother. ‘Tell us what? You knew we weren’t actually going?’


Herc didn’t speak for a few moments, busy spitting sticky charcoal globules on to the road, his tongue black. ‘Didn’t I say?’ he finally managed. ‘Arfur’s just adopted us.’


‘He what?’ Tig cast a disbelieving eye over Arfur as he waved a wodge of papers in the air. ‘The six of us?’


‘Nah, nah, don’t look like that.’ Arfur seemed to read her mind. ‘It’s just a technical fing to get DEATH off your backs. One or two of them officers owe me, so I pulled in a few favours to get it done on the spot, like. I ain’t planning to cook your dinner or darn your socks or run your ruddy baths.’


‘Because we don’t need baths,’ Herc asserted, spitting out the last of the blackened sweet and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.


‘Well . . . thanks,’ Tig said, trembling with relief. ‘In the nick of time.’ Her brother was a menace, but the idea of being away from him for long was unthinkable. He needed her to look out for him or he’d never make it to his next birthday. She reached for Herc’s hand and immediately regretted it, covered as it was in sooty saliva.


‘Just one thing, though.’ Cuthbert raised a finger, always one for details. ‘The question of where we live. Because your place is . . .’ He hesitated, trying not to give offence. Arfur slept in Maisie’s old post cart, which doubled as a mobile library. ‘Well, it’s rather small,’ Cuthbert finished politely.
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