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  For Dawn French, who made me want to be funny in the first place
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  As dawn’s first light broke over the crest of Cooper’s One Small Hill, Pickle didn’t look good. Wilma pursed her lips and took a

  long hard stare. Her beagle was swaying gently, his feet tied to springs. Strapped to his back was a set of tea towels stitched on to two wooden spoons. Behind them perched a small saddlebag tied

  on with a large leather belt and on his head he wore a yellow glove on one ear and a purple sock on the other. He was MORTIFIED.




  ‘I’m not sure you need that beard,’ said Wilma, indicating the large hairy whiskers dangling from Pickle’s muzzle. ‘It might get in the way. What with us having to

  do the Salt Course and everything.’




  ‘Assault Course,’ corrected Kite Lambard, headmistress of the Cooper Academy of Detection and Espionage, of which Wilma was the sole pupil. ‘Not salt. Right then. Are

  you ready? I’m going to open this door and you’re going to go in, locate the secret file and bring it back to me. Think you can do it?’




  Wilma pursed her lips and nodded. ‘I may be small, Miss Lambard,’ she retorted, ‘but I’m VERY determined.’




  ‘Super. You’ve got ten minutes.’ And with that Kite gently pushed Wilma and Pickle into the room and closed the door behind them.




  ‘It’s pitch black,’ said Wilma. ‘Can you see anything, Pickle?’ But as she spoke they both took a step forward and fell, suddenly, downward.




  ‘Aaaaaaaargh!’ screamed Wilma, landing with a thump.




  Suddenly there was a hissing sound to the right. Wilma snapped her head in the direction of the noise.




  ‘What was that?’ she whispered, startled. Pickle gave a small, low growl from beside her. ‘I’ve got a candle in my pocket. Don’t move until I’ve lit

  it.’ Reaching into her pinafore, Wilma pulled out a long candle and a box of matches. She lit the wick and the candle’s glow spread outward into the room. ‘Right,’ she said,

  lifting the candle upward. ‘Let’s see what we’re up against . . . ‘Aaaaaaaaaaaargh!’ Wilma screamed again, shuffling as far back against the wall as she could.

  ‘Snake pit!’ she wailed.




  Pickle, whose day was getting worse with every passing second, lifted his nose into the air and sniffed. He could smell fresher air, but where was it coming from?




  ‘Hang on,’ Wilma said, gingerly pulling a snake from her pinafore pocket, tail first, and flinging it across the room. ‘We need to think wonkily. Mr Goodman was once cornered

  by some snakes. It was during the Case of the Scraped Knee. And, if I remember correctly, he escaped with the help of a chicken!’




  Theodore P. Goodman was, of course, Cooper Island’s most famous and serious detective. He was Wilma’s hero and, rather brilliantly, she now got to work for him every day as his

  detective’s apprentice. There wasn’t a single thing about Theodore P. Goodman that Wilma didn’t know because over the years she had collected all the newspaper clippings reporting

  Theodore’s incredible, and often dangerous, detective cases. Wilma had attached the articles to a Clue Ring, a sort of key ring clipped to her belt, which she carried with her everywhere.




  Wilma clicked her fingers. ‘That’s it! Cooper snakes have a morbid fear of hens!’




  Pickle snorted. That was all very well, but they didn’t have a chicken to hand.




  ‘Can you impersonate a chicken, Pickle?’ asked Wilma, shooing off an adder sliding up her sleeve. ‘You know, do some pecking? Clucking? Flapping? Lay an egg, maybe?’




  Pickle stared at his beloved best friend. She’d asked him to do many things in their time together, but he was a noble hound with a reputation to protect and there was NO WAY he was going

  to pretend to lay an egg.




  ‘Look,’ said Wilma, rattling on. ‘You can use that yellow glove on your left ear as a coxcomb. If I pull it over your head a bit,’ she added, grabbing it and yanking it

  down over Pickle’s forehead, ‘and if I put that purple sock over the end of your nose so that it looks a bit like a beak then . . . do you know what? . . . I think you can pull it

  off.’




  Well, this really took the biscuit. Here he was, springs on paws, mouth trussed up in some old sock with a badly knitted yellow glove as a hat. Still, he was now their only chance of not being

  swallowed alive by pythons and being slowly and painfully digested over a period of up to two months.




  ‘Go on, Pickle, please,’ urged Wilma, her gaze never leaving a large python who was eyeing her hungrily. ‘It’s our only chance!’




  With a heavy sigh, Pickle gingerly stepped forward, his springs wobbling erratically.




  ‘Baaaooooo,’ he half bayed, adding a cough at the end to try to sound more like a chicken. The snakes, whose circle had been tightening about the intrepid pair, stopped

  slithering.




  Wilma looked about brightly. ‘It’s working, Pickle! Peck at the floor. Flap your tea towels!’




  Pickle, encouraged that his brilliant acting was working, jumped bravely towards the horde of snakes while pulling the cord that was hanging from his back with his sock-covered mouth. As he

  yanked downward, the tea towels, sewn on to the wooden spoons, shot outward and flapped gently, looking for all the world like chicken wings. The snakes nearest him reared up and backwards, hissing

  with terror.




  Pickle was impressed with himself. Could he nail this once and for all and . . . lay an egg? He began to crouch . . .




  ‘Ooooh no, Pickle!’ cried out Wilma. ‘I haven’t got a bag! And, besides, they’re all crawling off! Look there! An exit tunnel! Quickly! We’ve only got five

  minutes left to finish the training trial!’




  The tunnel was thankfully a short one and they soon came out into fresh air.




  ‘We’re outdoors,’ said Wilma, standing up and dusting down her pinafore. ‘That’s odd,’ she added, looking at the four sheer walls surrounding her. ‘We

  must be somewhere in the middle of the Academy. I didn’t know it had a garden. It’s very overgrown; I can’t see over the grass. So all we have to do now is find the secret file.

  Come on!’




  Wilma set off, hacking away at the tall weeds with a wooden stick. Pickle, just behind her, tried to take a step, but the springs on his paws were so big and heavy he quickly realized all he

  could do was wobble on the spot.




  Wilma stopped and looked back at him. ‘Try bouncing a bit,’ she whispered. ‘Oooh . . . that’s given me an idea. Can you bounce any higher, Pickle? So you can see over the

  grass.’




  Easy for her to say, thought Pickle. And why was he wearing springs anyway? No one had explained that to him. NO ONE. He gave a small sigh and, with a quick shimmy of his hindquarters, dropped

  his shoulders and pressed himself towards the floor. The springs crunched downward beneath him, then, as Pickle released the tension, they exploded. The beagle shot upward at an alarming rate.




  ‘Oh my,’ Wilma gasped, as he hurtled past her, out of control.




  But when he came back down and the springs compacted into the ground, flinging the beagle skyward again, Wilma caught hold of the tightly secured belt round his middle. Her feet left the ground

  and upward they sprang.




  ‘Now pull open your wings! There’s a bit of breeze. We might be able to float over the garden and see where the secret file is.’




  Pickle pulled down on his wing cord and out spread the tea towels, immediately catching the wind. Over the garden they soared, cresting on eddies and floating on gentle gusts. Wilma, her

  dirty-blonde pigtails flapping behind her, peered down. She could just make out a clearing at the garden’s centre.




  ‘Veer right, Pickle,’ she called, pointing towards it.




  It isn’t often that a small beagle with one tatty ear gets to have a go at paw gliding, but here Pickle was, springs twanging and tea-towel wings engaged. Even he had to admit this

  wasn’t all bad.




  The brave beagle shifted his shoulder right and they circled the clearing.




  ‘There’s a plinth!’ shouted Wilma, her green eyes flashing with excitement. ‘And there’s something on it. Let’s go in for landing!’




  Wheeling on the breeze, the pair descended and, as soon as she was near enough to the ground, Wilma let go of Pickle’s belt and rolled on to the grass as the small hound crashed into the

  bush behind her. She picked herself up and scampered towards the plinth.




  ‘We’ve found it!’ she exclaimed, delighted. ‘It’s the file! I’ll just reach up and grab it.’




  But as her fingers touched their prize and she lifted it from the plinth, there was a small click.




  ‘Oh no,’ whispered Wilma, realizing what she’d done. ‘Booby trap . . .’ And, before she could do anything more, a large net hidden under the leaves beneath their

  feet scooped Wilma and Pickle up together towards the main building.




  They were trapped.




  ‘Oh, bad luck,’ said Kite, her head popping through a hidden shuttered window above them. ‘Should have warned you about the booby traps. Standard assault-course procedure,

  according to the book.’




  She waved the handbook of the Academy of Detection and Espionage in the air and grinned before winching the daring duo up through the window. They scrambled out from the net as it was lowered on

  to the floor.




  ‘Well done and everything,’ Kite continued. ‘You didn’t quite pass the assault-course training, but you gave it a good go. And you did manage the snake pit quite well. I

  suppose I can give you two lumps for that. There you are,’ she added, handing Wilma a couple of sugar cubes.




  ‘Lumps?’ asked Wilma, frowning. Pickle licked his lips.




  ‘Oh. Am I not supposed to give lumps?’ asked Kite, grabbing the Academy handbook and flicking through it. ‘Ah. No. That’s for hot drinks. Oh well.’




  Wilma blinked. Her headmistress was a little bit hopeless if truth be told, but it didn’t stop her liking her.




  ‘Umm, Miss Lambard,’ said Wilma, as she untied the springs from Pickle’s feet, ‘why did we have to do the assault-course training anyway? It’s not very

  detective-like. And I am an Apprentice Detective, after all.’




  ‘Well, here’s the thing,’ said Kite, clearing her throat and putting her book down. ‘This is the Academy of Detection AND Espionage and what with us properly reopening

  the case to find Max and Pru it’s sort of important you understand all about spying. Because Max and Pru were spies. To spy really well you need to be in tip-top physical shape and be able to

  think quickly to get yourself out of sticky situations.’




  Wilma nodded enthusiastically. ‘I see,’ she said.




  Wilma had only just found out about Max and Pru, last week at the conclusion of the Case of the Fatal Phantom, and, to be honest, it had all been a bit overwhelming. Wilma was abandoned as a

  baby at the gates of the Lowside Institute for Woeful Children, wrapped in a stained butcher’s muslin cloth, with nothing to identify who she really was other than a luggage tag tied round

  her wrist with the words ‘Because They Gone’ on it. She had wondered all her life where she might have come from. So when Wilma became an Apprentice Detective she was determined to find

  out who she really was and began her own investigation: the Case of the Missing Relatives.




  Wilma had been brought up believing she was an orphan, but suddenly, out of the blue, her old orphanage matron, Madam Skratch, had revealed that she had a living relative. Who it was, Wilma did

  not know, but she had seen letters paying for her monthly upkeep and another letter written by Kite herself who had gone to the institute searching for a child that had been linked to Pru, her

  sister, and Max, Pru’s husband and Theodore’s best friend, who had gone missing over ten years ago, just before Wilma was born. Kite and Theodore had searched endlessly for Max and Pru,

  but it had come to nothing and they’d all but given up hope until just last week, when Kite had found a message in a bottle that had reignited everyone’s dreams. It was from Max and it

  said, ‘All is not lost,’ dated two months previously. Max and Pru were still alive! But where were they? And what light could they shed on Wilma’s own past? They

  might even be Wilma’s parents!




  If Max and Pru were Wilma’s parents, of course, that would make Kite Wilma’s aunt, another reason why Wilma tried not to get annoyed about Kite being an exceptionally clueless

  headmistress. As a general rule, odd behaviour in strangers is totally unacceptable. But when a member of your own family starts talking to trees or communicating ONLY via the medium of dance,

  it’s utterly charming. If in doubt, just smile and nod.




  ‘I suppose I should explain,’ said Kite, standing and clasping her hands behind her back. ‘I was never meant to be the Headmistress of the Academy of Detection and Espionage.

  It was Pru’s job. But until I find her I’m sort of standing in. Max and Pru were Cooper’s best spooks.’




  Wilma frowned. ‘They’re ghosts?’




  Kite laughed. ‘No. A spook can be a ghost, yes, but it also means someone who’s a spy.’




  ‘Adults are always using words that mean two things at once,’ grumbled Wilma quietly to Pickle. ‘I’ll be honest, it’s verging on sneaky.’




  ‘And I suspect that their spooking is what got them into the mess they’re in,’ continued Kite. ‘That means one thing, Wilma.’




  Wilma blinked and waited.




  ‘You and I are going to have to become espionage-a-teers!’




  ‘Is that a real word?’




  ‘No. No it isn’t.’




  Let the adventures commence.
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  Wilma gazed up at her headmistress dubiously, a bit like when wives have just been told by their husbands that no, it’s fine, they

  don’t need to call in a plumber to fix the burst pipe because ‘how difficult can it be?’. In short, Wilma wasn’t entirely convinced that Kite Lambard was up to the job. All

  the same, she wanted to be encouraging so she twisted her mouth sideways and said nothing.




  ‘So I think,’ said Kite, bending down and rummaging through a box on the floor, ‘that I ought to kick things off with Double Surveillance.’




  Wilma shook her head. ‘What’s that?’




  ‘It’s when spooks watch people.’




  ‘Don’t they just use their eyes?’ asked Wilma.




  ‘Yes,’ answered Kite, reaching down further into the box. ‘But they use other things as well. Secret things. Ah! Here it is.’ She pulled out a thin blue book with a

  battered cover. ‘Academy Espionage Class Planner. First year.’ She grinned and gave it a little wave in the air. Opening it, she scanned the contents page. ‘Codes. No. Secret

  panels – that’s when houses have hidden rooms. We can do that another day. How to kill a man through the nose?’ she said, frowning. ‘That’s for first years? Good

  grief. Don’t think we’ll bother with that. Right. Here we are. Surveillance. Chapter Eight . . .’ She flicked forward and scanned the pages quickly. ‘According to this you

  have to bug the room. Think you can do that?’




  Wilma pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows. ‘Ummm . . .’




  ‘Super. Well, you crack on with that and I’ll go and take another look at that message in a bottle I found from Max.’ And off she marched, waving as she went.




  Wilma glanced down at Pickle, who, despite managing to shake off most of his costume, was still wearing his beard. ‘Bugging the room, Pickle. Any ideas?’




  But Pickle’s attention was elsewhere. Of course he didn’t have any ideas. He only had eyes for the half-eaten sandwich left sitting on Kite’s desk. Looked like it had a bit of

  ham in it too. Who in their right mind would abandon that? He’d never understand humans.




  ‘What’s that thing Mr Goodman always tells me to do when I’m in a brain-fizz?’ Wilma asked, scrunching her nose up. ‘Think logically. So if I have to

  bug the room, then I need to get bugs!’




  ‘Done it, Miss Lambard,’ panted Wilma an hour later, as she skidded into the Academy science lab. ‘I’ve bugged the room.’




  ‘Jolly good,’ replied Kite, looking up from the microscope she’d been peering into. ‘I found a strange substance in that bottle, smeared on the underside of the note.

  Just having a closer look at it.’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘Something . . . grey,’ answered Kite. ‘Very . . . grey.’




  Wilma stared but said nothing. While she was pretty sure that there was probably something her headmistress was extremely good at, what that might be remained a mystery. It certainly

  wasn’t teaching or science.




  ‘Perhaps you could ask Penbert to have a look at it. You know. At the proper lab?’




  ‘Ah yes. Good idea,’ said Kite, taking off her blue lab coat. ‘But let’s go and see how you’ve got on first.’




  ‘Didn’t I leave a sandwich in here?’ asked Kite, pointing to the empty plate on her desk as they entered. ‘No matter . . . now then. Your bugs. I’ll try to find

  them. I expect the main thing is that they’re properly hidden.’




  Wilma nodded and cast a suspicious eye in Pickle’s direction. ‘You’ve got crumbs in your beard,’ she whispered, giving him a nudge with her foot.




  Pickle tried to look as if he didn’t know what she was talking about. But he did. He knew full well. The incriminating evidence was tucked away safely where no one would find it – in

  his belly.




  In many ways, thought the beagle, it was the perfect crime. Apart from the crumbs in the beard.




  ‘Can’t see anything round the door,’ said Kite, hands on hips as she examined the frame. She turned and smiled at Wilma, and then strode purposefully towards her bureau.

  ‘Nothing on the shelf. Nothing in the lamp. Nothing in the . . . actually, what is that?’ she asked, pointing towards something round and brown in her opened box of pencils. ‘Oh.

  It’s the apple I started eating last Wednesday.’




  Pickle raised his snout expectantly.




  ‘Don’t even think about it,’ said Wilma, from the corner of her mouth.




  Kite pulled back the chair from her desk and sat down. ‘Still found nothing. You’ve done well, Wilma,’ she beamed, reaching for the handle of the top drawer. ‘Just have a

  look in here and OH!’ she cried, pushing her chair back suddenly. ‘OH! That’s just . . . OH!’




  The inside of Kite’s top drawer was a swirling mass of worms, caterpillars and winged beetles that took advantage of the now open drawer to fly upward into Kite’s face. The

  headmistress leaped from her chair and ran around the room, flapping her arms in an attempt to rid herself of the flying insects.




  ‘There you go, Miss Lambard,’ Wilma grinned. ‘I bugged the room. Now the place is full of them,’ she added, pointing at the beetles flying through the air. ‘I put

  some woodlice behind the bookcase. And some ants on the paperweight. There’s a few cockroaches sitting on top of the filing cabinet and I found a wasp nest. That’s in the other

  drawer.’




  Kite ran back to her desk and lunged quickly at the second drawer handle. Pulling the drawer open, she jumped back to cower behind a curtain. The wasps, enraged at being cooped up, shot out from

  the drawer like bullets, and dive-bombed through the open window, but not before delivering a few angry stings to Kite as a parting shot.




  ‘Miss Lambard?’ asked Wilma, standing over the now collapsed headmistress. ‘Are you all right?’




  Kite was staring listlessly up at the ceiling, her face a mass of red welts. She was breathing heavily.




  ‘You look excessively startled,’ added Wilma. ‘Did I pass the bugging test?’




  Kite swallowed and sat up. ‘Yes,’ she panted. ‘Let’s say you did. Then you don’t have to do it again.’




  Before Wilma could celebrate, however, the sound of a trumpet being blown rang out grandly from outside. The young apprentice peered out into the street to see an ornately dressed gentleman

  below blowing on a long horn.




  Taking it from his lips, he bellowed, ‘Take note, citizens of Cooper! The Ten-Annual Election is upon us! All citizens are required to display a poster!’




  Kite pulled herself up and joined Wilma at the window. ‘Gosh. Is it ten years already? Run down and fetch a poster, would you, Wilma? And meet me in the sanatorium. I need to . . .

  smother.’




  The Academy for Detection and Espionage was a peculiar box-shaped building that, on the face of it, had no entrance. But, for those in the know, there was a secret front door, set invisibly into

  the black brick wall, and hidden strategic peepholes that looked out on to the street from the inside rooms. Wilma, who was still the only enrolled pupil, had been gradually working through most of

  the building’s secrets. She’d found the Creeping Cupboard, the Fingerprint Parlour, the Magnifying Mirror and a host of other tucked-away places, but there was still much to be

  discovered. The best thing she’d worked out, though, was how to open the front door, and scampering down from Kite’s office, Pickle at her heel, she ran straight to the stone bust of a

  detective that sat on a plinth in the main entrance hall. Reaching up she pulled down on the large and pointy nose and – hey presto! – the front door popped open.




  ‘I love doing that,’ she grinned.




  Running out into the street, Wilma joined the small queue of people who had gathered before the Cooper Crier.




  ‘ONE POSTER PER HOUSEHOLD!’ he yelled. ‘ALL CITIZENS REQUIRED TO DISPLAY!’




  The posters he was handing out were cream-coloured with a luxurious, patterned red border. In the centre of the poster was a picture of a woman’s face set into an ornate oval frame. She

  was wearing a three-piece suit and a monocle, and had her hair short and slicked down.




  ‘SAY FAREWELL TO YOUR COOPERATE GENERAL GLENDA BLAIZE!’ the

  poster read. ‘THE TEN-ANNUAL ELECTION IS UPON US. THREE GRAND CEREMONIES OVER THREE DAYS, STARTING

  TONIGHT! EVERY CITIZEN REQUIRED TO ATTEND!’




  ‘Can I have a poster, please?’ asked Wilma politely, as she reached the Cooper Crier. He was a rotund fellow with a mouth that was way too small for the rest of his face. Wilma

  stared up at it and was puzzled by how so much noise could come from something so tiny.




  She took the poster and ran back towards the Academy. Slipping through the front door, she closed it behind her, shoving the stone nose back to its original position. The Academy sanatorium was

  on the ground floor and Wilma skipped down the corridor with its polished tiles adorned with magnifying glasses and word puzzles. Mr Goodman always told Wilma that the biggest part of being a

  detective was the ability to work tricky things out. And the puzzles that adorned the Academy were there for practice. Not that Wilma had had much time to solve them, of course, because in the

  eight weeks since starting at the Academy she’d already helped Mr Goodman on two cases.




  Kite was sitting on the sanatorium examination table, smearing herself with a thick green ointment. ‘It takes away the sting,’ she explained. ‘It’s quite good. Although

  it does smell like the inside of a cat’s ear.’




  ‘Here’s the poster, Miss Lambard,’ said Wilma, handing it over. ‘The man said we have to display it and attend all three ceremonies.’




  ‘Yes.’ Kite nodded. ‘It’s the same every ten years. Do you know how the Cooper government works?’




  Wilma shook her head.




  ‘Well,’ said Kite, clearing her throat, ‘Cooper Island is a tombolocracy. And that means that every ten years the Grand Tombola is brought out and paraded through the streets

  and set on the Ceremonial Platform. That’s the first ceremony, the Ceremonial Parade. Then at the second ceremony, the Placing of the Names, all the names of everyone eligible for the

  election are placed into the Grand Tombola. Then on the third day, at the Final Naming Ceremony, the present Cooperate General, that’s Glenda Blaize, draws a name from the tombola and

  whoever’s name it is becomes the new Cooperate General for the next ten years. They take charge straight away. And they’re allowed to pass three new laws on the spot.’




  ‘I see. What happens if it’s someone who doesn’t want to be the Cooperate General?’ asked Wilma.




  ‘That hasn’t happened yet. Although once a five-year-old’s name got into the tombola by accident and her name was drawn. She was called Ffyona Jennyson. The first law she

  passed was that everything should be made of toffee. It was chaos. Nothing could be done about it, of course. Once a name is picked, that’s it.’




  ‘So I could be a Cooperate General?’ said Wilma excitedly.




  ‘No,’ explained Kite. ‘Only Farsider names over the age of twenty-one and a half – usually – go into the tombola. And you’re from the Lowside.’




  Cooper Island, situated somewhere between England and France, was an odd little place. A combination of laziness and indifference meant the outside world had never bothered to discover it and so

  Cooper chugged along with its own strange ways and peculiar habits, untroubled by anything that might be happening beyond its shores. Divided long ago by a great wall with a gate in it, the

  Farside, where Wilma now lived, was the well-to-do bit, whereas the Lowside, where Wilma had come from, was regarded as the slightly stinky relative. A bit like a distant cousin with bad teeth and

  dubious personal hygiene who comes for Christmas and burps all through lunch. A bit like that. It was quite wrong that this was the way it was, of course, but old habits die hard. It was simply the

  way things were.




  Wilma frowned. ‘It doesn’t seem fair that Lowsiders aren’t allowed to enter the draw. Although it is understandable. The Lowside is chock-a-block with Criminal Elements. But

  not every Lowsider is a wrong’un. I’m not. And neither is Mr Goodman and he came from the Lowside. Actually, now I think about it, I know LOADS of Lowsiders who are really nice and

  good. It’s a shame we’re a bit tinted with a wrong brush.’




  ‘Ah. Here you both are,’ sounded a voice behind them.




  Let’s get one thing clear from the off. Theodore P. Goodman, Cooper’s most famous and serious detective was a very impressive man. Tall, handsome, brave and brilliant at throwing

  balls overarm, there was very little he couldn’t do. As he stood before them, his deep green overcoat flapping behind him, Wilma looked up and grinned. She LOVED being his apprentice.




  ‘Hello, Mr Goodman,’ she said, beaming. ‘Today I bugged a room and was chased by snakes. And I’ve been spying and spooking. And Pickle was a chicken.’




  ‘Chicken? Spooking? Snaking?’ asked Inspector Lemone, who had come in behind Theodore and was dabbing his sweating forehead with a handkerchief. Lemone’s eyes narrowed

  slightly. No. He’d ask no further questions. It was probably for the best. He’d just eat a corn crumble biscuit instead.




  All great detectives, as anyone knows, need a loyal, if slightly slow, assistant and Inspector Lemone was just that. It’s fair to say that he knew nothing at all about crime fighting and

  had only become a policeman due to an unfortunate clerical error in the Cooper Employment Office. There are two facts you need to know about Inspector Lemone: his love of biscuits and his secret

  love of Mrs Speckle, Theodore’s woollen-clad housekeeper. That’s it. So let’s move on.




  ‘I have come to fetch you, Wilma,’ continued Theodore, his moustache twitching a little. ‘We’re off to the office of Glenda Blaize.’




  Wilma’s eyes widened. ‘The Cooperate General?’ she asked, excited. ‘But she’s famous! Why does she want to see us?’




  ‘She sent me a message that she has some important information,’ said Lemone, chewing his biscuit and reaching for his notebook. He flicked it open and, mouth still full, read,

  ‘Information that may shatter the very foundations of every belief system this island has ever had. That’s what she said.’




  Everyone stared at him. He swallowed. ‘She’s probably exaggerating,’ he added.




  Let’s hope she is, eh, readers?
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  As Wilma and Pickle bounced along in the trailer attached to the back of Theodore and Lemone’s tandem, the young apprentice marvelled at how

  her life had turned out. Only two months ago, she had been stuck at the Institute for Woeful Children with nothing to look forward to and with little to no idea of where she had come from. And now

  here she was, taken on as Theodore P. Goodman’s apprentice, with proper leads to her own mystery and whizzing off to another exciting case. It was incredible. Not only that, but as she looked

  down at the beagle at her feet she marvelled at how he was the best friend and assistant an apprentice detective could ever ask for. How glad she was that she and Pickle had found each other so

  soon after she’d left the Institute and how lonely she’d have been without him, before finding Mr Goodman. She loved him dearly.




  The office of Glenda Blaize was at the very top of the Cooper parliament building, a grand old structure that stood at the north end of the Avenue of the Cooperans. The view of Cooper from her

  windows was breathtaking and Wilma stood, hands and nose pressed up against the pane, looking out over the Central Plaza, filled with sugarcane swizzle trees, to the one small hill on the horizon.

  She’d never been this high up before. It was quite something.




  Glenda, the presiding Cooperate General, was behind Wilma, sitting astride the stuffed Donkey of Office having her portrait finished before she gave up her term in charge. Beside her hunched a

  thin, weedy-looking man. He had a pale complexion and wore small, round glasses. Wilma stared at him. He sort of looked like an uncooked chicken. Next to him was a scholarly-looking woman holding

  lots of official documents. In front of them, next to the painter who was applying final touches to the portrait, was Captain Brock, head of the 2nd Hawks Brigade. Trained to look in four

  directions at once, he could locate anything in his peripheral vision in under three seconds. It was quite a skill.




  The 2nd Hawks Brigade was made up of Cooper’s finest servicemen. Apart from Theodore and Inspector Lemone, they were the island’s only law enforcement, and on important days like

  this it fell to Captain Brock to devise all manner of strategic hoo-ha. Hoo-ha, in case you don’t know, is the proper name given to those bits in meetings where adults glaze over and stop

  paying attention. You know. Or like when teachers try to explain the intricacies of long division. It’s a bit like that.




  Captain Brock was standing next to a blackboard with a map of Central Coop chalked on to it and was in the midst of giving an official briefing of the running order for the first ceremony, the

  Ceremonial Parade.




  ‘So at the end of the parade,’ he was explaining, pointing towards the blackboard with his swagger-stick, ‘you will escort the Grand Tombola to the platform and, once in place,

  you will draw the curtains so that it remains encircled until the Placing of the Names.’




  ‘There’s an Official Green Completion Form that needs to be filled in after that happens,’ said the scholarly-looking woman, whose name was Melba Toest. She was the Keeper of

  Cooper Law and held the National Record for the Most Library Cards Alphabetized in an Hour.




  ‘It’s the twenty-fifth paper down in the second pile on the desk,’ said Captain Brock, quick as a flash.




  ‘Oh! So it is. Thank you.’




  ‘Do you think I should draw the curtains round the tombola?’ chipped in the weedy-looking man, shoving his glasses up his nose. ‘Might make things easier.’




  ‘No thank you, Dromley,’ said Glenda, trying to maintain her pose. ‘The responsibility for drawing the curtains rests with the Cooperate General, not the Cooperate’s

  secretary.’




  ‘But you might be busy, waving at the people and so forth. You could make a speech and then gesture towards me—’




  ‘Dromley,’ interrupted Glenda, ‘you’re being whiny again. Do stop.’




  The secretary screwed his lips into a tight ball.




  ‘And that’s it!’ declared the artist, a red-haired woman in a paint-spattered beret and a pale blue smock. ‘I’m done. You can get down now and have a look if you

  like.’




  Glenda heaved a sigh of relief and relaxed her pose. ‘Thank goodness,’ she said, hopping down from the Donkey of Office. ‘I’ve been up here for three days.’ As she

  dismounted, everyone followed her to gather around the portrait. The artist was wiping her paintbrushes and looked mighty pleased.




  ‘What do you think?’ she asked, gesturing towards the finished painting.




  Glenda stared, her mouth dropping open. Wilma couldn’t believe her eyes. It was, quite possibly, the worst painting she’d ever seen.




  ‘Pickle could have done better than—’ she began, before being nudged sharply by Mr Goodman.




  ‘It’s . . . interesting,’ said Glenda eventually.




  ‘Is the eye supposed to be down there?’ asked Lemone, pointing. ‘The face looks like it’s melted.’




  The artist glared at them. ‘Philistines!’ she cried, before storming from the room.




  ‘Three days on a stuffed donkey,’ said Glenda, shaking her head. ‘Anyway, Mr Goodman, thank you for coming. Have you met Dromley Abbams, my secretary?’ she added,

  gesturing to her aide.




  ‘No. I don’t believe I have,’ said the great detective, extending his hand.




  Dromley shook it limply.




  ‘Then let’s get down to business,’ said Glenda, striding towards her desk. She flicked open a small mahogany box filled with cigars, pulled one out, bit the end off and lit it

  with a lighter shaped like a lion’s head. Turning, she put one leg up on a chair and stuck her thumbs into the corners of her waistcoat. ‘I am in receipt of some startling

  information!’ she declared, taking a deep puff of her cigar.




  Everyone stared at her.




  ‘Some startling information that, if true,’ she continued, ‘could destroy the very fabric of Cooper society!’
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