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        Letter: Dear reader,
         
        Please find enclosed your Level 2 pass to BADNESS. Use it with caution. Especially if dragons are around . . .
         
        P.S. Not sorry, adults . . . 
         
        Small Note: Sheila was here!
         
        Badge text: Level 2 Badness
      
    





For Jamie.

My twin brother, best

friend, and all-round

SHUBBLEMEGUMP!

x
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“Dragons do have bums, sonny peep,” Sheila the ghost insisted.

“No, they don’t, Sheila. We’ve gone over this before. None of us have ever seen a dragon’s bum,” Skele-tony Le Bone replied, looking to his friends for support.

“But if they didn’t have a bum, they’d blow up, so you’re wrong,” Sheila said stubbornly.

“Then where’s your bum, Sheila?” asked Mona, the elf-witch, looking the ghost up and down.

Sheila gasped dramatically. “You can’t just ask a lady where her bum is!”

Bram, the werewolf, laughed at the conversation that his friends, the Weirdoughs, were having. Well, three of them, minus Bryan the Lion, who was “resting his eyes” before their lesson started and was letting off small toots in his sleep.
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Two months ago, Bram had enrolled at the world-famous Villains Academy, a school for fledgling villains to learn all about being bad. In his first lesson, Bram was grouped together with Mona, Sheila, Tony, and Bryan, and they quickly became known as the Weirdoughs. At the end of Bram’s first week, the group had competed together in a challenge called the Mystery Maze where he came face-to-face with a ginormous dragon and went on to win the coveted title—a reward for the baddest student of the week, based on their performance throughout their lessons.
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Ever since the Mystery Maze, Sheila had been trying to convince her friends that the dragon they’d met had a massive bazooma on its rear end.

“That’s a very interesting observation, Mona. Do you have a bum, Tony?” Bryan asked as his eyes peeked open from his cat nap. “Or do you lose it when you become a skeleton?”

Tony shook his head and removed his arm from its socket before wielding it like a weapon—something he often did to prepare for a fight. “Yes, I do have a bum, so mind your own business. Speaking of which, here comes the biggest bum of them all.”

As if on cue, Master Mardybum, Class Z’s homeroom teacher, sauntered into the classroom. He was responsible for guiding them through their years at Villains Academy, as well as teaching the Poisons and Physical Escape classes, and he was known for being a tough nut to crack. “Good morning, senseless nitwits. And what a wonderful day it is too!”

Behind him, a mysterious-looking man drifted quietly into the classroom as if he were a ghost. His feet made no sound, but small flecks of frost appeared on the floorboards underfoot. His skin was as pale as snow, and his eyes pierced the room with their icy blue gaze, almost burning right into the fledgling villains’ souls. His hair was as white as frost, and he wore a dazzling gown that shimmered with snowflakes.

“This is Felix Frostbite,” Master Mardybum announced. “He’s a fellow villain who will be teaching at the school from now on. He should have joined us at the start of the year, like the rest of us poor teachers, but he was too busy gallivanting around the world being evil. His lessons will cover everything you need to know about ghastly beasts, but his speciality is dragons.”

At the mention of dragons, Class Z sat up straight, their full attention now on the mysterious stranger. The Weirdoughs’ rivals, the Overlords, could barely contain their excitement. Mal poised his pen above his notebook, Spike the Crocodile snapped his jaws at Jeeves the Cat to stop him cleaning himself, Mr. Toad licked his lips menacingly, and the Tooth Hairy’s eyes looked like they were going to bulge out of her head. Even Bram’s fur tingled at the thought of learning about the ancient and mysterious creatures of evil.
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“Have you ever ridden a dragon?” Mal shouted.

Felix Frostbite nodded with a cocky grin. “I have. Dragons don’t just let anyone ride them, though. Only the baddest villains are allowed on their backs, and few have succeeded, but I’m one of them,” he boasted.

Mona rolled her eyes, clearly not impressed by the teacher’s arrogance.

Frostbite continued, “You see, dragons are drawn to badness. If you join the Winter Warts, my exclusive club that promises to teach you how to be like me, a dragon master, you’ll learn much more. Application forms will be left outside the food hall shortly. My Ghastly Beasts lessons won’t cover anything to do with dragons, so the Winter Warts is the place to go. Thank you, Master Mardybum, for introducing me. A pleasure to meet Class Z. I’ll see you all after lunch for my first lesson. Toodles.”
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Master Mardybum blushed, and Bram could have sworn that he saw his feet do a little skip under his robes. Was he… fangirling? Bram forced himself to look down at his desk in fear of bursting into laughter.

“No problem at all, Felix.” Master Mardybum swooned as the other teacher left the room without so much as a backward glance. “What a dreadful term it’s going to be, Class Z! Now, on to today’s lesson—”

“Sir!” Mr. Toad interrupted as his hand shot into the air. “Are we going to get to ride a dragon?”

“What have I told you all—don’t raise your hand in my classroom. Manners are not welcome here.” Master Mardybum frowned. “And don’t be so silly! No dragon would ever let you or anyone else here ride it. You’re all too weak, foolish, and young—especially you, Bram.”

Bram glared at his teacher in frustration. He’d won the Villain of the Week title on his very first week, and yet Master Mardybum still relished picking on him. Bram took a deep breath. “You never know, we might surprise you. We did in the Mystery Maze after all.”
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Master Mardybum waved him away with a swish of his enormous sleeve. “Today isn’t about dragons—”

“How many dragons are in the Wicked Woods?” the Tooth Hairy yelled, cutting the teacher off midsentence.

Master Mardybum sighed in irritation. “We have the largest flight of dragons in the world living in the Wicked Woods. The school has had an agreement with them for centuries. We leave them to roam the woods in peace, and in return they protect our borders from incoming attacks.”

“Attacks?!” the Tooth Hairy exclaimed. “Who would want to attack Villains Academy?”

“Heroes. Fellow villains that want to claim the world as their own. Wandering strangers. The list is endless. I daresay, without the dragons protecting us, Villains Academy would not exist. It would have been overrun and destroyed by our envious enemies a long time ago.” Master Mardybum grimaced. “Now, the next person who asks me about dragons will be fed to them for dinner. Understood?” Master Mardybum’s eyes began to glow with menace.

The class stayed silent.

“Peace at last.” The teacher smiled. “We’ve got a lot to cover over the next couple of months, and there will be an exam at the end of term to test your knowledge. If you fail, you will be banned from attending the famous Villains Academy Blizzard Bash!”

A buzz of excitement vibrated through the air. The Blizzard Bash was an annual celebration at the end of the winter term, and it was rumored to be the best party of the year!

“Trust me, you don’t want to miss it,” Master Mardybum continued. “So, to get you warmed up for today’s lesson in disarming, we’ll start with some simple dancing.”

“Dancing?” Sheila squealed.

The class looked at each other in horror. Mona slid so low in her chair that you could only see her hat with the GO AWAY badge peeking out above the desk, and Bram sat as still as possible, hoping to turn invisible.

“That’s right!” Master Mardybum replied. “You’ll need to be able to defeat your peers on the dance floor at the Blizzard Bash, and the flexibility and agility training won’t do you any harm for future combat. Wait until you see my Deadly Dips, Horrendous High Kicks and Bludgeoning Backflips!”

“Ridiculous,” Mona moaned.
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“FAB-U-LOUS!” Sheila shouted.

“Have you seen my Toxic Tail Swish? Years ago, I almost took my pal Janice’s eye out with it. I can demonstrate for you now, if you like?”

“That won’t be necessary, Sheila,” Master Mardybum jumped in before Sheila demolished everyone’s eyeballs. “Leave the dancing and teaching to me. Now, I’d like you to divide into pairs and I’ll show you how to do a Deadly Dip.”

There was a collective groan, followed by a scuffle of movement as everyone rushed to find a partner. Behind them, the classroom door slammed shut as Mona slipped out, claiming to have a sudden illness called rotten rumba.

Bram tried to follow her but was swept up by a waltzing Master Mardybum who threatened to tackle him to the floor if he moved another inch closer to the door. Bram held back tears of pain and reluctantly agreed to stay.

“Now it appears that everyone has a partner… apart from you, Bram.”

“I’ll sit this one out, then.” Bram shrugged in relief, not wanting to make a fool of himself anyway.

“No chance! You’ll just have to dance with me,” the teacher replied as he grabbed Bram’s paw and whisked him around the classroom.

Bram felt his fur grow hot and he cringed, knowing his friends would never let him live this down. As if his weak villain instincts weren’t embarrassing enough, now he had to dance with his teacher. He swore he could already hear Sheila whispering “MardyBram” across the room.

“Don’t you dare step on my gown,” Master Mardybum threatened. “Right, Class Z, let’s Deadly Dip.”
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“How’s your back?” Tony asked as Bram attempted to stretch. “I know a good cracking technique if you need one.”

“I’ll pass, thank you,” Bram replied. “I didn’t expect Master Mardybum to slam me to the ground like that. I thought we were dancing, not wrestling.”

The Weirdoughs sat around a table in the food hall eating their lunch of slimy sausage sandwiches—the slime being a mountain of ketchup that made Bryan look like a vampire. Even Mona had joined them to eat, having miraculously recovered from her unexpected sickness.

“It sounds horrendous,” she said. “Though I would have liked to see you be body-slammed by Master Mardybum, Bram.”

“Ha ha,” Bram said sarcastically. “You escaped this time, Mona, but you won’t escape the Blizzard Bash. What’s so bad about dancing anyway? Are you embarrassed?”
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“I am not embarrassed,” Mona replied, suddenly becoming flustered. “I don’t like to dance. It’s silly, and I’m not very good at it. Now, can we talk about something else, please?”

“Yes!” Sheila gasped. “What about the new teacher, Felix Frostbite? Isn’t he so mysterious and cool?”

“I wish my robe was as stylish as his gown,” Tony said, wiping ketchup off his sleeve.

“Mm-hmm,” Bryan mumbled, his mouth full of food.

Mona rolled her eyes. “Well, I think he’s bigheaded and full of himself. Something about him doesn’t sit right with me.”

Bram didn’t know what to think. He couldn’t judge Felix Frostbite on first impressions. If everyone had done that with him when he started at Villains Academy, he’d be known as the nervous wreck who kept shouting, “BUMBERSHINS!” spontaneously.

“You silly sausage, Mona!” Sheila replied and inhaled her final sausage in one gulp. “He’s a supervillain! I think we should definitely all join the Winter Warts so we can ride dragons!”

“YES!” Tony and Bryan agreed in unison.

Mona shrugged, not wanting to let on how excited she was by the idea.

“I’m up for it.” Bram wanted to fly a dragon more than anything. He just hoped he’d be bad enough to be able to. Winning the Mystery Maze was one thing, but persuading a dragon to let you fly it was a whole other story, even with his newfound courage.
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