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For all the young imps I have met on this journey.

Please do not feed me to your king.






ONE Minibus Monster



A big meow to readers, listeners and viewers across the galaxy! You’re joining Team Boo’s News on Earth Highway 7AB3!

We’re travelling at ten light-years per click – fast enough that Mrs Powell was extra serious about fastening our seat belts. ETA (that’s Estimated Time of Arrival) at Abermaple Museum: half past ten. ‘Are-we-there-yets’: two. Toilet stop-off requests: one so far.

Reports coming in that we were fifteen minutes late setting off from school, since Jenny forgot her lunchbox. Jenny’s dad dropped it off before Mr Sims finished his eighth lap of the car park, so everything is now a-okay! We don’t know what’s in Jenny’s sandwiches, but more on this as it unfolds. Or, as Jenny opens the lunchbox.

Our main story of the day: it’s the Mini Victorian Britain competition, where Abermaple schools are gathering to show off their work. Design a diorama – a scene inside a shoebox – for a chance to win! The grand prize? A real-life Victorian experience for your school, where they send a teacher from the olden-times to torture the kids for the day. And, even more importantly, they’re also giving away Abermaple Igloo tickets to the winning team!

The Abermaple Igloo! An indoor ski slope, ice rink, toboggan run, arcade and cafe! Somewhere this reporter’s mum has banned her from visiting – ever – due to the very teeny, very tiny, VERY, VERY MICROSCOPICALLY SMALL risk of broken bones. But do you know where you can find snowball ice cream as big as your head? Yes! It’s the Abermaple Igloo!

Stay tuned for further updates. I’ve been your reporter on the scene—



‘Joey! Joey, can you hear me?’

‘Hmm?’ Joey’s eyes focused, snapping back to reality from where she had been staring out of the minibus window. She dropped her imaginary microphone and adjusted her non-imaginary glasses. Reflected in the round lenses was Marcie-Lynn.

‘Here.’ Marcie-Lynn reached out and gently took the shoebox from Joey’s lap. ‘Should I hold our entry? I… um, I think you’ve squashed Mr Bumblyfinch…’

A curly head swivelled. In the seat in front of the girls, Sam knelt up to examine the miniature family standing on a Victorian street. ‘Nooo – Joey! I spent ages on him! His top hat’s all bent now, look!’

‘Sam!’ Mr Sims’ voice called from the back of the bus. ‘Bums on seats, please!’

Sam grumbled, poking his nose through the gap in the seats instead. He stared mournfully at the thumb-sized dent in Mr Bumblyfinch’s hat.

‘That’s okay,’ said Marcie-Lynn. Her nail polish, glittery and purple, caught Joey’s eye as she carefully pinched the hat back into shape. ‘There! Good as new.’
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Within the shoebox, standing amongst cardboard chimneys topped with grey cotton wool, the Bumblyfinch family were dapper again. Or, as dapper as possible when their bodies were empty toilet-roll tubes. Baxter the dog – made from cocktail sticks and tinfoil – looked particularly alarmed, but that could just be his googly eyes.

‘I’m sorry!’ said Joey. She hadn’t realized she’d been squeezing so hard. Sometimes, when her mind went elsewhere, she lost track of what the rest of her was doing.

Marcie-Lynn looked vaguely worried – which wasn’t too unusual for Marcie-Lynn, who had a naturally concerned-looking face. She spun her scrunchie (a lavender colour, matching her nail polish) around on her wrist.

From between the seats in front, though, Sam was frowning too. ‘You okay, Joey? We need you here on Planet Earth; we have a chance of actually winning this thing!’

Joey wasn’t sure she and Sam were looking at the same shoebox. ‘Do you really think we do?’

‘Of course! It’s the best thing we’ve ever done. Well – maybe second best. After Boo’s News.’

If there was one thing they always agreed on, it was that Boo’s News was the best. The three friends had worked on the project – named after Boo, Sam’s giant ginger cat – since last summer. It had started as an article for English class, but they had just kept on going, writing every week. Joey was certain that Boo’s News would be a real-life newspaper one day. And a TV show, website and podcast. It was going to be mega. It was going to be galaxy-wide!

Outside the window, the tree-lined roads had given way to rows and rows of houses and shops. The sight of them flashing by was hypnotic, bringing to mind the long corridors in an alien spaceship—

‘Hey,’ Sam cut in, interrupting Joey’s daydream. Sometimes this happened; one minute she was there and the next… Joey was gone, like she could curl up at the back of her own mind and disappear. ‘It’s a great shoebox, Joey. We’ve done a brilliant job and we’re definitely winning those tickets!’

‘We have a good chance of winning the tickets,’ Marcie-Lynn clarified sensibly. She sighed, looking suddenly wistful. ‘I love the museum.’

Sam grinned. ‘I love the sound of the Igloo even more!’

Me too, thought Joey, eyeing Baxter and the Bumblyfinches. She would give anything – anything – for a day at the Igloo, but so far Mum had said no. But could Mum refuse if they won the prize and the ticket was right there in her hand?

Maybe, thought Joey. But she wouldn’t know unless she tried.

There was just… one problem.

Next to Mrs Bumblyfinch’s skirt (painstakingly crafted from one of Grandad’s handkerchiefs) was Marcie-Lynn’s small, neat writing.

In Victorian Britain, Joey knew it read – or something like it, children were often put to work for little pay. They worked in factories and on farms, picking fruit. They were sent up chimneys, to brush away dangerous soot and ash that could cause a fire.

Next to Marcie-Lynn’s writing was a series of squiggles – or, Joey’s own writing.

The bus rattled over a speed bump. The kids cheered, throwing their hands in the air. At the front of the bus, Mrs Powell’s hands went up too, covered in her many rings.

Joey felt as though she was at the edge of the highest diving board at the pool, staring down at the distant water. Her belly somersaulted like it was falling without her.

The shoebox squiggles twisted, running madly despite the ruler lines Sam had drawn in. They couldn’t contain Joey’s handiwork; when she wrote, her hands didn’t care about lines or margins. She always tried her best, but her pen somehow never paid attention to spelling or punctuation, and especially not to handwriting.

I’ve already ruined it, Joey thought, looking at her inky scrawl. The letters were all different heights, some hanging off the bottom of the paper to run onto the shoebox street. There’s no way we’ll win.

This wasn’t Boo’s News, which was a special secret, just for them.

They would actually have to show this to other people.

The minibus finally pulled into the Abermaple Museum car park. Everywhere you looked, there were kids in unfamiliar uniforms, clutching their backpacks and shoeboxes. The driver tutted as a rival minibus appeared in front of them. It nipped into the only parking space next to the museum entrance; the rest were already full.

‘And we’re here!’ Mrs Powell called, already jingling to her feet as their driver reversed grudgingly into a space at the bottom of the car park. ‘Make sure you have everything with you – we’ll leave the bus as tidy as we found it! Remember you are representing Willow Avenue!’

‘Yes, Miss!’ the kids chorused.

Mrs Powell’s serious face broke out into a huge smile. When she clapped her hands together, the movement made her beaded necklaces click and her long, droopy sleeves swish.

‘Ahhh, we’re so proud of all of you! Aren’t we, Mr Sims?’

‘Yes, Mrs Powell, we are,’ replied Mr Sims from the back of the bus, more composed than Mrs Powell – though that wasn’t difficult. She was like a whirlwind. Joey was glad she was her teacher though; most days, school was fun.

‘You’ve all worked so hard on your projects,’ Mrs Powell continued. ‘You’ve given your time at lunch and at homework club. No matter what, as far as I’m concerned, you’ve all w— AAH!’

There was a THUD and Mrs Powell disappeared between the seats. In the rearview mirror, the bus driver looked up in alarm. The kids all leapt to their feet in time to see their teacher straightening up again.

‘Mrs Powell!’

‘Miss, are you okay?’

‘Your shoelaces are untied, Miss!’ Ellie – another of Joey’s classmates – gasped, pointing at the big, stompy boots that Mrs Powell always wore. The boots had mismatched laces, one yellow and one red. The red one was indeed loose, its trailing end caught under the opposite foot.

‘Oh, deary me!’ Mrs Powell exclaimed, sounding winded. She accepted Mr Sims’ hand to pull herself upright. ‘Whoops! This is why we always double-knot our laces!’

The commotion died down as the bus parked up. Joey’s mind quietened again, off in another universe. She listened only vaguely to the sounds of everyone gathering their things, to Mr Sims helping someone with their coat, to Mrs Powell talking with the bus driver…

‘You ready, Joey?’ Marcie-Lynn asked, touching Joey’s elbow.

‘R-ready!’ Joey scooted out of the seat after her, and the two girls stood behind Sam in the queue to disembark. The Bumblyfinches and their little slice of Victorian Britain were held carefully in Marcie-Lynn’s hands.

Then, Joey looked down.

Huh, she thought unassumingly, her gaze sliding away and up to the back of Marcie-Lynn’s blonde head. Then, drawn by something, she looked again.

Down beneath the seat to her left, there was a tangled mop of hair.

It was bright pink – like the bubblegum at the corner shop. Exactly how large it was, Joey couldn’t be certain; it had squeezed and squashed itself down to fit, filling the gap.

She was about to nudge Marcie-Lynn, but then her blood turned to ice as the thing MOVED.

Its face tilted upwards, features half-obscured by hair. From within the nest of tangles, a hand stretched out towards Joey’s feet. Most of the fingers on it were short and stubby, except for one longer, knobbly digit that reached greedily for the knot of Joey’s shoelaces—

Joey gasped, jerking backwards. The creature – the monster – hissed and withdrew, grumbling to itself.
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‘Sam! Marcie!’ she whispered urgently, grabbing the back of Marcie-Lynn’s jumper. ‘Can you see that?’

Sam and Marcie-Lynn looked down at the floor of the minibus. There was a pause.

‘Oh!’ said Sam brightly, dropping into a crouch. Panic crawled up Joey’s throat before she could speak, and then Sam was barely an inch away from the rumbling ball of hair—

‘Look!’ Sam exclaimed, holding up a fifty-pence piece. ‘Who was sitting here? Ahmad, did this fall out of your pocket?’

The creature recoiled. Through the hair, a pair of bulbous magenta eyes peered upwards. They glared at Sam as he passed the coin over to Ahmad.

‘Oh, hey! Phew – thank you! I promised my sister I’d buy her a pencil from the gift shop. I must have good luck today!’

‘BLEURGH!’

The pink creature’s eyes bulged in disgust, unseen and unheard by everyone except for Joey. She was frozen as it disappeared into the shadowy space beneath the seat, the sound of its long hair rustling away.


We interrupt this broadcast for a special item from reporter Joey Joseph – on the scene right now with THE WEIRDEST THING you’ve ever set eyeballs on! Yes, it is a MONSTER, and the closest encounter to date.








TWO Welcome to the Abermaple Museum!
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Hopping down from the minibus, Joey clutched the strap of her backpack. Dangling from it was a keyring pouch in the shape of an eyeball. It held her emergency house key, but it was also handy as a stress ball for moments of peril like this one. It squished reassuringly in her fist.

This was far from Joey’s first monster encounter. After all, she had what Mrs Powell called a Very Active Imagination, which was teacher-code for daydreaming too much. This was the first time, though, that Joey had spotted a monster actually in action. And so close! It had tried to touch her shoe!

Worse still – it had been right there and no one else could see it. It was definitely very real, wasn’t it? Or was she losing her mind? Standing in the museum car park, between her best friends, a sudden feeling of smallness came over Joey.

She looked up at Sam: her oldest friend and next-door neighbour. They had known each other since they were babies. Sam was tall and athletic and always wearing shorts, no matter the weather. He had a scrape on his knee from playing football, covered with a plaster that had an orange alien on it. Everyone liked Sam, kids and teachers alike. He was good at almost every subject in school, but especially music and maths.

Then there was Marcie-Lynn, who was also tall for her age and broadly built. Her backpack, purple with a cat on it, was stuffed full of doodles and drawings. She had three pencil cases bursting with colours – and she never hesitated to share them, even the pens. By some magic, Marcie-Lynn also made pictures move at home on her computer, turning her ideas into animations. It was amazing, Joey thought. Marcie-Lynn was amazing.

Standing between them, Joey herself felt like a scruffy mouse.

She was the shortest kid in her year, even taking into account her growth spurt last summer. Her nails were all bitten. Her brown ponytail, though brushed by Mum that morning, was already lopsided. The collar of her polo shirt never lay flat where it poked out of her blue Willow Avenue jumper. As for her school work…

Perhaps it was a mistake, coming here. When the competition judges looked at their team’s shoebox, they would instantly know whose writing was such a mess. Maybe the minibus monster would distract everyone by tying their shoelaces together?

Joey’s inner reporter-voice jumped in before she could panic. She felt her breathing even out, deep and slow:


Imagine something you’d find at the zoo. Now, imagine an after-school cartoon on the telly. Mash them both together in your head, and you’re probably thinking of the thing that must have untied Mrs Powell’s shoelace!

Of course, this reporter was cool as a cucumber – monsters don’t scare me. I’m very used to them. This is the hundredth sighting to date, though they usually appear from far away: running alongside the car on long journeys, flying around beyond the classroom window, bobbing in the deep end at the pool…



‘Joey?’ someone said behind her, and Joey turned to find herself nose to belly with Mr Sims. When she looked up, he had a big wrinkle between his eyebrows. ‘You seem like there’s something on your mind today. Are you not excited for the museum?’

‘I am excited,’ Joey tried to say, though her voice came out smaller than she’d intended. Mr Sims the teaching assistant was always kind. He sometimes sat near Joey in class, to give her a helping hand if there was a lot to remember.

I’m worried my writing will bring our team down, she wanted to tell Mr Sims. And… well, there’s a monster ON THE BUS! Isn’t anyone else concerned about that?

Somehow, though, she couldn’t quite bring herself to say either of those things.

‘Hmm.’ Mr Sims frowned. Joey could always tell when he didn’t believe her. ‘You know, you’ve done some fantastic work these past few weeks. Mrs Powell is so pleased with you. You should relax and enjoy today with your friends! I’ll be here if you need anything at all.’

‘Right then, everyone!’ Mrs Powell boomed, cheerfully clomping forward in her newly secured boots. ‘Listen up for the register and then we’ll head inside!’

Finally making their way across the car park, elbow to elbow with Sam on one side and Marcie-Lynn on the other, Joey felt the tension in her shoulders ease a little. It was a clear spring day and the air was full of chatter as they filed along the side of the museum. Long, colourful banners welcomed visitors in. One in particular caught Joey’s eye, covered in pictures of chimneys and complex machines and children with smudged faces, surrounding the big number fifty.

It was the fiftieth anniversary of the exhibit; she vaguely remembered Mrs Powell saying so.

‘What would you do,’ Marcie-Lynn asked as they went, ‘if you were sent back in time and had to be in the Victorian age?’

‘Well. First, I’d probably scream,’ replied Sam. ‘And then… I’d invent computers and get really rich.’

‘That’s a good plan. The second thing, I mean.’

Sam shrugged. ‘You have to have a good scream. It would be like teleporting to another world. I think that would be quite shocking!’

‘We could start up Victorian Boo’s News!’ Joey quite fancied that idea. ‘We’d have all the latest stories. We’d have the stories… before they were stories! News that predicts the future, one hundred per cent right every— OOF!’

Colliding with Sam’s back, Joey’s glasses were almost knocked clean off her face. She straightened them, rubbing her squashed nose.

‘Ow – Sam! Warn us if you’re going to stop like that!’

Sam’s smile had vanished. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just…’

They had arrived at the entrance to the museum, with its tall windows and revolving door. The rival minibus – the one that had nipped into the last empty space at the top – was parked up too. It was a dark navy blue, with a school badge on the back; whoever this was, they hadn’t rented this bus from elsewhere. It belonged to the school.

Standing to one side was a group of boys clad in smart blazers and stripy ties. They certainly looked very grown up compared to the students of Willow Avenue and their uniform of jumpers and polo shirts. A few of the newcomer boys were holding shoeboxes decorated with handmade Victorian scenes.

Marcie-Lynn clutched their team’s shoebox closer. ‘Oh… It’s Harry Hatchitt.’

Sure enough, in the middle of the group was a short figure, probably only half an inch taller than Joey. It was unmistakably Harry – the same Harry who’d gone to their school last year. He had floppy hair and ears that stuck out a bit. He also had a curl to his lip as though he’d smelled something stinky, though he seemed to be joking with the group as everyone burst into sudden peals of laughter.

It had been a long time since Joey had seen him, even though Harry lived across the road from her and Sam. Harry’s new school, St Aelfward’s, was in the middle of nowhere, and so Harry always left very early in the morning. Joey had never been to St Aelfward’s, but she’d heard that their football team had won all sorts of big tournaments.

‘Ugh.’ Sam’s shoulders hunched unhappily.

‘Leave it, Sam,’ Joey said quietly. ‘He’s not worth it. Come on, we don’t want to lose Mrs Pow—’

‘Is that Joey Joseph?’ a voice cut in, pitching up at the end into a disbelieving squeak. Harry did look a bit ratty, Joey thought to herself, but his expression when she turned to him was positively cat-like. Boo – Sam’s cat – had a similar look about her that time she’d caught a sparrow in the woods behind Joey’s and Sam’s houses.

Joey said nothing, already steering Sam away with Marcie-Lynn in tow.

‘It is Joey Joseph!’ Harry shouted. Even kids from the other schools were staring as Harry stepped off the pavement towards them. ‘Look, guys – these are my old friends… from my old school! It’s Joey Joseph and Marnie…’
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‘It’s Marcie,’ murmured Marcie-Lynn.

‘And erm… what was your name again?’ Harry wrinkled his nose at Sam, but didn’t give him time to respond. ‘Never mind. I’m sure it’ll come to me.’

At her side, Joey felt Sam draw himself up taller—

‘Come on then, you lot!’ Mr Sims interrupted them, walking up with the few kids who had lagged behind. ‘We’re— Oh! Harry?’

Harry’s mouth snapped shut.

‘Ah, Harry – it’s good to see you!’ Mr Sims said, smiling down at him. ‘I hope you’re doing well. How nice that St Aelfward’s is here at the museum too. I’m sure we’ll all have a lovely day together!’

Harry didn’t reply. He scuffed the toes of his fancy trainers against the ground – first one and then the other. He shot Joey a glowering look as Mr Sims led the Willow Avenue kids towards the museum entrance.

‘He hasn’t changed a bit,’ Sam grumbled, hands in his pockets.

Glancing back over her shoulder, Joey watched Harry slink back to the group of St Aelfward’s boys.

She thought she glimpsed a spiny red tail disappearing behind a parked car… but when she looked again, it was gone.




Returning to our exciting main item today: the Boo’s News team have touched down at our destination! The journey here was full of… unexpected danger. But this reporter assures all our readers, listeners and viewers that THE NEWS will always come first, no matter the distraction (human or monster!). Have you seen that video online of the dog that ran away with the reporter’s microphone? Imagine that’s us, right now. But the dog is Harry Hatchitt. We’ve decided not to chase him. Forget about that guy! We have!



Joey swallowed. Her hands shook a bit where she was holding Sam’s wristband for him, peeling off the backing paper from the sticky part—

‘Ouch!’ She stuck her finger in her mouth. It stung. When Joey examined it, there was the tiniest little slice in her fingertip.

‘Paper cut?’ Sam winced in sympathy. ‘Hey – watch it, don’t get your spit on me…’

Joey pinched the wristband shut, secure on Sam’s arm. ‘All right, all right,’ she said around her wounded finger. They met each other’s gaze and grinned.

‘Weird about Harry Hatchitt being here,’ Sam said with a shrug.

‘Not really. His school is in the Abermaple area.’

‘Yeah, but at the same time as us? Today?’ Sam glanced around at the different groups, all starting to drift into the exhibits. ‘They don’t have every kid from every class in every school. There’s only twelve of us from Willow Avenue. What are the chances of that?’

‘Don’t let him bother you,’ Marcie-Lynn said. ‘I think that’s probably what he wants, after everything that happened. We’re here to have fun at the museum! Judging isn’t until after lunch: we have loads of time to explore.’

‘You’re right,’ said Sam. ‘We are here to have fun. And… to win the competition and tickets to the Igloo!’ He looked suddenly determined, fired up by the thought of the icy ski slope. ‘We should see if there are any extra Victorian ideas we can add to the Bumblyfinches!’

Joey had barely started up the two steps that led through to the exhibits, when there was a thud and the sound of cardboard rattling from behind her.

‘Oops!’ Marcie-Lynn found her footing again, having caught her toes on the lip of the step. ‘Good job I’ve got shoes on!’

Dancing on the spot at the door up ahead, Sam waved back to them. ‘Come on, you two! The Victorians are this way!’

There was the faint sound of sniggering, not-quite-human laughter as Joey and Marcie-Lynn hurried to follow Sam, and the three of them stepped into Victorian Britain.






THREE Albert’s Apothecary


The Abermaple Museum was a fantastic place. No matter how encouraging Mr Sims was, Joey knew that history wasn’t her thing – there were too many facts and dates to remember in lessons when her brain was already so full. But seeing it like this… it was different. A flashing headline scrolled across her mind’s eye:

WILLOW AVENUE SCHOOL TRAVELS IN TIME AND SPACE!

It would make a really wicked news report.

The Victorian Britain exhibit was a still life of the past. It really was like proper time travel: one side of the door was the modern day, and the other was a different era.

There was the wealthy family’s house, with a grand piano and a flickering fireplace. Then there was the shop, the schoolroom and the factory floor. Textiles, Marcie-Lynn said, which apparently meant giant spools of cotton, drawn through cogs and wheels to be woven into fabric. Eyeing the massive rollers nervously, Joey pulled her sleeves down over her hands. Factory workers got accidentally trapped in the machinery all the time.

One of the corridors became the Victorian sewers. They were dark, brick-lined tunnels where stinking water flowed in a smelly underground river. Joey was glad the museum hadn’t included real sewage. That would be going a bit too far.

The final room was the workhouse. It was a horrible place: cold, dingy and with a weird damp smell. Joey didn’t want to linger too long; she remembered Mrs Powell’s class last Friday, all about the awful jobs that people used to have back then. Joey was privately sure, if she were back in the Victorian times, there wouldn’t actually be any Boo’s News. She’d be up a chimney in a flash, forced to sweep it.

‘Let’s go back,’ she suggested, in a way she hoped sounded casual. ‘There’ll be things in the shop we can draw!’

Sam and Marcie-Lynn hastily agreed.

The group huddled in an alcove by a tall window. Sounds of chatter and cartwheels on cobblestones came from the speakers. The faraway whistle of the factory made Joey jump.

‘Albert’s Apothecary…’ Marcie-Lynn read aloud, examining the sign above the shelves. They were packed with bottles of all shapes and sizes, alongside tins, cardboard boxes and little packages wrapped in brown paper and string.
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Sam lifted a hand in greeting. ‘Hope you don’t mind us sitting in with you, Albert!’

Behind the roped-off shop counter, standing at the brass till, the mannequin didn’t object. He was dressed smartly, with a top hat and moustache not unlike Mr Bumblyfinch’s. They could have almost been brothers.

‘We could add in that sign here,’ Sam suggested, pointing at the backdrop of their shoebox scene. A shop would fit nicely on their imaginary street. ‘You got the paper, Joey? I have scissors and…’

Joey rummaged in her backpack, pulling out a big folder jammed full of paper. It was an old one that Mr Sims had given the gang just before last summer. It used to be plain, but they’d steadily covered it in stickers until not a single inch of the cover was empty. Joey took it with her everywhere she went, even though it was as heavy as a brick.
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‘Aha!’ She pulled a clean piece of paper free. So much was crammed in, the folder didn’t close properly any more.

Meanwhile, Sam was turning his own backpack upside down. ‘Hey, has anyone pinched my glue stick? I can’t find it.’

Joey raised an eyebrow pointedly at Sam’s hand. ‘You mean that glue stick?’

Sam looked down. The glue was indeed there; he’d been holding it the whole time.

‘Ugh,’ he groaned, his head tipping back against the window. ‘I hate it when that happens!’
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