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Olly Rudd straightened his tie, attempted to smooth down his unruly brown hair and gazed grimly into the camera lens.

‘It was here, this morning,’ he gestured behind him in a wide arc, ‘that a passing child made a gruesome discovery. Hours later, the scene has been sealed off pending a full forensic analysis of what was found. In an exclusive for MudTV News, we’ve managed to track down the passer-by who raised the alarm.’

Anton Hill elbowed his way in front of the camera. ‘HELLO!’ he squealed, beaming. ‘Am I on TV?!’

Riz dropped the camcorder in exasperation and stamped her foot. ‘CUT!’

Anton’s grin faltered as his friends shook their heads. ‘What’s wrong this time?’

He looked innocently up at his brother, who stood a good foot taller than he did. Drew Hill was standing slightly to the side, his arms beginning to buckle under the weight of the microphone he was dangling above Olly’s head at the end of a long pole. A steady river of sweat was making its way from his dark mop of hair down to the tip of his nose.

The clearing was sheltered from the beating sun by a canopy of greenery that cast flickering shadows across the forest floor. But the summer heat was still stifling.
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‘That was the eighteenth take!’ Drew barked. ‘If we have to do one more, I’ll shove this pole…’

‘You’re too happy, Anton!’ Olly stepped in to block Drew’s path of attack. ‘Think about it! You’ve just made a gruesome discovery – you should be trembling, clutching your head! You should be petrified!’

Anton’s brow furrowed, and he gave his clump of bright red hair a good scratch in puzzlement. A rash of freckles had sprouted across his round face in the sunshine of the last few weeks and they scrunched together now as he thought deeply. ‘But… it’s just a bit of poo!’

The four friends turned as one to gaze down at the small brown lump, sitting innocently on the forest floor. In fairness to Anton, it didn’t look particularly petrifying.

Riz threw her eyes to the heavens and fought the urge to tap her foot. She didn’t want to tell her friend that she was bored, but… she was bored. Mind-numbingly, brain-meltingly, skull-scrapingly bored.

Their lives had wilted from extremely exciting (almost too exciting) to this sorry state of affairs in a remarkably short period of time. It was hard to imagine that just a few months ago, the four of them had solved the case of the phantom that terrorized their little town of Snoops Bay. Surviving attacks by monster krakens and zombie pirates, they had cornered the villainous Captain Jasper Brandish at the last moment – foiling his dastardly scheme just in the nick of time.

A few months before that, they had narrowly escaped the brain-scrubbing schemes of Madame Sigourney Strang – who had once run the orphanage where the Hill brothers were still living. Facing down Strang and her army of murderous sausage dogs, Riz and the boys had saved Snoops Bay from catastrophe. They were heroes!

And now they were trying to film a news report about poo.

MudTV News was Olly’s latest brainwave – a mud TV programme filmed with Riz’s mum’s old camcorder. Unsurprisingly, Olly was the host, being Snoops Bay’s first and foremost authority on mucks, muds, silts, clays and sands.

‘Print is on the way out, Riz,’ he’d announced to her one morning as he experimented with different hairstyles in his bedroom mirror. ‘It’s all about TV and the internet now! Social media!’

He’d given a small shake of his head and chuckled wistfully. ‘The times are changing, and I need to keep up with the youth culture of today.’

‘Olly, you’re eleven,’ Riz had reminded him. Olly was convinced, however, that video content was the way forward. His stacks of old Unearthed magazines went into the attic, and down came the awful suits.

Olly had insisted on wearing what he called his ‘newsreader’s outfit’ – a hideous brown suit that he had unearthed from an old suitcase in his parents’ attic. The suit was several sizes too big for him, swallowing him in its folds, and it smelled. Unsurprisingly, sweat was pouring down his brow, and his face was getting redder by the minute.

‘Honestly, Olly…’ Anton gave the sliver of poo a gentle prod with the toe of his trainer. ‘I’m having a really hard time finding the motivation for my character. Maybe if I had more of a backstory…’

‘ENOUGH!’ Drew dropped the microphone pole and made a lunge for his brother.

Riz and Olly watched glumly as Drew and Anton wrestled, falling to the ground as they grappled each other into submission.

‘I need a bigger news story,’ said Olly, his shoulders slumped. ‘Even I can’t get myself excited about a random poo in the forest. It’s not exactly the moon landings, is it?’

‘Especially now that the star of this story is smeared all over Drew’s backside.’ Riz grimaced as Drew squealed in disgust, and flipped the cover over the camcorder lens.



The four of them spent the afternoon trudging through Snoops Bay Forest, Olly darting about, desperately searching for some mud exciting enough to report on. Riz, Drew and Anton followed behind, lugging several large cases of mud-hunting equipment.

Anton was trying to persuade Olly to interview him about a mysterious flying object that had apparently been sighted over Snoops Bay the night before. Anton had considered all the possibilities and decided that it was most likely an alien spacecraft, come to destroy all life on Earth.

Olly was sceptical. ‘And what makes you think it was a UFO?’ he asked, frowning.

‘It was a flying object that was unidentified, Olly!’ Anton said, as if speaking to a four-year-old. ‘That’s literally what UFO stands for!’

‘Did you see any aliens?’

‘No, but the lady who cuts Tiara Turbot’s bassoon teacher’s llama’s toenails has a friend who…’

‘Anton!’ snapped Drew, still grumpily trying to rub dog poo off his jeans with a tatty tissue. ‘It wasn’t aliens!’

Anton lapsed into a miffed silence as they reached the edge of another clearing. The setting sun peeked through the branches, bathing their faces in a warm orange glow.

‘It’s getting late, Olly,’ Riz sighed. ‘Maybe we should—’

‘AAARRGGGH!’ cried Anton suddenly, flinging himself to his knees and pointing a trembling finger at a clump of bushes on the other side of the clearing.

‘THEY’VE COME!’ he shrieked. ‘ALIENS!’
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The four friends froze, following Anton’s gaze to the bush.

‘I don’t see anything,’ Drew whispered, peering deep into the shadows.

‘That bush moved!’ hissed Anton, yanking his brother in front of him like a human shield.

Riz squinted – Anton was right. The bush was wobbling ever so slightly.

‘There’s something there!’ She poked Drew. ‘Go and see what it is!’

‘Why don’t you go and see what it is?’ Drew took a tentative step back.
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The bush wobbled again. There was a faint rustling, and then a low snuffling sound. A tiny shape with four stout legs and a curled tail emerged from the greenery.

‘Oh…’ gasped Riz. ‘It’s…’

‘A PIG!’ yelped Anton in delight, clutching his hands to his chest, all thought of aliens forgotten.

Riz, Drew and Olly watched as Anton skipped happily towards the piglet, which, in turn, watched him curiously as he approached. Dropping to his knees, Anton gave the piglet a gentle rub behind its ear. After a moment of careful consideration, the creature rolled over with a cheerful grunt and allowed Anton to scratch its belly.

‘And what’s your name, cutie-pie?’ Anton cooed at it like a baby and scooped it up into his arms.

The piglet gave a satisfied sigh and snuggled close into his chest. Anton gave a delighted giggle. ‘Check this out! We’re friends!’

‘Be careful, Anton.’ Drew approached slowly, with Riz and Olly following behind. ‘It might… bite?’

‘Pigs don’t bite!’ Anton laughed, wobbling the piglet’s ample belly.

The piglet gave a little snore – it appeared to have fallen asleep.

‘Oh, it’s sooooo cute! Please can I keep it?’ Anton appealed to Drew.

‘Bring it to the Academy? Absolutely not!’ Drew winced, already imagining the reaction if he and Anton arrived at the academy for orphans with a stray piglet!

He crossed his arms, peering suspiciously at the piglet. ‘Anyway, how did it end up out here, all alone?’

‘Maybe it’s someone’s pet?’ Olly suggested.

Riz suddenly pointed. ‘I think it is!’

The piglet had a little brown mark on its bum. A thick number ‘9’.

‘Nine?’ Anton frowned. ‘Who names a pet “Nine”?’

The piglet seemed to recognize its number, rousing from its snooze and gazing up curiously at them. Riz had to admit that it was adorable.

‘You can’t keep it,’ said Drew. ‘Someone will be out looking for it!’

Anton was still pleading. ‘But we can’t leave it out here on its own all night. Officer Sian will know what to do. I could take him straight to the police station in the morning. Plllleaaaaase?’

Drew placed his hands on his hips, like a disgruntled parent. ‘And where will it sleep?’

‘With me! In my bed!’

‘Your feet stink, it wouldn’t be fair on the pig!’

‘Oh, go on, Drew,’ Riz chuckled, watching the piglet nibble at Anton’s ear. ‘Look how cute it is!’

Drew looked at Riz, and then at the pig, and finally at Anton. They waited.

‘Fine!’ he sighed loudly, throwing his hands up in defeat. ‘Just for one night!’

Anton screamed with joy, smothering the perplexed-looking pig in kisses.

‘You’re coming with me, munchkin!’ he giggled, before regarding the piglet in his arms seriously. ‘I think I’ll call you… Francis!’

A guffaw escaped Olly’s mouth before he could stifle it, and Anton gazed up at him haughtily. ‘Something funny, Olly? Do you think Francis’s name is amusing?’
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‘Call him something normal.’ Olly wrestled the smile off his face. ‘Like… Rasher?’

Anton was horrified and clamped his hands over Francis’s ears. ‘Keep your voice down!’ he hissed. ‘You’ll upset him!’

‘Ham?’ suggested Riz.

‘STOP THAT!’ snapped Anton, marching away.

‘Ignore them, Francis,’ he told the piglet. ‘Let’s get you home.’

‘WAIT, ANTON! DON’T!’ Olly suddenly lunged forward, tackling Anton and a squealing Francis to the ground.

‘Olly!’ Anton moaned. ‘What was that for?’

‘Look!’ Olly was pointing a finger directly at Anton’s feet.

A hush fell over the clearing, all eyes on Olly as he crouched low and peered down at what Anton had almost stepped on.

It was a lump. A bump, really. A lumpy bump. About the size of a half-buried football and totally unremarkable.

Riz and Drew exchanged a bewildered glance.

‘What is it?’ Drew asked.

Olly studied the bump in silence for a few more moments, before reaching out and giving it a gentle rub.

‘Wow,’ he breathed, almost to himself.

‘Wow,’ repeated Anton, then paused. ‘Wow, what?’

Olly said nothing, just gazed down at the bump, bringing his nose within centimetres of the muck. Then he gently pressed his ear to it, clenching his eyes shut as if it were whispering to him. Finally he stood up, dusting off his trousers, with a strange look on his face.

‘Let’s unpack the gear,’ he told them. ‘Quickly!’

‘Why?’ Riz snapped. ‘It’s a totally normal lump of earth!’

Olly dashed over to his kitbags, pulled out a pair of latex gloves and yanked them on with a snap. ‘We carried out a full sweep of this zone two weeks ago,’ he babbled. ‘And this lump wasn’t here.’ He consulted a crumpled map he’d whipped out from his kit. ‘It’s just appeared!’

Drew guffawed. ‘Is that it? You must have just missed it.’

‘So what?’ added Riz, prodding the lump with her toe. Olly gasped, scandalized, as if it might explode like a bomb.

‘Don’t poke it! Bumps don’t just appear out of nowhere, like a zit on someone’s face. This could be a highly volatile substance!’

Riz hopped backwards. ‘You mean it might explode?’

‘Who knows?!’ Olly waved his arms wildly. ‘Get filming!’

Drew, Riz and Anton watched as Olly poised a heavy flash-bulb camera over the bump and took a photo with a loud CHUG. Then he busied himself tweezering the earth and collecting samples in a sealed bag, before setting to work dabbing a powdered brush across the surface of the bump, as if dusting for fingerprints. Finally, he produced what looked like a sleek handheld Hoover from his bag and began to suck up clumps of earth into a plastic tank.

‘Eugh, what’s that smell?’ Drew wrinkled his nose. ‘Riz!’

‘Don’t look at me!’ Riz swatted him away. ‘It’s probably Olly’s weird mud lump!’
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‘Actually,’ Anton piped up, ‘I’m afraid Francis has had an accident!’

Riz swivelled around and saw that Francis had been busy.

‘UGH!’ Drew staggered away, clutching his nose.

‘It’s fine – just a bit of poo!’ Anton snapped.

‘Someone could step in it! Clean it up!’

‘ALL RIGHT! Calm down, it’s only a bit!’

‘A bit!’ cried Drew. ‘Francis has made his own little mountain!’

Olly was yanking off his latex gloves, a worried look on his face. Riz turned the camcorder towards him and zoomed in on his glistening red face.

‘And… action!’ she called. ‘Olly, what have you found?’

He looked down the lens of the camera, forgetting to smooth down his hair.

‘I…’ he croaked. ‘I… don’t know.’

They all stood in stupefied silence.

‘You don’t know?!’ said Drew. ‘You mean, you’ve never seen this type of mud before?’

Olly threw him a miffed look. ‘No, Drew, I haven’t!’

Everyone looked at the lump, confused. ‘What’s different about it?’ asked Drew, and then immediately wished he hadn’t.

‘Everything!’ Olly replied. ‘Minerals, organic matter, gas, water, crumb-count… it’s like something from another planet!’

‘AN ALIEN?!’ Drew glanced around in fright, as if expecting a gang of little green men to spring from the bushes and attack.

Olly pulled a small red flag from his kitbag, unfurled it and planted the pole deep into the lump with a satisfied grunt.

‘One small step for man,’ Drew declared, ‘one giant leap for mud-kind!’

‘Can we go home now?’ Riz asked. It had been a long day and her mum would be wondering where she was… and her arm was aching from holding the chunky camcorder.

‘Nothing more we can do here,’ Olly sighed. ‘But I’ll get to the bottom of this. I’ll—’

A loud SLURP interrupted him, and he whipped around in fright.

Behind him, Anton had switched on the muck-Hoover and was busy sucking up the mess that Francis had left on the forest floor. Thick, sludgy brown liquid was glugging up into the Hoover’s tank, bubbling and frothing like a lumpy chocolate milkshake.

‘Ooft!’ Riz muttered in shock. ‘How much poo can one pig hold?’

‘ANTON!’ Olly looked appalled. ‘TURN IT OFF! NO PIG POO IN MY SUCTION MACHINE! YOU’LL CONTAMINATE THE SPECIMEN!’

Anton glanced up. ‘WHAT?’ he yelled, over the roar of the machine.

‘OFF!’ Olly took a step towards him, waving his arms wildly. ‘TURN IT OFF!’

Anton nodded and peered down at the Hoover’s controls. ‘Where’s the OFF switch? I can only see SUCK and BLOW.’

Olly lunged towards the machine. ‘NOT BLOW!’ he cried, just as Anton pressed down hard on a button.

With a loud roar, a fountain of poo shot from the mouth of the Hoover, shooting towards Olly at incredible speed.

Olly disappeared inside the gushing fountain for a moment, before the Hoover suddenly cut off and silence returned. Olly stood in shock – a steaming, smelly poo zombie in the centre of the clearing.

‘Oops.’ Anton winced.
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‘You don’t smell so bad now, Olly.’ Anton smiled weakly. ‘That power-washer last night really did the trick!’

Olly looked down from his desk to Riz. ‘Would you please remind Anton that I’m not speaking to him?’

It was the next morning, and the four friends had reconvened in Olly’s bedroom. It had taken quite a lot of persuasion for him to even let Anton in the front door, and he continued to huff as he pressed samples from the muck mound under his microscope’s light. Riz and Drew lounged on the floor, playing cards. Drew had attempted to teach her various games, but Riz was an impatient pupil and so they’d resorted to snap.

‘Olly says he’s not speaking to you,’ Riz told Anton, who reddened.

‘How many more times can I say sorry, Olly?’ He threw his hands in the air in exasperation.

Olly kept his head down to his microscope. ‘Riz.’ He sniffed. ‘Would you remind Anton that…’

‘He’s not speaking to you, Anton,’ Riz repeated, and suddenly whacked her hand down on the pile of playing cards on the carpet in front of her. ‘SNAP!’ she crowed.

‘Shush!’ protested Anton. ‘You’ll wake up Francis!’

The little piglet was snoozing happily in the boy’s lap, blissfully unaware of the trouble that his digestive system had caused. Riz had been taken aback by how quickly Anton had adapted to the pig-parenting lifestyle, treating the piglet like he was a long-lost son – following a long (and highly educative) search online the previous evening, Anton had decided that they had found a boy pig.

The sound of a morning TV show floated up the stairs from the living room. Olly was usually a big fan of the local news, especially the chief presenter, Bruce Cadogan, but today he was in a world of his own, scrutinizing a sprinkling of crumbs from the mud bump up in the forest.

Drew glanced at Francis. ‘The sooner you get rid of that thing, the better!’ he said to Anton. ‘We should take it to Officer Sian now!’

‘Let’s let sleeping pigs lie!’ Anton said. ‘We’ll take him first thing tomorrow.’

‘You said that yesterday!’

‘KIDS!’ came a sudden shout from downstairs. ‘GET DOWN HERE!’

‘What now?’ Olly moaned, before dragging himself from his desk and leading them downstairs to the living room.

Olly’s parents were sitting on the couch, gazing at the television in disbelief, their mouths hanging open.

‘What’s…’ Olly began, before trailing off. Familiar faces beamed out of the screen.

‘Olly! Anton!’ Drew gasped, pointing. ‘That’s YOU!’

Bruce Cadogan, sat at a desk in the studio, was grinning as the photo of a poo-stained Olly appeared above his shoulder. ‘… and in lighter news, the hunt is on to find a Snoops Bay local who yesterday was sprayed with approximately eighty gallons of pig sewage by a friend armed with a poo-Hoover!’
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Olly squeaked in shock.

‘Fake news!’ piped up Drew. ‘It was more like a pint!’

Bruce Cadogan was continuing. ‘The victim bears a striking resemblance to local mud-enthusiast Oliver Rudd. However, due to the sheer volume of poo on his face, it’s difficult to verify his identity. The assailant is believed to be Anton Hill, another local boy. And here comes the clip which was posted online last night!’

They all watched as Anton doused Olly in a torrential spray of pig poo. The news programme played the clip once, then again in slow motion. Olly’s on-screen face contorted into a horrified scream as the poo splattered all over him, while Francis stood beside Anton looking cheerful.

Olly’s parents burst out laughing. He whirled around and pointed an accusatory finger at them.

‘Did you post the video on the INTERNET?’ he shrieked.

‘Of course we did!’ Mum squealed. ‘It’s hilarious!’

‘Where did you get it?!’ Olly twisted around to glare accusingly at Riz. ‘Did you send my mother a video of me being blasted by a poo-sucking machine?!’

‘No, Drew did!’ Mrs Rudd said happily, giving Drew a high five.

‘MUUUUUM!’ Olly wailed. ‘I look ridiculous!’

‘We’re famous, Olly!’ Anton whispered in disbelief. ‘Real-life celebrities!’

Bruce Cadogan returned to the screen. Tears of laughter were rolling down his face. ‘That clip has now been viewed nearly a million times online. We’ll bring you more on this story later – and don’t worry, viewers, we’ll get to the BOTTOM of it!’ Bruce gave a little chuckle at his own joke, his busy eyebrows dancing in amusement.

‘One million times?’ Drew whispered in disbelief. A shocked silence fell over the room.

‘In other news,’ Bruce continued with a brisk shuffle of his notes, ‘scientists in Snoops Bay say they’re puzzled by the appearance of a strange…’

Olly flicked the television off and crossed his arms, pursing his lips. ‘Who’s going to take me seriously if they all know me as the kid who took a shower in pig dung?!’

‘Oh, lighten up, Olly.’ Riz sank onto the couch, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. ‘We were on the news! That’s amazing!’

A shrill ring came from Olly’s dad’s back pocket, making them all jump. He yanked his phone out and jammed it to his ear, before rushing from the room.

‘Hey, where did that pig come from? And what is it doing in my front room?’ demanded Olly’s mum as she suddenly noticed Francis, lying in Anton’s arms.
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