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  It was the dead of night and high in the sky a hot-air balloon was drifting through the darkness. In its basket were three men. The tallest of them peered down through a

  telescope. ‘We’re approaching the target,’ he said. ‘Turn off the gas, Bone.’




  ‘Yes, Baron Marackai,’ a big man replied. He twisted a handle on the balloon’s burner and its flame went out. The balloon began to slowly descend.




  A small man gripped the basket, nervously sucking on a rag. ‘I don’t like the dark,’ he said.




  Baron Marackai turned, eyeing him. ‘We don’t want anyone seeing us, Blud, you idiot. This is a secret mission, remember.’ The Baron raised his right hand, wiggling a stump

  where his little finger was missing. ‘Now, repeat after me: Death to the RSPCB.’




  Blud and Bone quickly raised their right hands and turned down their little fingers. ‘Death to the RSCPC,’ they said.




  ‘The RSPCB, you numbskulls.’ The Baron swiped his telescope, clonking them on their noses. ‘Now, silence. We’re coming in to land.’




  Blud and Bone peered over the side of the basket. The balloon was descending gently towards a large castle.




  The balloon drifted slowly between towers and turrets then landed with a bump on the castle’s rooftop.




  The Baron stepped out on to the roof and looked down at the castle’s outer walls where knights in armour were standing guard. ‘Hah, the fools never saw us,’ he muttered.

  ‘Bone, hold the basket steady. We shall need it for our getaway. Blud, pass me the box.’


  

   Blud and Bone climbed out. While Bone held the basket, Blud handed the Baron a little wooden box.
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  Baron Marackai opened it and carefully took out two small bottles, one containing silver liquid and the other golden liquid. He grinned, watching them sparkle. ‘This time the RSPCB is

  doomed.’




  ‘What’s the plan, Sir?’ Blud whispered.




  ‘Never you mind,’ the Baron said. ‘Just wait here and keep quiet.’ Clutching the two bottles, he crept away across the rooftop and disappeared into the darkness.




  Blud and Bone heard the rusty creak of a door opening, then the Baron’s footsteps descending a flight of stone steps. They huddled together, hearing the wind whistling round the turrets

  and towers and strange moanings and groanings sounding from the castle’s windows.




  ‘What’s he doing?’ Blud asked.




  Bone pointed to a walkway silhouetted between the main castle building and a tall tower. ‘Look,’ he whispered. The dark figure of Baron Marackai was creeping along the walkway. There

  was a muffled clang then the Baron went inside the tower and a moment later reappeared with a second figure following him.




  ‘Someone’s with him,’ Blud said. The two dark figures disappeared back into the main building, and Blud and Bone waited anxiously.




  Suddenly, they heard shrieks and cries coming from inside the castle. Voices called out: ‘It’s incredible!’... ‘Look at me!’... ‘I’m alive!’




  Then they heard footsteps running and Baron Marackai came hurrying back on to the rooftop, the second figure running alongside him. ‘This way, Harold. We’ll soon have you out of

  here,’ the Baron said.




  The Baron and his companion dashed to the hot-air balloon and jumped in its basket. ‘Blud, Bone, get in,’ the Baron ordered. ‘It’s time to go.’




  Blud and Bone glanced at one another, puzzled, then climbed into the basket. Bone fired the burner and the balloon began to rise from the castle’s roof up into the night sky.




  The Baron picked a cobweb from his fur coat. ‘Well, that all went rather well,’ he said. ‘Blud, Bone, I’d like you to meet Harold.’




  Blud and Bone stared at the other man in the basket. The man had on a chainmail vest and a black leather tunic, but where his head should have been was just the stump of a neck. His head had

  been chopped off, and he was carrying it under his arm.




  ‘Pleasssed to meet youuu,’ the head hissed.




  Blud and Bone gripped one another in terror.




  ‘So, Harold, you’re free at last,’ the Baron said. ‘Aren’t you going to thank me for breaking you out?’




  Harold held up his head to look the Baron in the eye. ‘Thanksss,’ it hissed.




  The Baron grinned. ‘That’s quite all right, Harold. NOW, THERE’S SOMETHING I’D LIKE YOU TO DO FOR ME...’
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  It was a sunny morning at the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Beasts, and Ulf was riding his quad bike across the Great Grazing Grounds towing a trailer full of

  smelly manure. He’d spent all morning in the meat-eaters’ enclosure mucking out an Egyptian scorpius, a large venomous beast that was recovering from pincer-lock. Now he was on his way

  back across the beast park to drop the manure at the flower garden.




  Ulf rode past Sunset Mountain and splashed on to the marsh where the bogwobbler was basking. He slowed his bike and from a canvas bag behind his seat he took out a bone and threw it to the

  beast. The bogwobbler’s mouth opened like a crater in the mud, gobbling the bone whole.




  Ulf sped on past Troll Crag then round the biodomes: enclosures for the extreme-weather beasts. He slowed alongside the snow dome where an ice dragon was recovering from a broken wing. Helping

  Hands – hand-shaped beasts that helped around the centre – were loading frozen fish into the dome’s feeding cannon. They fired the fish and the ice dragon lurched, snatching the

  fish in its jaws. ‘Good catch,’ Ulf called.




  As the ice dragon belched a jet of blue flames, Ulf smiled then twisted the bike’s throttle with his hairy hand and accelerated away.




  The RSPCB was a rescue centre for rare and endangered beasts, from washed-up sea monsters to vampires with toothache. Ulf was a beast himself, an orphaned werewolf, and had lived at the centre

  ever since he’d been brought in more than ten years earlier. He was now training to become an RSPCB agent.




  Ulf rode into the lower paddock and saw Orson the giant wading in the freshwater lake.




  ‘Morning, Orson,’ Ulf called.




  The giant glanced over. ‘Morning, Ulf.’




  Ulf pulled up beside the lake and saw that the giant was releasing a magnaturtle into the water. Orson handled all the large beasts. He let go of the amphibious emerald-shelled turtle and it

  flapped its flippers, gliding out across the lake like a floating island.




  ‘Is it going to be all right now?’ Ulf asked.




  ‘Hopefully,’ the giant replied. ‘Dr Fielding operated on it. The poor thing had swallowed a plastic crate.’




  Orson glanced at the manure in Ulf’s trailer. He sniffed. ‘Phwoar, that stuff smells ’orrible.’




  ‘Does it? I suppose I’ve got used to it,’ Ulf replied, smiling. He revved the bike’s engine and sped away up the side of the paddock towards Farraway Hall, a large

  country house and the headquarters of the RSPCB.




  He parked by the flower garden at the back of the house, then began unloading the manure with a shovel. Tall, thorny flowers scuttled over on their roots and wriggled into it. Ulf could hear

  them purring, then their petals opened red with delight. A sparkle darted up from them. It was Tiana the fairy, Ulf’s best friend.




  ‘Hey, watch out, Ulf! That stuff went on my new outfit!’ she yelled, wiping her dress made from dried cornflowers.




  ‘Sorry, Tiana,’ Ulf said. ‘I’m feeding the roving roses.’




  The fairy sniffed. ‘It stinks!’




  ‘It’s manure,’ Ulf told her, throwing on another shovelful. ‘It’s scorpius poo – full of goodness, apparently.’




  ‘Scorpius poo! You went in with the scorpius? You must be crazy.’




  ‘It wasn’t dangerous. I hypnotised it,’ Ulf said. ‘It says how to in The Book of Beasts.’




  The Book of Beasts was Ulf’s most precious possession, a notebook that had once belonged to Professor Farraway, the founder of the RSPCB, and it contained all kinds of tips and

  tricks on handling wild beasts.




  Ulf leant on his shovel, listening to the roving roses slurp and burp as they fed.




  Suddenly, he heard a loud trumpeting fanfare from the other side of Farraway Hall. ‘What was that?’ he said to Tiana. He looked around the side of the house and saw Dr Fielding, the

  RSPCB vet, rushing towards the forecourt.




  ‘Something’s going on,’ Tiana said.




  ‘Come on, let’s take a look.’ Ulf grabbed his bag from the quad bike and raced across the yard. He found Dr Fielding by the entrance gates, looking up the driveway. Galloping

  towards her was a unicorn and, riding on its back, was a knight in shining armour with a bugle in his hand.




  ‘Woweee!’ Tiana said, surprised.




  Ulf watched, intrigued, as the knight pulled on the unicorn’s reins and brought it to a standstill by the gates.


  

  The knight raised the visor on his helmet and saluted to Dr Fielding. Ulf and Tiana both gasped; where the knight’s face should have been was just hollow darkness. The knight’s

  helmet was empty, as if there was no one inside the suit of armour.
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  ‘Good morning,’ Dr Fielding said to the knight. ‘How can I help you?’




  Without replying, the knight reached down through the bars of the gate and handed her a rolled-up paper scroll. Then he closed his visor and pulled on the unicorn’s reins, turning it

  round. With a tap of his heels, the knight rode off back up the driveway.




  ‘Who was that, Dr Fielding?’ Ulf asked.




  Dr Fielding was unrolling the paper scroll. ‘That was a ghost knight, Ulf,’ she replied.




  ‘A ghost!’ Tiana shrieked. She perched on Ulf’s shoulder, trembling.




  ‘There’s no need to be frightened, Tiana,’ Dr Fielding said. ‘He was just delivering a message.’




  Ulf stepped beside Dr Fielding and looked at the scroll:




  
TROUBLE AT HOWLHAMMER CASTLE.




  COME QUICK!






  ‘Howlhammer Castle? Where’s that?’ Ulf asked. He’d never heard of it before.




  ‘It’s about three hours north of here,’ Dr Fielding explained. ‘It’s an RSPCB habitat for ghosts.’




  ‘A haunted castle!’




  ‘That’s right, Ulf. It’s the most haunted place in the country. Years ago, Professor Farraway declared it a site of special cryptozoological interest and had it

  protected by law.’




  Ulf looked back at the scroll. ‘What do you think the trouble is there?’ he asked.




  ‘Hmm, a phantom with a fever perhaps,’ Dr Fielding replied. ‘Or a poltergeist trapped in a cupboard, or maybe a ghoul with gas? Ghouls are always getting gas. We’d better

  drive up there and find out.’ She rolled the scroll back up. ‘Would you like to come? Howlhammer Castle has all kinds of ghosts to learn about. It would be good for your

  training.’




  ‘I’d love to,’ Ulf replied excitedly.




  ‘Great. All RSPCB agents should know about ghosts, Ulf.’ Dr Fielding turned to the fairy. ‘And what about you, Tiana?’




  ‘I... er... I... erm...’




  Ulf could feel Tiana’s wings fluttering nervously against his neck. ‘Don’t worry, Tiana, I’ll look after you,’ he whispered.




  ‘Excellent,’ Dr Fielding said. ‘I’ll radio Orson and fetch the truck. We’ll leave in fifteen minutes.’




  As she unclipped her walkie-talkie from her belt, she sniffed. ‘What is that revolting smell?’




  Tiana giggled. ‘It’s Ulf.’




  Ulf looked at his hands, still mucky with manure. ‘Don’t worry, Dr Fielding. I promise to have a wash before we go.’
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  Ulf was washing his hands under the yard tap, thinking about the message the knight had brought in. He glanced down at Tiana, who was admiring the reflection of her new dress

  in a puddle. ‘Tiana, the message on that scroll. It said “trouble”.’




  ‘So?’




  The word TROUBLE worried Ulf. ‘What if something bad’s happened at Howlhammer?’




  ‘Bad how?’ the fairy asked.




  ‘What if it’s... Marackai?’




  Tiana frowned. ‘Oh Ulf, not this again. You’ve got to stop worrying about Marackai. When the pixies went missing you thought it was him and it turned out they were just hiding. When

  the frostbiters were poisoned you thought it was him and it turned out they’d just eaten grindleberries. Whenever anything is a bit out of the ordinary you think it’s Marackai.’

  The fairy plucked a loose petal from the hem of her dress. ‘Sometimes trouble just means normal trouble, Ulf.’
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