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About This Work

Our heroine is Tabitha, a just-in-her-teens girl. Don’t 
underestimate Tabitha; she is young, vivacious, small for her 
age but unlike many so-called grownups she knows her own 
worth. She is feisty and pure quality. She is alive.

But not only humour and a celebration of  life this work 
holds satire mixed with an occasional classical quotation. Sue 
me. I also take liberties with the Queen’s English (what’s left of  
it) and am not above involving my readers in the plot. So—

*  don’t come in if  you want traditional kid-lit

*  don’t come in if  you want dry narrative 

*  don’t come in if  you want Politically Correct

* don’t come in if  you want the norm...

This is is a story for the young of  all ages. It is innocent, 
there are no naughty words—just the motivations that are life 
itself; and meeting the challenge. 

But if  you want a tale where you can identify with Miss 
Tabitha and would enjoy sharing with her, come right on in, 
drag up a chair or rock, sit and enjoy ...
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SOME CHARACTERS

Tabitha Templar is an almost thirteen-year-old who 
thinks for herself. With the heart of  a lion, dogged and 
resourceful, Tabby lives with her beloved Aunt Mimosa and 
the self-propelled offence against good taste, Uncle George.

Delissimo Snoot is an inventor. He’s eccentric, ancient, 
brilliant, jerky-quirky and forever at war with the councillors 
trying to “acquire” his land. Snoot lives with his ward Dazzle 
Snoot (occasional consort to Tabitha).

The obsolete Colonel Parker loses his command to his 
dashingly incompetent upwardly mobile very model of  a 
modern young Major. 

Various not-nice school teachers abound; a cauliflower-
eared rugby-loving sports master who regards any boy 
consorting with females as highly ‘suss’ (he’s still single, by the 
way). 

Mr. Cutler, the fencing tutor files the knob from his foil 
“Let the little tykes face cold steel, it will give them an edge”. 
He gets the point ... 

Mr. Rorkus is the weary headmaster too close to his 
pension to make waves.

Mr. Crabgrass is a blustering slime-ball teacher who can’t 
meet the challenge of  Tabitha’s innocent candour.
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Sir Ambrose Bishous is a senior Government Minister. 
His ambition is to acquire Snoot’s futuristic technology and use 
it to conquer the world.

Wilberforce Lickspittle as the Minister’s secretary is the 
epitome of  a dedicated public servant. 

At sea Admiral Nozeark’s loyalty, good order and naval 
discipline are pushed to the very limits by Bishous’s 
ruthlessness. 

Mayor Marcus Bezzla and the grasping Swindelham 
Town Council start everything by perverting the system to their 
own ends—an act they later regret.

Ghosts? Oh yes ...

Horace, an extinct rag-and-bone man and the Duchess 
(a true aristocrat’s aristocrat) are the spirited leaders of  dozens 
of  dispossessed ghosts. 

Sir Bedevere, a noble knight, plays himself. 

Cameo appearance by King Arthur.

Death, prim, proper, pedantic, serious, and totally 
dedicated to his career plays a pivotal minor part but is not 
above laughing out loud when foxed by a desperate Dazzle 
who isn’t ready to go just yet.
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AND NOW don’t just loiter about here reading—go on, get 
into it—and good luck ...

!
 So all day long the noise of battle roll'd
 Among the mountains by the winter sea;
 Until King Arthur's table, man by man,

 Had fallen in Lyonnesse about their Lord,
 King Arthur: then, because his wound was deep,

 The bold Sir Bedivere uplifted him,
 Sir Bedivere, the last of all his knights,
 And bore him to a chapel nigh the field,
 A broken chancel with a broken cross,

 That stood on a dark strait of barren land.              
 On one side lay the ocean, and on one

 Lay a great water, and the moon was full.
—Tennyson
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Tranquility
If  you’d been walking past number seven Bogburn Lane 
that late summer morning you might have noticed a bucket 
floating in the air near the upstairs windows where balls of  
soggy newspaper were rubbing themselves over the glass. If  
you’d stayed long enough you’d have noticed balls of  clean, dry 
newspaper polishing the windows afterwards and doing a fine 
job.

If  you’d gone onto the property to investigate and walked 
round the back of  the house you’d have seen a tiny thirteen-
year-old girl struggling with a huge axe, trying to chop a 
massive mountain of  wooden boxes into little kindling sticks ...

TABITHA TEMPLAR was just eight years old the first 
time she saw how badly the television news could upset her 
Uncle George. He went purple, his eyes bulged in his ugly fat 
face and his moustache bristled. Bits of  cream doughnut flew 
in all directions.

‘Look at them idle layabouts! Just look at all them slobs! 
Should be shot, the whole lousy bunch!’

Uncle George didn’t have much time for slobs or layabouts.
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Uncle George didn’t have much time for anyone who wasn’t 
Uncle George, especially ordinary people protesting the loss of  
yet more countryside to urban sprawl.

Uncle George didn’t care much for the countryside either. It 
was scruffy, there were cows stinking everywhere, trees grew 
just where they wanted, bushes grew just where they wanted, 
and there wasn’t a decent haircut in sight.

The protesters had been mourning the loss of  an ancient 
manor house—George thought all old manor houses should be 
shot too.

Tabitha was ten and a half  when another conservation 
snippet set George off  again. This time it was public protest 
against the Swindelham Town Council for allowing the 
supermarket to dig up the old cemetery to expand the car park.

‘What does it matter to them stinking hippies?’ George 
squawked, almost choking on his beer. ‘Them dead guys is all 
dead!’

George liked his beer. George liked his food too and was 
very good at both but mostly he liked beer. This time nobody 
disagreed with him (not out loud) so he just carried on 
slobbering and belching his way through the evening news.

Tabitha knew better than to disagree with Uncle George.

They’d disliked each other from the start. 
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Tabitha was tiny for her age and had always been small but 
Uncle George was fat and had been an elephant all his life—
except when he was a baby, he’d been like a smelly pink 
football with legs then.

Tabitha had sparkling eyes, so dark-brown you’d swear they 
were black, and long glossy black hair. George had watery grey 
eyes. All that was left of  his hair was a ratty tuft that he 
combed out to try to cover the baldness, it made him look like 
a berserk pineapple.

Tabitha was intelligent and loved learning. 

Uncle George was a noisy know-all with brain power 
somewhere between that of  a sea slug and a thrip. He spent his 
spare time either noisily propped up in front of  the television 
or noisily guzzling the beer he brewed himself  in the cellar; or 
both.

Now it was Tabitha’s thirteenth birthday and George was 
raving. 

It was announced on the evening news that the ‘Hamstrung 
Pig’ had been shut. George’s favourite local pub was being 
demolished to make way for an office block. They’d kept it 
secret until tonight to prevent public protest, it was now too 
late to object as bulldozers had already levelled the old 
building. George’s shriek rattled the windows.
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‘WHERE’S ALL THEM HIPPIES NOW YA NEEDS 
THEM!’ he roared. ‘They shoulda been out there on the 
barricades with PITCHFORKS!’

Tabitha looked up from the new book Aunt Mimosa had 
given her for her birthday.

‘Didn’t you say that all hippies should be shot?’ she asked 
innocently.

‘That’s ENOUGH!’ George bellowed. The budgie fell from 
its perch in fright. George had little time for irony either, or 
budgies.

‘YOU—’ he pointed at Tabitha, jabbing the air with a fat 
finger, ‘—off  to your room! BED! Right now!’

Aunt Mim objected but as usual George ignored her. 
‘George, it’s only six o’clock! And it’s her birthday!’

Mimosa was George’s sister. A nicer person you’d never 
find. She’d taken little Tabitha in as a baby when her parents 
were killed by lions in Africa, they’d lived happily together for 
almost seven years until Uncle George had come to stay with 
them for a week five years ago.

George snorted. ‘Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to 
you … now GET MOVING!’

Tabitha stood up to go, but George’s piggy eyes gleamed. 
‘You can leave that book behind! I’ll be looking in, and I better 
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not catch you reading! I don’t want a squeak out of  you AND 
DON’T JUST STAND THERE!’

It was much better when there were just the two of  us, Tabitha 
thought on her way upstairs. Uncle George will have to go, this house 
is overcrowded.

When she opened the door to her room, she found that it, 
too, was overcrowded.	 	

*     *     *     *
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SPIRITED 
ENTRY

Tabitha stopped in the doorway and stared. Until about 
three seconds ago she hadn’t believed in ghosts.

‘Do come in, dear—and please shut the door,’ an elderly 
lady whispered. Tabitha could see right through her. ‘We don’t 
want Uncle George to hear us, do we?’

‘Yeah! Come on in, Luv, the more the merrier—‘ere, you 
lot, move along and let the kid sit dahn.’ It looked like he’d 
once been a junkyard man, he was cheerily shoving spectral 
people along the crowded bed to make room for her.

Tabitha stepped into the room. The door closed behind her 
as she stood shivering, her mouth wide open and nothing 
coming out but little glopping noises.

‘Yer not gonna scream, luv, are yer?’ The junk man looked 
worried.

Tabitha shook her head. This was all a dream, nothing to 
scream about. They’ll all be gone when I wake up in the morning.
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‘That’s good,’ the junk man said. ‘I knew yer wouldn’t! 
That’s tuppence each they owes me. We ‘ad a bet and I was the 
only one wot said yer wouldn’t scream.’

‘Who are you?’ Tabitha asked, staring wide-eyed as a knight 
in armour—with an arrow sticking out of  his ear—fell from 
the far end of  the bed with a tinny crash. The rest of  the 
ghosts glared at him and chorused ‘Shhhh!’ in loud whispers.

‘Well nah, of  course yer don’t know us yet,’ the junk man 
said with a friendly smile. ‘I’m ‘Orace—’

‘What are you doing here?’ Tabitha whispered.

‘We’ve nowhere else to go,’ the elderly lady said. ‘We moved 
out of  Manwood Manor when they pulled it down. When they 
dug up the graveyard we were refugees again, the ghosts in the 
pub kindly took us in—’

‘Made it real nice and cosy like—’ Horace added.

‘—but now they’ve knocked it down, so we’re homeless—’

‘—an’ the Duchess ‘ere suggested we come to you, ‘cos it’s 
yer birfday. And yer a Fey.’

Tabitha shivered and edged sideways around the room, 
keeping close to the wall. Uncle George had said that he’d be 
checking. If  she wasn’t in bed when he came in he’d punish 
her, the last time she’d had to scrub his car with a toothbrush. 
Ghosts or no ghosts, she had to get into that bed.

‘A duchess?’ Tabitha asked, playing for time.
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‘Yes, dear, that’s me, Duchess Margaret of  the Lost 
Counties. You may call me Duchess if  you like, but from you 
I’d much prefer Maggie. You are a Fey, after all.’

‘Fey?’ Tabitha asked. Nearly there.

‘Of  course yer wouldn’t know, would yer? Poor mite, ‘ow 
could yer?’ Horace looked sorry for her. ‘Fey is wot ‘appens to 
very special people. Yer ‘ave to be born in a storm and the 
‘ouse ‘as to be struck by lightning.’

‘It means, dear, that you know things. You can see ghosts 
and spirits that other people usually can’t. It’s a rare and very 
special gift—’

‘It kicks in on yer firteenf  birfday,’ Horace interrupted. The 
Duchess gave him a withering look.

‘I can see ghosts?’

‘Yer seein’ ‘em now, aincha?’

Tabitha looked round the room. Her bed had at least five 
ghosts on it watching her hopefully, three more were perched 
on the headboard. There was standing room only between the 
bed and the window. Four ghosts sat on the dresser and two 
more on the chest of  drawers. There were even a few shadowy 
wispy shapes drifting near the ceiling.

‘Them’s waifs,’ Horace said helpfully, following her gaze. 
‘They’re sort of  an almost-ghost. They can read minds.’
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Tabitha decided quickly. Okay, she was a Fey, how nice, she 
had to accept it.

‘Alright!’ she said firmly. ‘But I still have to go to bed, and 
I’m not getting undressed with you lot watching. Turn your 
backs, all of  you, and no peeking!’

Tabitha changed quickly and jumped into bed. For once it 
was lovely and warm. She gave a little yelp as her foot touched 
something hot that shouldn’t have been there. The something 
wriggled up the bed and emerged by her face, it was like 
nothing she’d ever seen before. Much smaller than a ghost, it 
was shaped a bit like a human but quite featureless. It gave her 
a little nod and jumped off  the bed.

‘That’s an imp,’ Horace said. ‘We thort it would be nice if  
‘e warmed up yer bed, ready like.’ He looked thoughtful. 
‘Coulda made it really ‘ot if  we’d used a salamander.’

‘Thank you,’ Tabitha said. ‘It’s lovely and snug—’

‘Someone coming!’ a voice called urgently. With a flurry of  
popping noises the ghosts disappeared leaving Tabitha by 
herself. She pulled the covers over her head and pretended to 
be asleep just as Uncle George whipped the door open. When 
he saw Tabitha was already in bed he swore loudly and banged 
the door shut. He waddled off  muttering.

‘What a thoroughly unpleasant man,’ the Duchess said as 
she popped into view again.
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‘Blimey! Wouldn’t wanna meet that on a dark night,’ Horace 
said as he reappeared. He floated over to where Tabitha was 
now sitting up, watching in amusement. She wasn’t afraid any 
more and being a Fey might even be fun.

‘Well then, luv, can we stay?’

‘Where would you all sleep? Do ghosts sleep?’

‘We’d sleep in here with you, dear,’ said the Duchess. ‘And 
when you’re getting dressed we can all pop off  to Limbo for a 
while, that’s a sort of  nowhere that spooks go to sometimes.’

‘What would you eat?’ Tabitha asked. ‘I don’t think Aunt 
Mim could afford to feed dozens of  hungry ghosts—’

‘Hah! Doncha worry about that!’ Horace hooted. ‘Ghosts 
don’t eat! Very few spooks eat anyfink at all—’

‘Vampires do,’ the Duchess said crisply.

‘Yeah, but we don’t know no vampires,’ Horace snorted. 
‘Trolls eat, and so do ogres, but ain’t none of  them rahnd ‘ere.’

‘I don’t think Aunt Mim would mind,’ Tabitha said. ‘But 
Uncle George would throw you all out as soon as look at you. 
He doesn’t believe in ghosts. He thinks you should all be shot.’

‘Wot if  we kept out of  his way, like?’

‘Yes,’ said the Duchess, ‘He need never know we’re here. 
Nor Mim, for that matter, just you. Please, dear, may we stay?’

Horace sat down on the bed. He made no impression at all.
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‘Winter’s comin’ soon,’ he said. ‘It’s alright for the young 
‘uns, but once yer’ve bin dead an ‘undred years yer feels the 
cold somefink awful. If  yer don’t let us stay ‘ere, we’ll all be out 
in the wevver.’

‘Well, just for tonight,’ Tabitha said. ‘I have an idea … 
tomorrow’s Saturday and there’s no school. I’ve got some jobs 
first, but after they’re done we can see if  my idea will work.’

The rest of  the ghosts returned while they were talking. 
Some drifted in through the walls, others just appeared in the 
middle of  the room. They all made ready for sleep; most of  
them simply stretched out and floated, lying down in the air. 
The knight whistled quietly to himself, clanking and squeaking 
as he took off  his armour.

‘You’ve taken your arrow out!’ Tabitha said in surprise.

‘Of  course, old girl! Can’t sleep with the dashed thing in, 
now, can I? Just have to remember where I put it, so I don’t 
lose it. Jolly bad form if  I go outside without it.’

‘How did you get it?’ Tabitha asked. ‘Oh! Sorry, perhaps I 
shouldn’t ask?’

‘Not at all,’ the knight said cheerily as he took the last of  his 
armour off  and placed it neatly in the middle of  the room. He 
stretched himself  out on top and wriggled, looking surprisingly 
comfortable.

‘We were under siege when my squire said “The barrows oil 
flea hip hooray”. I didn’t quite catch it, so I got him to say it 
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again, I still didn’t catch it, so I took my helmet off  and leaned 
across the battlement to hear him better. I heard what he was 
saying just as the arrow arrived ...’

‘Which was?’ Tabitha asked.

‘He was warning me, “The arrows are awfully thick today!”’

Once everyone was comfortable the imp put the light out 
and silence fell. Tabitha was grateful that nobody snored, and 
she couldn’t remember having ever had a more exciting 
birthday. 

*     *     *     *
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PROFESSOR 
SNOOT

Uncle George was as nasty, selfish, mean and bombastic a 
bacon-brained bullying buffoon as you would find in a lifetime 
of  searching. He was fat—the unsightly rolls of  blubber 
bulging over his waistband made him bad tempered as well as 
unpleasant to look at. He was lazy—which didn’t worry him 
unduly as there was always his sister Mimosa to do the cooking 
and laundry; and little Tabitha to mow the lawns, make the 
beds, chop the wood, carry the coal, wash the car, dig the 
gardens, vacuum the house, post the letters, sweep the drive, 
run the errands, clean the windows, unblock the drains, mend 
the fuses, wash the dishes, dry the dishes, wire the plugs and do 
everything else George thought might need doing.

Tabitha did her weekend chores between sunrise on 
Saturday mornings and bedtime on Sunday nights. Any school 
homework she might have was normally done by torchlight 
under her blankets on Friday night because by Sunday night 
she was too exhausted to do anything but fall into bed and 
sleep.
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This Saturday, though, was different.

As usual Uncle George gave her orders while she was frying 
his breakfast (six rashers of  bacon, six pork sausages, six eggs; 
with heaps of  toast and marmalade to follow) before sitting 
down to her own measly bowl of  porridge. If  Aunt Mim didn’t 
smuggle sandwiches out to her during the day she’d be 
ravenous by suppertime.

‘First, the windows!’ George's eyes were gleaming. More 
than anything else he loved giving Tabitha work to do, the 
messier, harder, the more awkward or dangerous, the more he 
loved it. ‘Especially the upstairs windows, they’re filthy.’ (They 
weren’t. Tabitha had done them only last week, perched up a 
very high wobbly old ladder.)

‘Second, I’ve brought home a few wooden boxes. Chop ‘em 
into kindling sticks for the fire. You can stop for lunch when 
you’ve finished, and take the rest of  the weekend off.’ He 
smirked.

George was the gatekeeper at the Swindelham Railway 
Yard. He spent all day squashed into a little gatehouse, flipping 
the switch that lifted the barrier arms up and down for trucks 
to go in and out. It was boring work so every day he took in big 
bags of  doughnuts which Tabitha had to collect from the 
bakery before school. This time he’d filched a truck-load of  
wooden crates that were meant to go back to Yokohama. It 
would take Tabitha at least until midnight Sunday to get them 
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done, so long as she didn’t take a break or go to bed at all on 
Saturday night.

‘Wot yer gonna do first, luv?’ Horace asked as Tabitha was 
filling the bucket with hot soapy water.

‘I thought I’d do the windows first, then start chopping the 
wood.’ 

’Where will that … that thing … your uncle, be during that 
time?’ the Duchess asked.

‘He tells everyone he’s going to his study to do his accounts, 
but actually he locks himself  in the cellar to make beer,’ 
Tabitha said.

‘Righto, then!’ Horace rubbed his hands together. ‘Leave all 
the windas to us. You make a start on the wood!’

*

Tabitha had just begun her third box when Horace’s voice 
startled her.

‘Right! We’ve done orl them windas, nobody saw nuffink! 
You stand over there and wave that axe, try to look noisy like; 
while we—’

Tabitha watched in awe as boxes flowed from the pile, 
carried by invisible hands to where more invisible hands with 
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invisible tools quickly chopped them into identical little sticks 
for yet more invisible hands to stack. In less than three minutes 
the entire mountain of  boxes had become a mountain of  
neatly stacked sticks.

‘Hoi, Duchess—’

‘Yes?’

‘Where did Tabby say she wants us to put this lot?’

‘Hmmmm. Tabitha?’

‘Uncle George normally has me put the sticks in the cellar 
with his brewing stuff,’ Tabitha said breathlessly. ‘But we can’t 
get in there today, he’ll be brewing.’

‘No point in doin’ only arf  a job, Duchess?’

‘I quite agree,’ the invisible Duchess chuckled.

Tabitha watched in wonder as dozens, then hundreds, then 
thousands of  the little sticks flew neatly through the air and 
vanished through the open doorway of  the house.

‘Didn’t ‘e say yer could ‘ave the rest of  the day orf ?’ 
Horace’s voice whispered in Tabitha’s ear.

‘Yes! I’ll just let Auntie Mim know where I’m going,’ 
Tabitha whispered back.

She found Mim staring in bewilderment at her huge pile of  
laundry; washed, dried, ironed and neatly folded ready to be 
put away—the ghosts had been busy.
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*

With a bag of  Mim’s fresh sandwiches under her 
arm Tabitha led the way into the street followed by the 
invisible Duchess and Horace.

 Freedom, for the first time in ages, felt wonderful. The jobs 
were all done and she had the rest of  the weekend to herself. 
She actually felt light-headed.

‘Where are we going, dear?’ the Duchess asked as they 
crossed the High Street.

‘To a friend of  mine, he’s an inventor and always has lots of 
ideas. He may be able to help you find a proper home,’ 
Tabitha answered.

Before long they’d walked almost completely out of  
Swindelham. The streets and pavements gave way to country 
roads and fields. Tabitha turned left and entered a long gravel 
driveway which twisted through trees. 

After a brief  walk they came to a large grassy area with a 
small caravan in the middle. A column of  white smoke rose 
into the air from the round metal chimney-pipe that someone 
had stuck in the roof. Close to the caravan was a high wooden 
pole with what looked like a large copper ball on top of  it. For 
about two hundred yards in all directions the caravan was 
surrounded by little grassy hills.
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Tabitha ran lightly across and knocked at the door, which 
after a few moments was opened from inside.

‘Tabitha!’

‘Mr. Snoot!’

An old man stood beaming in the doorway. No, perhaps he 
wasn’t old, he was ancient. He looked like he should creak when 
he walked. He looked as if  he should never dare sit down in 
case he couldn’t get up again. His hair was white, his beard was 
white, his face was creased, even his wrinkles had crinkles. But 
his eyes were bright and he hooted with pleasure to see 
Tabitha.

‘Come in, Tabby, come in! It’s been such a long time! Is 
George still working you to death? Would you like something to 
eat?’

The caravan, inside, was not what you’d expect. It was 
clean, it was tidy, and it was quite empty.

A flight of  stairs went down through the floor and 
disappeared into the ground. The sound of  distant music 
drifted up from below, so did a delicious smell of  good cooking.

‘Just in time for lunch, Tabby!’ Snoot chuckled, breathless 
from Tabitha’s whole-hearted hug. ‘I made heaps. Dazzle 
should be home soon and you know what a gannet he is!’

Dazzle was Snoot’s foster son. The same age as Tabitha, he 
was called Dazzle because of  his brilliant white hair and bright 
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golden eyes, and because of  his dazzling intelligence. He was in 
Tabitha’s class at school, they got along famously together. In 
fact, not only was Dazzle her very best friend, they were each 
other’s only friend.

Snoot led the way downstairs. Under the ground the 
passageway opened into a large chamber which was lit by gas-
burning torches stuck into iron brackets in the stone-lined 
walls. Several more passageways went off  in different 
directions, some of  them had neatly lettered wooden signs over 
the top.

Snoot walked briskly into the one labelled ‘MUNCHERY’. 
He didn’t creak at all and Tabitha had to trot to keep up.

‘Lunch!’ he said, rubbing his hands together with a sound 
like sandpaper on wood. The doorway opened into a big room 
with a spotless tiled floor. There was an oil-fired cooking range 
directly opposite. The walls to either side of  the cooker were 
filled with copper utensils hanging from hooks; dippers, ladles, 
forks, egg-flippers, and copper-bottomed iron cooking pots. 
There was one huge cast-iron frying pan. A cauldron of  
something delicious-smelling bubbled on one of  the rings. An 
electric dishwashing machine stood by itself  in one corner, 
opposite the massive freezer standing between two fridges.

‘You’ve made a few changes, Mr. Snoot,’ Tabitha said.
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‘Indeed, yes! Clever, noticing that! We’ve put in a dining 
room extension, next door, there.’ He pointed through a 
doorway into darkness.

‘Sit yourself  down, Tabby, we’ll have ours now. Dazzle can 
get his when he arrives home … the light switch is just inside 
on your left.’

Tabitha flipped the switch and gasped in delight. Instead of  
bright electric lighting, more of  the torches flamed into life 
along the walls. They revealed a cosy marble dining room 
trimmed with real gold. There was a big oak table right in the 
middle, with seating for at least ten. An oak dresser along one 
wall had beautiful solid silver plates and tableware on it.

‘Er … I’ve brought some sandwiches, Mr. Snoot,” Tabitha 
said.

‘Merciful heavens!’ cried Snoot. ‘We’re having luncheon, 
Tabby, not a picnic!’

He bustled about setting one end of  the table for three. 
From the dresser he produced two long yellow candles which 
he put into pewter holders, the candles lit up at once and 
burned with a steady flame.

‘The Snoot self-lighting beeswax candles,’ Snoot said in 
answer to Tabitha’s raised eyebrows. ‘Invented ‘em months 
ago, been saving them for visitors—for nice visitors. You’re our 
first.’
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‘Has the Council been calling on you again?’ Tabitha asked 
as she sat down.

Snoot snorted and dolloped ladlefuls of  hot goop onto the 
pieces of  home-baked bread on their plates. ‘Yes—they never 
stop. Sometimes I get the feeling they don’t like me at all.’ His 
eyes twinkled.

Snoot had arrived in Swindelham some years ago after the 
Town Council had closed the Municipal Rubbish Tip. He’d 
called at the Council offices to see if  they knew of  any good 
land he could buy to build his house on, the Council sold him 
the Tip which they had recently bulldozed over and sown in 
cheap grass. But when Snoot had later applied for a building 
permit for his house they’d refused and denied ever knowing 
that he’d wanted the land to build on.

What they had no way of  knowing was that Snoot wasn’t 
just Mr. Snoot, Frail Old Man—he was Professor Delissimo 
Snoot, Inventor, and there was no problem that Snoot couldn’t 
invent his way around.

So instead of  building up he’d built down. And there was 
nothing the Council could do about it. They tried all sorts of  
devious tricks but Snoot shot them down at every turn. They 
even tried involving other government departments—for a 
time they’d thought Snoot was living in the caravan with 
Dazzle, so they’d tried to have Dazzle taken away because “the 
caravan wasn’t big enough”. But when Snoot had shown the 
Children’s Welfare people through just a small part of  his 
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underground mansion they were utterly gob-smacked and 
wandered off  in a daze gibbering at each other.

But not only was the dump the site of  Snoot’s home it was 
also a wonderful source of  raw materials for his inventions. He 
mined its junk the same way other men mine the ground for 
diamonds or gold.

‘Tuck in—’ Snoot said. He sat opposite her and buttered his 
warm crusty roll.

‘—just last week they tried to get us for “dwelling in a 
caravan parked on a private property”’ Snoot’s eyes gleamed. 
‘But I’d already thought of  that and installed the Snoot 
Micron-Crawler, that fixed them!’

‘What’s one of  those, Mr. Snoot?’ Tabitha asked. Snoot’s 
goop was delicious, the only thing she recognised in it was a 
piece of  carrot.

‘The Micron-Crawler is a solar-powered, battery-driven, 
sub-infinity geared motor drive,’ Snoot said, taking energetic 
bites from his roll. ‘It never needs fuel but it keeps the caravan 
moving all the time. It never stops!’

‘I didn’t see the caravan moving,’ Tabitha said. She thought 
she recognised the taste of  mushrooms but wasn’t sure.

‘You don’t see it!’ Snoot hooted. ‘It moves just one micron 
per day! That’s a thousandth of  a millimetre! It would take 
about three years to move one twenty-fifth of  an inch! But the 
beauty of  it is, the caravan is never stopped, it’s always moving, 
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so it’s not parked, so the Council doesn’t have a leg to stand 
on.’

Tabitha laughed in delight. Trust old Mr. Snoot to have an 
answer! She used the last of  her roll to scoop up the final traces 
of  goop and mop her plate clean.

Snoot beamed. ‘Did you like that, Tabby?’ he asked.

‘Delicious! Yes indeed! Thank you … er, what was it?’

‘Bog-moss and fungus ball stew,’ Snoot grinned. ‘From 
Dazzle’s underground gardens. Would you like to see them?’

‘I’d love to, Mr. Snoot, but first I have to ask a big favour.’

Snoot’s snowy-white brows went up and met in the middle. 

‘There’s something you want invented?’ he asked hopefully.

‘No,’ Tabitha said. ‘Er … Mr. Snoot … do you believe in 
ghosts?’

Snoot jumped up and raced out of  the room. He came 
back with two steaming mugs of  tea and gave one to Tabitha.

‘Ghosts? Oh, dear, I must admit I’ve never thought about it. 
I’ve never seen a ghost … but that doesn’t mean they can’t exist 
… hmmm, rearranged molecular particles latticed into form-
cloning structures with dimensional warping and entropy-
denial mechanisms. Hmm, they’d certainly be feasible within 
the range of  science …’ he faded off  into a mumbling mutter, 
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staring into the distance, brow furrowed, lips flapping. 
Suddenly he beamed at Tabitha and nodded.

‘Would you like to see some?’ Tabitha asked in a tiny voice. 
‘You wouldn’t be afraid of  them?’

‘Yes please, and no!’ Snoot answered at once. 

He watched with great interest as two of  the chairs at the 
far end of  the table promptly slid themselves out and wobbled 
as if  someone were settling down on them.

‘Good heavens!’ Snoot said in mild astonishment. ‘Do your 
friends drink tea?’

‘I’d love a small sherry, dear,’ came the Duchess’s voice. ‘But 
there’s no point, really, I could only stare at it.’

‘Pint of  stout, meself,’ came Horace’s voice. ‘Aincha goin’ 
t’interdooce us, then, Tabby?’

‘Not until you make yourselves visible,’ Tabitha said primly.

Snoot watched as the two ghosts appeared in the chairs, 
smiling at him. He jumped up and bowed when Tabitha 
introduced the Duchess. He gave Horace’s hand a hearty 
would-be shake without any sign of  nervousness.

‘My word, you’re cold!’ 

‘That’s wot ‘appens when yer dead,’ Horace said. ‘But it 
saves ‘eaps on the coal bills!’ They both hooted with laughter.
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‘Tabby says yer an inventor,’ Horace said, giving Snoot a 
friendly nudge through the ribs. ‘Could yer invent somethin’ to 
‘elp us taste fings again?’

Snoot’s brows furrowed. He peered closely at Horace and 
poked him through the midriff  a few times.

‘I’d have to have you down in my lab for some tests,’ Snoot 
said. ‘It might just be possible with a tactile-tangibility tongue 
tweaker and body mass booster … hmmm.’

‘Mr. Snoot?’

‘Yes, dear girl?’

‘Would you like some, er, house guests?’

Snoot’s eyes twinkled. ‘Let me guess! Ghosts? How many? 
Who? When? Of  course! Where? They could have the old 
dining room, if  they like, it was done out as a castle with lots of 
stone and oak.’

‘We wouldn’t need any furniture,’ said the Duchess. ’ Just a 
shelf  for our sleeping urns.’

‘But we don’t ‘ave no urns no more,’ Horace added.

‘Would some old stone jars do?’ Snoot asked. ‘I found a few 
dozen when I was burrowing out west looking for parts for the 
micron-crawler. I can put them up on the plate shelf. Nobody 
would disturb you … that’s it, then! Settled! Wonderful! Dazzle 
will be surprised!‘                    *     *     *     *
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TABITHA, 
WITCH?

The big surprise came later, for Tabitha.

As soon as they arrived home the Duchess and Horace held 
a meeting of  spooks in Tabitha’s room to let them know about 
their new abode.

‘… and we’ll orl ‘ave our own urns again!’ Horace was 
wrapping it up nicely, the ghosts were nodding vigorously. The 
knight nodded his arrow right out but everyone was too polite 
to notice as he quickly stuffed it back in again.

The imp stretched up to whisper in Horace’s ear. Horace’s 
eyes widened. He looked keenly at Tabitha as the imp went 
bright pink and stared down, shuffling his feet.

‘Sez ‘e would like ter stay ‘ere wiv you, luv,’ Horace said.

‘Oh!’ said Tabitha.

‘I fink ‘e really wants to ‘elp yer out. And ‘e’d be good 
company. Wot should I tell ‘im?’
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‘Yes!’ Tabitha said at once. ‘So long as Uncle George 
doesn’t find out, I’d be delighted. Wait a moment, he doesn’t 
snore, does he?’

BANG!

There came another tremendous BANG at the door, and 
another. All the spooks vanished at once as George’s voice 
raged outside.

‘TABITHA!’ George was so furious his voice had gone 
squeaky.

BANG! THUMP! BOOM! The door sagged inwards.

Tabitha jumped up in horror and opened it just as Uncle 
George charged again. He landed on his colossal stomach with 
a soggy THUD that shook things off  of  Tabitha’s dresser.

‘YOU LITTLE WITCH! You did that ON PURPOSE!’ 
Spit flew in all directions.

Tabitha backed away as he heaved his wobbling bulk to its 
feet.

‘Did what, Uncle George?’

‘You piled all them chopped sticks in the passage and 
BLOCKED ME IN THE CELLAR!’

George suddenly stopped raving.
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The piggy eyes went bright in his red face and locked onto 
Tabitha, he moved towards her with his hands held out and a 
grim grin on his pudge, fingers twitching.

‘But you said you’d be in your study, doing your accounts!’ 
Tabitha cried. She was backed into the corner, as far as she 
could go.

‘That’s right, George,’ Aunt Mim’s voice came anxiously 
from the doorway. ‘You say that every Saturday, right after 
breakfast.’

George stopped and glared. He looked cheated.

‘You get down there and shift all them sticks!’ he yelled. ‘Put 
‘em in the cellar, clear of  my scientific apparatus (George 
would never admit to brewing beer). Do it NOW, and don’t 
stop till you’re finished!’

He turned and stamped off, swearing loudly. Aunt Mim ran 
to Tabitha and gave her a tight hug, they were both trembling.

‘I’ll give you a hand, Tabby,’ Aunt Mim whispered.

As if  he’d heard them, George’s voice roared back up the 
stairs. ‘That little … WITCH … is to do it all BY HERSELF!’

Tabitha changed quickly into her working clothes and went 
down to the cellar. She stopped in astonishment in the 
passageway, the cellar door was shut but there wasn’t a stick in 
sight. She opened the door and peered in. Neat bundles of  
kindling-sticks were stacked from floor to ceiling all around the 
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walls. George’s home-brew fermenting tanks were quietly 
blooping, but even as she watched the brews changed colour 
from a lovely golden-brown to a sickly vomit-green.

‘All done, luv!’ Horace’s voice said softly in her ear. ‘Pity 
about ‘is beer, though, I fink it’s goin’ orf !’

‘He means it’s all soured, dear,’ the Duchess’s voice 
whispered in her other ear. ‘Turning to vinegar. That’s what 
happens when you mix beer and spirits.’

‘Nah,’ said Horace. ‘It’s wot ‘appens when yer don’t clean 
yer barrels and bottles proper. I seen ‘im, ‘e don’t wash ‘em, ‘e 
just sucks ‘em out. Did we miss any?’

‘There’s probably a couple of  bottles in his lunch bag, ready 
for work on Monday,’ Tabitha giggled.

‘We done those,’ Horace said. ‘And we done the bottle ‘e 
keeps ‘idden in the toilet tank, and we got the ones under ‘is 
bed, too. I fink we got the lot. And the good fing is, ‘e can’t 
blame you!’

*

If  George was surprised to see Tabitha at the dinner table 
he didn’t say anything. He just gobbled and dribbled his way 
through dinner as usual. Tonight Mim had made a huge 
shepherd’s pie. She cut a tiny wedge each for herself  and 
Tabitha, and put the rest in front of  George.
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‘Didja do them sticks—BURRRRUP?’ he asked as the last 
traces of  the pie vanished into his gaping mouth. George 
always ate with his mouth wide open. It was a disgusting sight 
which Mim and Tabby preferred not to look at.

‘Yes, all done,’ Tabitha said quietly as Mim dished up the 
vegetables. She got one tiny potato and a few peas. Mim got 
the same while the big bowl of  potatoes and tureen of  peas 
ended up in front of  George.

‘Good! Got some jobs for you tomorrow. You can sleep in 
till dawn and make a start—’

‘You said I had the rest of  the weekend off !’ Tabby said 
indignantly.

‘Don’t interrupt! Before you get the breakfast—
BURROINK!’ George’s whole body shook again as another 
enormous belch erupted from somewhere deep inside. A 
horrible stink of  shepherd’s pie and stale beer belched across 
Tabitha’s face.

‘—and DON’T go getting cheeky with me, girlie! Then, 
after breakfast—’

‘Gravy, George,’ Mim placed the huge china jug of  gravy in 
front of  George. ‘I reheated it in the microwave just as you like, 
to boiling.’

‘After breakfast,’ George continued. His piggy eyes stared 
meanly at Tabitha. ‘After breakfast—’
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Nobody found out what he’d planned for after breakfast. 

As soon as he lifted the jug of  hot gravy it came apart with 
a loud PING. The handle stayed in George’s fat fingers as the 
jug fell into his lap and spilled. This time his bellow rattled the 
windows of  every house in the street.

George hadn’t stopped swearing by the time the ambulance 
arrived. They could still hear him yelling curses as it 
disappeared into the distance.

‘He can’t blame me for that,’ Tabitha shivered. They 
watched the ambulance turn the corner into Pendragon Drive.

‘It was an accident, Tabby, I saw it,’ Aunt Mim said. ‘Let’s 
go and finish dinner, perhaps he’ll be away for a while. It’ll be 
like old times!’

They divided the rice pudding between just the two of  
them. Without George it was like having a party, a wonderful 
evening with not a burp, not a belch, not a disgusting sound or 
foul smell of  any kind. They watched just what they wanted on 
television and Tabitha was allowed to stay up as late as she 
liked.

‘Thank you for doing the dishes and tidying up,’ Mim said 
as Tabitha was making her way upstairs.

‘But I didn’t— oh, yes, you’re very welcome,’ Tabitha said 
as she closed her door.
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Horace was sitting on her bed beside the imp, waiting for 
her. ‘Sorry about the ‘andle on the jug, luv,’ he grinned. 
‘Couldn’t be ‘elped!’

‘That could have really hurt him,’ Tabitha said primly.

‘Nah, ‘is type don’t feel pain! Doncha waste yer sympathy 
on that great slug.’ Horace looked down at the imp and patted 
its head.

‘I’ve come ter say goodbye,’ he said. ‘Orl the others ‘ave 
gorn already, they sends their luv, luv. Mr. Snoot’s fixed us up a 
real treat, and we’ve orl got luvly new urns. They said ter tell 
yer that if  ever yer need us, we’re ready and willin’, any time.’

Horace gave her a sentimental wave and faded out, leaving 
her alone with the imp.

‘Right!’ Tabitha said briskly. ‘Rules! First off, nobody is to 
see you, except me.’

The imp nodded.

She pointed at the bed. ‘You can have the window side. 
There’s only one pillow, so this half  is my half. And if  you 
snore, you’re sleeping out in the yard!’

The imp nodded, and bowed deeply. Tabitha had the 
feeling it was laughing.  

*     *     *     *
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MINISTRY MAN
At school Tabitha had never been a popular girl. She was 
certainly pretty enough but had never quite fitted in. Even the 
teachers didn’t like her, because she was different. She had a 
way of  asking questions they couldn’t answer. She would give 
them that direct, level look of  hers and ask “Why?” or maybe 
“Why not?” or perhaps “Who says?” in a way that would floor 
them. They dreaded her questions because they had no real 
answers.

The only friend she had in the whole school was Dazzle.

It was just the same for Dazzle.

Highly intelligent and unafraid, he too asked questions. If  
not satisfied he would pursue a point relentlessly until the 
teachers either ran screaming from the room or set him terrible 
punishments for his ‘insolence’. He wasn’t popular with the 
girls because of  his white hair and golden eyes, they sniggered 
behind his back and called him “the freak”. He wasn’t popular 
with the boys because he couldn’t be bothered with sports, his 
natural sense of  fair play was sickened by all the blatant 
cheating.

On his first ever day at school Dazzle came home with a 
black eye and a thick lip. Snoot had treated him with Snoot’s 
All Purpose Balm and began his training that very night. In his 
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youth Snoot had spent twelve long years in old China and 
eventually smuggled himself  out with nothing more to show 
than horrid burn-scars on each forearm, one in the shape of  a 
tiger, the other a dragon. But he was thoroughly skilled in the 
ancient martial arts. 

Now, at age twelve Dazzle’s training was continuing but he 
hadn’t had a fight in years. There was simply no point in 
anyone picking on Dazzle, it didn’t matter how big they were, 
or how many; if  attacked by a gang Dazzle just swam through 
them like a fish in water, laying them aside one at a time.

Dazzle and Tabitha would usually meet at the school gates 
and go in together. They were in the same class and had all the 
same subjects.

Today, though, the teachers were in an absolute dither. An 
official from the Ministry of  Education was coming to the 
school to see the Headmaster and had asked to visit as many 
classes as possible. His call was at short notice and he might be 
arriving any minute.

Teachers ran in all directions.

Five times old Mr. Polypod the groundsman had been set to 
different tasks, dropping his rakes and picking up buckets, then 
dropping his buckets and picking up rakes, he was redirected 
every time before he’d even made a start.

It was no better inside. 
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The poor janitor ran backwards and forwards with armfuls 
of  mops, nobody let him make a start on anything either.

‘Hey! You two!’ It was Gayle Fawse, a prefect. ‘Get 
yourselves into your classroom, right now! And pick up any 
litter you come across. Go!’ Gayle strutted off  importantly, 
peering in all directions for people to boss about. Dazzle and 
Tabitha looked at each other and shrugged.

School hadn’t started yet but Mr. Crabgrass had his pupils 
frantically tidying out their desks. The waste bins in the middle 
of  the room overflowed with mouldy apple cores, toffee papers, 
chocolate wrappers, torn comic books and even a dead rat.

‘You there, Templar and Snoot! Clean all the rubbish out of 
your desks, quickly,’ Crabgrass barked as they stepped through 
the doorway.

‘There’s no need to, Sir,’ Tabitha said. ‘My desk is tidy.’ 
Which was true, as was Dazzle’s desk. The room went quiet.

‘There’s an Inspector coming,’ Crabgrass hissed. ‘I want 
every desk immaculate, that includes yours, Miss Templar. And 
yours too, Mr. Snoot!’

Someone sniggered. Crabgrass turned round.

‘Silence!’ he roared. ‘If  the Inspector finds anything wrong 
there will be detention for a month! For everybody! You, 
Snoot, show me your desk!’
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Swindelham School was very old, nobody had spent any 
money there for generations. The desks were still the ancient 
flip-top type. They even had inkwells. Dazzle flipped up the lid 
of  his desk for Mr. Crabgrass.

‘You too, Templar,’ Crabgrass barked as he hurried over.

Tabitha lifted the lid of  her desk and gasped—it was filled 
to overflowing with rubbish. She looked across at Dazzle’s 
desk, it too was bulging with everything from papers to an 
unwashed sardine tin. At the back of  the room several people 
sniggered loudly.

‘Well!’ Crabgrass said in a disgust that sounded like 
triumph. ‘Gather round, everybody! See how some people live! 
If  the Inspector had looked in here we’d all have been 
penalised, because of  these two lazy little grubs—’

‘That’s not my rubbish,’ Dazzle said quietly.

‘Nor mine! I don’t know how—’

‘Silence! Don’t interrupt! Clean your desks out! When 
you’ve done that, empty all the rubbish bins! And see me after 
school about your detentions for the rest of  the term!’

‘Someone’s dumped their rubbish in my desk,’ Dazzle said. 
‘It’s not mine. I don’t know how it got there.’

‘That doesn’t matter!’ Crabgrass yelped. ‘It doesn’t matter 
how it got there! It doesn’t matter whose it was. It’s in YOUR 
desk, so it’s yours! Get rid of  it!’
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Crabgrass looked very pleased with himself. ‘The rest of  us 
will go outside and pick up some of  the papers and bottles,’ he 
said. ‘When we get back those desks had better be perfect!’

*

Crabgrass led the rest of  the smirking class back into the 
room just as the bell sounded. He inspected Tabitha and 
Dazzle’s desks which were now spotless. They’d just lowered 
the lids when the door opened and the Headmaster, Mr. 
Rorkus, entered followed by a much younger man in a 
pinstriped grey suit. The younger man looked slightly amused.

‘Be seated,’ Rorkus said importantly. He glared around the 
room, his gaze resting longest on Tabitha. His eyes were saying 
“Not one squeak out of  you or else!”

‘We’re honoured to have with us this morning Mr. Bishous 
from the Ministry of  Education,’ Rorkus said. ‘Mr. Bishous is 
here to authorise expenditure for the school, we might be 
getting some more improvements to the staff-room facilities. 
Mr. Bishous will be assessing the school and may ask you some 
questions, so help him in any way you can.’

Rorkus passed Mr. Bishous to Crabgrass and scuttled from 
the room. Bishous nodded for Crabgrass to carry on with the 
lesson and walked discreetly to the back of  the room where he 
settled leaning against the wall. He still looked amused. After a 
few minutes most of  the class forgot that he was there.

The first lesson was arithmetic.
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‘Calculators out!’ snapped Crabgrass. ‘We’ll start with a 
little test.’

There was a great flipping of  lids and scrabbling in desks 
followed by the rustling of  many papers.

‘The first ten questions will be mental problems,’ said 
Crabgrass. He was still a bit flustered. ‘Which means you do all 
your working out on separate bits of  paper, which you don’t 
hand in. The last few questions will be practical problems for 
you to solve. It’s four points each for mental, twelve points each 
for the practical problems, total of  a hundred points. Any 
questions before we start?’

Minnie Deane put up her hand. ‘Please sir, how many 
questions will there be? I want to rule up my pages.’ Crabgrass 
scanned quickly through his paper, his lips flapping silently as 
he counted.

‘There will be fifteen altogether, Minnie,’ he said. ‘You’ll get 
a star for that. I wish we had more like you! Right, everybody, 
calculators on and here we go! First mental question, what is 
the square root of  four?’

Dazzle and Tabitha looked bleakly at each other while 
around them people frantically punched keys on calculators. 
There was a muttered curse from Quiggly as he miskeyed and 
had to start again.

‘Second question, square the following numbers; five, ten, 
and fifteen.’
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Tabitha gloomily wrote something down while Dazzle 
stared at her.

‘Time up! Third question, it’s a trick question, this, so be 
careful, what is the square root of  forty-nine squared?’ The 
class groaned. Millie Peade put up her hand, looked around 
and quickly pulled it down again.

‘Yes, Miss Peade?’

‘Er … sir … um, we haven’t done the squaring of  roots yet, 
sir.’

‘Well, have a guess, Miss Peade! I’ll bear that in mind when 
I’m marking, just do your best.’

Once the last of  the mental questions had been asked 
Dazzle’s hand blurred down the page scribbling in his answers.

‘Now then, practical!’ said Crabgrass. ‘Question one. A 
farmer drives his herd of  sheeps to the market. He sells all the 
sheeps except two, and gets one hundred florins for them. 
Sheeps are going for ten florins each, how many sheeps did he 
have to start with?’

There was a great groan as heads bent over calculators. 
Some people punched different keys at random, hoping for the 
right solution. Syd Jackson drew a little picture of  a nice fluffy 
sheep in the space for his answer.
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After five minutes, during which Mr. Bishous at the back of  
the room hadn’t moved at all, Crabgrass cleared his throat to 
get attention.

‘Second question! This is a two-parter … if  the farmer gives 
away his last two sheeps; (a) how many does he take back to the 
farm with him? and (b) how much money does he take back?’

Tabitha peeped at Dazzle and rolled her eyes. Dazzle 
quietly shrugged. They both leaned forward and wrote their 
answers; Dazzle in his quick scrawl and Tabitha in her neat 
looping handwriting.

‘All finished? No? Don’t worry, you’ll get extra time at the 
end if  you need it. Third question … ‘

At the end of  the test Crabgrass collected the answer sheets. 
He had to wait for Syd to finish colouring in the little yacht 
that was his answer to the final question.

As Crabgrass reached his desk with a big armful of  answer 
sheets, Bishous seemed to suddenly come alive again.

‘I think you may have a couple of  cheats in your class, 
Crabgrass,’ he called from the back of  the room. There was 
silence as everyone turned round. Bishous came briskly 
forward and stood between Tabitha and Dazzle.

‘These two!’ 

Everybody stared.

‘We don’t cheat, sir,’ Dazzle said quietly.
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‘No?’ Bishous asked. ‘I didn’t see either of  you use a 
calculator, not once! And several times I saw you looking at 
each other and making coded signals. You’re a pair of  cheats!’

‘No, sir! You’re mistaken,’ Tabitha said.

‘SILENCE!’ Crabgrass roared. ‘Don’t argue with Mr. 
Bishous! You NEVER ARGUE with a man from the Ministry 
of—’

‘Why not?’ Dazzle asked. ‘Why not, if  he’s wrong and we’re 
right?’

Bishous held up his hand as Crabgrass looked about to 
explode.

‘I’ll take it, Crabgrass,’ he said. The amused expression was 
back on his face. ‘What do you mean, “if  he’s wrong and we’re 
right”? Please explain yourself.’

‘We weren’t cheating, sir,’ Dazzle said. ‘Regardless of  what 
you might think. So if  you say we were cheating, then you’re 
mistaken.’

The class held its breath. Someone giggled.

Bishous chuckled, he was quite relaxed. Beside him 
Crabgrass was hopping up and down, quivering like a guitar 
string about to twang.

‘I have the evidence of  my own eyes, boy,’ Bishous said. ‘I 
know what I saw.’
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‘Then you are misinterpreting what you saw, sir—’

‘SILENCE!’ Crabgrass roared again, going bright purple.

‘Mr. Crabgrass,’ Bishous said, ‘would you be so kind as to 
fish out this young man’s paper, and the young lady’s, and 
mark them for me—right now?’

Bishous sat nonchalantly on Tabitha’s desk and studied his 
fingernails while Crabgrass hurried to his desk and sat down to 
do the marking. He released the catch to flip up the lid—it was 
like a small volcano as rubbish burst out of  his desk and spilled 
onto the floor. Balls of  paper, apple cores, confiscated comic 
books, even the old sardine tin fell out. The rat fell to the floor 
with a soft SPLAT. There was a deafening silence in which 
Crabgrass’s throat made a series of  little ‘Glip-glop’ noises.

‘No need for precision, Mr. Crabgrass,’ Bishous drawled. 
‘Just an approximation will do.’

Crabgrass went green. It wasn’t just the smell from the 
sardines—he couldn’t find his Answers Sheet. He’d have to 
work out the problems, all of  them, with the man from the 
Ministry waiting. And watching his every twitch. With a gulp 
he snatched up a pencil—for a moment nobody was looking—
and quickly raced down both pages, putting tick marks by 
every answer. He knew he was safe.

‘One hundred percent each,’ he called, still looking down.
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‘Indeed,’ Bishous drawled. ‘How extraordinary. You even 
ticked the young lady’s name—she spelt it correctly this time, I 
suppose?’

‘Ha ha, ha ha ha ha,’ Crabgrass gibbered. ‘Har har har…’

Bishous glanced sharply at Dazzle. ‘Quickly now! Square of 
fifteen?’

‘Two-two-five!’

‘Impressive. You, girlie, square of  twenty-five?’

‘Six hundred and twenty-five,’ Tabitha said promptly.

‘You remembered from when you were cheating, of  course,’ 
Bishous said. ‘So try squaring forty-five—’

‘Twenty-twenty-five,’ chorused Dazzle and Tabitha 
immediately. They looked at each other. Tabitha giggled and 
Dazzle shrugged.

‘I see … ’ Bishous said thoughtfully.

‘I’ll punish them most severely, Mr. Bishous,’ Crabgrass 
spluttered. ‘They’ll wish they’d never been bor—’

‘No need for that,’ Bishous said. ‘I’m satisfied that they 
weren’t cheating. Well, now …’ He picked up the answer pages 
and read the names. ‘Tabitha Templar and Dazzle Snoot. I’ll 
remember those names. I’m sure we’ll be hearing more of  you 
two in the fullness of  time.’
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He walked to the door, stepping delicately through the 
rubbish that surrounded Crabgrass’s desk, and left.

Crabgrass turned from bowing him out. His face was 
murderous.

‘Class dismissed! And you two—stay behind!’

Crabgrass stood snorting while the other pupils quickly filed 
out. As the door shut behind the last of  them he pointed at the 
rubbish, his face purple. He was dribbling.

‘THIS IS YOURS!’ 

‘No, sir, it’s yours,’ Dazzle said politely.

‘It’s NOT my rubbish! I don’t even know how it got there! 
But I can guess!’ Crabgrass yelled.

‘That doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter how it got there,’ 
Dazzle said quietly. He was looking Crabgrass right in the eye. 
‘It doesn’t matter whose it was, does it? It’s in your desk, sir, so 
it’s yours.’ There was something very unnerving about the way 
he stared. Mr. Crabgrass sat down suddenly.

‘If  there’s nothing else, sir, we’ll go too. C’mon, Tabby.’

They left Crabgrass staring at the mess, shaking his head. 

He looked as if  he were about to burst into tears.

*     *     *     *
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SNOOT 
SCOOT

It had been a wonderful week without Uncle George but 
now he was back and grumpier than ever. The hospital had 
put him on a strict diet (they simply hadn’t fed him) and he’d 
lost heaps. His face hung down from its bones and his eyes 
stared out of  his head like two ripe plums in a bowl of  sour 
milk.

The first person he met as the ambulance delivered him was 
Tabitha. The first thing he bellowed was ‘YOU! Get me a beer! 
NOW!’

As Auntie Mim came out to see what the noise was, the 
second thing George yelled was ‘Mim! COOK! And don’t stop 
cooking till I tell you! I want eggs! Kippers! Beetroot! Chicken! 
Pickles! Bread! Onions! Stew! Pies! Custard! Doughnuts! Pizza! 
Burgers! Chips! Tarts! Chips! Sausages!’

The third thing he said, as he buried his face in a foaming 
pint of  beer was ‘Aaaaaaah—YUK!’ 

Tabitha ducked as spat-out beer sprayed past her shoulder.
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‘Another! That one’s off ! Quickly, girlie! MOVE 
YOURSELF!’

This time Tabitha wisely gave him the bottle unopened. 
George snatched it, wrenched the top off  and sloshed beer into 
a fresh glass. He didn’t drink, he just opened his head and 
poured the beer in.

‘Gaaaaa—YUK!’ This time his yell brought Aunt Mim 
running in from the kitchen. She watched aghast as George 
barfed beer into the coal bucket.

‘It’s off !’ George roared, gasping for breath. ‘That little 
witch! She done it! She’s trying to poison me! She—’

‘You opened that one yourself, Uncle George,’ Tabitha said. 
She kept out of  reach as George stood up, eyes bright and 
foam dribbling from his chin.

‘Mim! Get me some beer from the cellar! You, girl, fetch me 
a clean glass! QUICKLY!’

Tabitha stood well back as Uncle George poured himself  a 
fresh pint from the bottle Auntie Mim had run up from the 
cellar.

George sniffed at it, then cautiously took a little lick. 

His piggy eyes lit up and he took a great swig, draining half  
the pint in a single slobbering suck. As he lowered the glass he 
caught the look of  horror on Mim’s face.
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His eyes followed her gaze downwards. There was 
something big, wet, and red, with many hairy legs crawling out 
of  his pint. Very gently George placed his glass on the hearth. 
His eyes had a vacant, glazed look in them.

‘I’m going to the bathroom,’ he announced placidly. ‘When 
I get back I want a dozen bottles of  beer waiting, from the 
shop.’

As Mim counted some notes from her purse the house 
shook to a strangulated ‘Gaaah—YUK!’ from the direction of  
the bathroom.

‘What—?’

‘Don’t ask,’ Tabitha said wisely. ‘I think he’s found some 
more of  his rotten beer, rotten.’

The good beer from the shop didn’t pacify Uncle George. 
He sat down to the mountain of  fried eggs and sausages that 
Mim had cooked for him, staring at Tabitha as if  everything 
were her fault. He kept staring while he gobbled, shovelling 
whole fried eggs into his mouth and dribbling yellow as the 
yolks burst and overflowed his blubbery lips. 

‘You’re a witch, aren’t you?’

‘George! Don’t be ridiculous—’

‘Shut up, Mim! She’s a witch! I been thinking about it while 
I was in hospital. She’s a little witch!’
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Tabitha flared. Being called a witch was one thing, being 
thought a witch was something else!

‘There’s no such thing as witches!’ she snapped at Uncle 
George.

‘Yeah?’ said George. ‘How come horrible things keep 
happening to me whenever you’re around? You answer that!’

‘Pure luck!’

George hoisted himself  to his feet, his fat hands gripping 
the edge of  the table, his moustache bristling in fury.

‘Don’t you DARE speak to me like that!’ he yelled. 

Tabitha had had quite enough. ‘And don’t YOU dare speak 
to me like THAT!’ she yelled back.

George sat down in shock. The chair collapsed under his 
massive bottom and down he went. His flailing hands grabbed 
at the table cloth for support. As he thudded to the floor all the 
trays and plates crashed on top of  him, he almost vanished 
under eggs and fries.

Auntie Mim stared in horror as Tabitha stepped right up to 
the mess, her hands on her tiny hips and her eyes bright.

‘I’m going to my room,’ Tabitha hissed. ‘I don’t want 
another squeak out of  you! And clear up this mess you’ve made
—or you’ll see if  I’m a witch or not!’

 

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 56



‘Well, what happened?’ Dazzle asked with a grin. They 
were sitting on the steps of  the caravan and enjoying the 
afternoon sunshine while they waited for Snoot. He was 
downstairs being very mysterious.

‘I don’t know,’ Tabitha answered. ‘I didn’t see Uncle 
George at all after that. There wasn’t a squeak out of  him, and 
I heard Aunt Mim singing for the first time in ages as I left to 
come here.’

‘I wish Dad would hurry up,’ Dazzle said. ‘He’s missing all 
this lovely sun.’

‘How are the ghosts, have they settled in?’

‘They’re great! That Horace, and the Duchess! Real 
characters, aren’t they? Always niggling at each other. And the 
guy with that arrow! He lost it yesterday, went frantic, wouldn’t 
show himself  without it. One of  the other ghosts had used it to 
prop the door open.’

‘What’s that noise?’ Tabitha asked suddenly.

A soft hissing sound came from downstairs in the caravan. 
Without warning Snoot suddenly appeared, hurtling up the 
stairs on a weird contraption that looked like a cross between a 
small bicycle and a flying broomstick. With a wild whoop he 
shot out of  the doorway between Tabitha and Dazzle. The 
thing sped down the steps and zipped across the grass, with 
Snoot leaning over the handlebars with his beard flapping 
wildly over his shoulder.
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‘It works!’ he yelled. ‘Hoo hoo! It works! It wor— hooey!’

He rolled three times before coming to a stop in a cloud of  
dust and small stones. The machine, still upright, hovered at 
his side like a docile little donkey.

‘Mr. Snoot! Are you alright?’

‘Dad!’

‘Not a problem! Don’t worry!’ Snoot jumped to his feet. 
‘Did you see that? It works! … Hoo hoo! … I’ll have to polish 
my landings up a bit, though.’

‘What on earth is it?’ Dazzle called as he ran over.

‘The Snoot Hoverscoot, I’ve been working on it for months! 
Come and try, I made it especially for you!’

‘How does it work?’ Dazzle poked it cautiously with a 
finger.

‘Jump on, my boy!’ 

Snoot was beaming. Tabitha had never seen him like this. 
‘Hop on, it won’t bite! There, standard handlebars, just like a 
bicycle, for left and right … pull ‘em back to go up, forward to 
go down, like a joystick. That flipper on the right works the 
brakes … the pedals are to rest your feet on. If  anybody’s 
watching you can pedal a bit, to make it look more like a real 
bike.’

‘Throttle, Dad?’
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‘Ah, yes! Thank you. The flipper thing on the left. Squeeze 
it for more oomph, let go to idle.’

‘Gears?’ Dazzle asked weakly.

‘No gears! As soon as the sensors recognise you, and you 
work the throttle, you’re off ! Give it a try!’

‘How high can it go?’ Dazzle asked.

‘Don’t know,’ Snoot said with a mischievous grin. ‘The 
theoretical maximum is about three inches. But this is only the 
prototype, yet … open it up! Give it a go! Shoo!’

Dazzle grinned and flexed the flipper.

POW

‘Maybe I should’ve warned him to be gentle with that—’ 
Snoot mused as they watched the yelling dot fade rapidly from 
sight in the far, far distance. ‘—cup of  tea, Tabby?’

‘Yes please, but what about Dazzle?’

‘Oh, Dazzle! Don’t you worry. By the time he gets back he’ll 
be an expert.’

They’d finished their tea and half  a dozen biscuits each 
before they heard a loud ‘Yahooey!’ followed by a CRUNCH 
outside.

Tabitha beat Snoot to the door. She was just in time to see 
Dazzle brush himself  down, a satisfied smile on his face.
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‘Piece of  cake!’ He patted the hoverscoot as it hummed 
beside him. ‘I may have to work on my landings a bit, though.’

‘How far did you get?’ Tabitha asked.

‘Halfway to the next county before I figured out how to 
turn! The steering needs tightening!’

‘I’ll get onto it right away,’ Snoot chortled. ‘Anything else?’

‘Perhaps a fuel gauge? I was a bit worried—’

‘No need!’ Snoot hooted. ‘It gathers energy and stores it in 
the Snoot battery. Any form of  light will do. In fact the biggest 
drain on the battery is the Acoustic Transduction Pedestrian 
Intimidator. The drive motors use virtually nothing.’

‘What’s an acoustic thingy?’ Tabitha whispered to Dazzle 
while Snoot bent over the handlebars with a spanner.

‘Horn, I think,’ Dazzle whispered back.

‘What makes it work, Mr. Snoot?’ Tabitha asked as Snoot 
straightened up with a happy sigh. She wanted a turn, it looked 
like fun.

‘Gyroscopic precession!’ Snoot said proudly. ’I adapted a 
Snoot Gyroscopic Mass Multiplier. Actually, several of  them.’

‘That’s nice,’ Tabitha said quickly, before Snoot got started 
on one of  his explanations. He had that gleam in his eye. ‘Can 
I have a go on it too?’

‘Of  course, Tabby! What took you so long?’
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‘Is that wise, Dad?’

‘Don’t worry, it’s made of  Snootmetal, my Imperviluce. She 
can’t hurt it!’

‘I didn’t mean the Hoverscoot! I meant Tabby!’

Tabitha’s eyes flashed dangerously. ‘Why should I be any 
more at risk than you?’

‘Yes indeed!’ Snoot said as he helped her mount. It was a bit 
big for her, it had been made for Dazzle.

‘Now remember to tickle the throttle gently,’ Snoot said. 
‘You saw what happened to Dazzle.’

‘Of  course!’ Tabitha said, still miffed. ‘I’m not completely 
stup—’

POW

‘Fancy a cup of  tea, Son?’

‘Why not? She won’t be back for a while.’ 

Dazzle stared knowingly after the distant yelling dot that 
was Tabitha. ‘That thing’s fantastic! What will people say? Is it 
legal on the roads?’

‘Of  course! But it won’t be on the roads, will it? The 
Aviation Ministry can’t complain either, because less than an 
inch or two is hardly flying.’ Snoot chuckled to himself. ‘While 
the Aviation Ministry is arguing with the Road Ministry over 
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who gets to tax it you’ll have years and years of  untroubled 
riding!’

‘What about Tabby?’

‘Ah! I’ve got my robotic production teams ready down 
below, just as soon as I have Tabby’s measurements they can 
start work on the Mark 2 model, for her.’

‘No, I meant right now?’

‘She’ll be alright, don’t you worry!’

It was over an hour before Tabitha flew in, low and fast. 
One moment Dazzle and Snoot were stretched out with their 
eyes shut enjoying the afternoon sun, next moment they were 
covered in dust as Tabitha slid along the ground. She came to 
rest at the foot of  the caravan’s front steps. The Hoverscoot 
parked itself  and whirred quietly twenty feet away where she’d 
fallen off.

Dazzle opened one lazy eye. ‘How’d it go?’

Tabitha picked herself  up and brushed herself  down. Her 
eyes were sparkling, she spat out a beetle.

‘That was brilliant, Mr. Snoot!’ she said. ‘I may need to 
work on my landings a bit, though,’ she added thoughtfully.

‘Any landing you can walk away from is a good one,’ Snoot 
murmured.
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His eyes were still shut, it was the most serene Tabitha had 
ever seen him. Dazzle had told her once that when he was 
quiet like this his mind was at its busiest, working in top gear.

*     *     *     *
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EXCALIBUR
Things were different at number seven Bogburn Lane now 
that George believed Tabitha to be a witch. George kept very 
much to himself, he only crept out of  his cellar for meals and 
to go to bed. Whenever out of  the cellar he peered fearfully 
about, if  he even caught sight of  Tabitha in the distance he 
would give a loud EEK! and scuttle back to lock himself  in.

Things for Tabitha and Aunt Mim almost returned to the 
way they were before George had come to stay, but it couldn’t 
last.

Tabitha knew it wouldn’t last. She wasn’t a witch and she 
knew it, so she determined to make the most of  a good thing. 
Every weekend she was up with the sun and went out early, 
with a big bag of  Mim’s sandwiches and flask of  tea to explore 
the countryside with Dazzle on their new Hoverscoots. 
Tabitha’s was the improved Mark 2 model; slightly faster, easier 
to handle and smaller than Dazzle’s. It could also go higher, to 
almost four inches.

Today was a glorious late-summer Saturday. The sun 
beamed down strongly as they scooted across green fields 
towards the rugged western coastline. Dazzle was leading, 
sedately pottering where they might be seen but giving a wild 
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whoop and blurring through gullies and ravines when they 
knew they’d be safe from prying eyes.

‘Down there, somewhere,’ Dazzle muttered as he slowed to 
a halt at the top of  a particularly unfriendly coastal cliff. 
Tabitha stopped beside him and shivered. It was two hundred 
feet or more of  sheer black stone to where the sea boomed 
against the rocks, great rolling waves that burst into a hanging 
white spray through which sea birds soared.

‘What did you say we’re looking for?’ Tabitha asked.

‘Don’t know. That first time on the scoot it brought me out 
this way before I could control it. I thought I saw something.’

Tabitha gazed out over the coastline ahead. It was wild and 
rugged, it looked as if  nobody had been there since the making 
of  the world. The cliff-tops rolled grassily downwards in front 
of  them until they vanished in mist.

‘That’s where we’re going,’ Dazzle said.

After several minutes Tabitha was glad Dazzle had insisted 
they bring their plastic jackets. She zipped hers up as the 
ground levelled out and became rockier. She followed Dazzle 
into a sort of  ravine, the bare black cliffs to left and right 
echoed every sound. For several minutes they scooted slowly 
without saying a word. It was so cold their own breath hung 
around them like little clouds, making them both seem larger 
than human. 
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The ravine opened without warning onto a wide body of  
dark water in front of  them. The sun overhead shone weakly 
through the mists, almost like moonlight. There were little 
patches of  ice. Wavelets lapped through occasional bunches of  
reeds, otherwise there was a deathly silence.

‘Is this it?’ Tabitha asked, shivering with the cold.

‘Don’t know,’ Dazzle answered. ‘Could be!’ He dismounted 
and left the scoot hovering quietly by itself. Tabitha still 
marvelled that the scoots never fell over. Snoot had said that 
with so many gyroscopes in control there was no way they 
could fall over, unless switched off  first.

‘You stay here, Tabby, I want to explore a bit,’ Dazzle said. 
Before she could answer he was swallowed by the swirling fog.

Tabitha waited for nearly a whole minute.

After another minute her patience had run out completely. 
It was just as she was about to swing her leg off  of  the scoot 
that the mists parted briefly over the waters and she caught a 
glimpse of  … something.

It looked like a flash of  metal. 

Something out in the waters had reflected the light of  the 
sun, and she’d seen it; in seconds Tabitha was powering out 
over the water. The wreathing fog closed in again, cold and 
clammy and dense.
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She eased up on the throttle. The scoot slowed to a stop, 
rocking gently as the wavelets rippled under it. A wave made a 
sudden SPLOP and soaked her foot with cold water but she 
didn’t notice—there was something white not far ahead, she’d 
caught a glimpse of  it in the mist. Tabitha gently added power 
and nursed the scoot silently forwards, watching the whiteness 
in the mist gradually take shape. 

She screamed. 

The personalised sensors on the scoot recognised her fear at 
once—the auto-belt clamped round her waist and gripped her 
firmly as the motors kicked into powerdrive. In moments the 
scoot blurred across the waters in full automatic control with 
Tabitha’s long black hair snapping wildly in the slipstream, the 
proximity sensors swerving her violently away from possible 
obstructions. 

Just as she was about to be sick the scoot slowed to a hover 
and stopped at her last starting point where Dazzle had told 
her to wait.

Tabitha jumped off. 

Her legs were like jelly. She fell to her knees shivering but 
she wasn’t sick. She could hear echoes of  the Duchess’s voice in 
her mind … “you know things, and you can see ghosts and spooks…” 
— of  course, she was a Fey!

There was still no sign of  Dazzle. Any sounds he may be 
making were absorbed by the mist, wherever he was. 
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Reluctantly Tabitha forced herself  on to the scoot and pointed 
it back out into the lake. At least this time she was ready. She 
wouldn’t scream, no matter what.

Once again there came the whiteness in the mist.

Once again she popped into a clear region where the 
summer sun beamed strongly down. 

In the middle a human arm rose out of  the black waters, 
clasping a sword that glittered and sparkled.

She caught her breath. 

She was prepared to run, but the arm didn’t move.

It was almost as if  it had been carved from white marble—
but it was a real arm, a lady’s arm, clothed in a finely woven 
white material that moved with the waters that slapped against 
it. The fingers loosely grasping the heavy jewel-encrusted hilt 
were slender and aristocratic.

Tabitha eased closer, but nothing happened, and closer yet; 
and brought the scoot to a hover alongside the sword. 

Despite her goosebumps she didn’t feel threatened—was 
this what Dazzle had glimpsed and was searching for?

She leaned out and touched the blade. It was very cold and 
perfectly smooth. She tested the edge—it was sharp.

It had taken nine years to make this sword, Tabitha 
thought. The Lady of  the Lake worked day and night with the 
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god Wellund himself—how on earth did she know that? Tabitha 
shivered, so this was what being a Fey was all about. Gently, 
taking great care not to cut herself, Tabitha gripped the blade 
and tugged.

Nothing.

The fingers holding the sword hadn’t tightened at all, they 
simply hadn’t let go. She tried again but once more, nothing. A 
wavelet broke suddenly against the scoot and splashed her face 
with icy water.

Tabitha shook the water off  and tried twisting the sword. 
The hand was quite relaxed, it followed her movements freely; 
it allowed her to examine the blade closely but it kept its 
deceptively gentle grip.

Bother!

The sword was magnificent. She could see tempering marks 
along the battle-edges and there were golden words engraved
—perhaps not engraved, but somehow emplaced—on each 
side of  the blade. Whatever the language, the words weren’t 
English. Not as she knew it. Tabitha let go and the arm eerily 
went back to the exact position it had been in before.

On her way back Tabitha wondered if  she should tell 
Dazzle. He wasn’t a Fey—but he’d taken to the ghosts like a 
fish to water, he’d made friends with them in no time. Perhaps 
the sword was what he was searching for?
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She was still pondering as the scoot ran up onto the little 
bank where Dazzle was waiting on his scoot with a weird 
expression on his face.

‘TABBY! Where have you BEEN?’

‘Don’t you shout at ME, Dazzle Snoot!’

They glared at each other.

Dazzle jumped off  and ran over. For a wild moment 
Tabitha thought he was might hit her but he just grabbed her 
arm and shook it in his relief.

‘I thought I heard you scream! I’ve been searching for you 
all over! Where were you? What happened?’

‘What were you looking for?’

‘You, of  course!’

‘No, I mean what did we come here for?’

‘You’d think I’m batty if  I told you,’ Dazzle said.

‘It wouldn’t be something out in the lake, would it?’ 

Dazzle stared at her. He was still holding her arm.

‘What have you found?’

Tabitha grinned and motioned him to remount and follow. 
She led him  out over the lake and smiled widely when he 
gasped.

‘That’s it! That’s exactly what I thought I saw!’
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She hung back as he eased to hover beside the arm.

‘It’ll let you touch it, but you can’t take it,’ Tabitha said as 
Dazzle gently plucked the sword from the hand. The arm 
slipped under the surface and vanished without even a bubble. 

‘At least, I couldn’t,’ she added indignantly.

She watched him turn the sword over and over in his hands, 
admiring the workmanship and flashes of  multicoloured fire 
from the jewels set in the hilt.

‘Ye gods, it’s heavy! But light at the same time. Look, if  I 
move it, it gets lighter.’

‘Can I try holding it—is it the legendary Excalibur?’ 
Tabitha asked. She drew level with Dazzle and held her hand 
out.

‘Not here,’ Dazzle said. ‘We’ll go back to the shore, first. 
What did you call it? Is that it’s name? King Arthur’s sword? 
No! How do you know that?’

Tabitha shivered. ‘I think it’s something to do with me 
being a Fey,’ she said. ‘Now you’ll think that I’m the batty one!’

She explained as they scooted back to the shoreline. Dazzle 
didn’t interrupt and kept grinning, holding his scoot with one 
hand while he held the sword in the other.

‘So Uncle George still thinks you’re a witch? Let’s hope it 
lasts!’
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The sword was too big for Tabitha’s tiny hands, she was 
relieved to give it back to Dazzle.

‘How come nobody else has ever found it?’ she asked.

‘Not hard to explain,’ Dazzle said. ‘It took us long enough 
to get here, and it was tough going even on our scoots. There’s 
nothing to make anyone want to leave the nice warm sunshine 
and come down here where it’s freezing wet. You couldn’t 
easily get here by boat because of  the reef  … hear it? And 
nobody would see it from the air because of  the lie of  the land 
and the pools of  mist. I think this is genuine unknown ground.’

On their way back to the caravan Tabitha thought of  
something.

‘What are you going to do with it?’ she asked.

‘Show it to Dad!’ Dazzle grinned. ‘He’ll probably want to 
hang it on the wall in the dining room, or perhaps in our 
library.’

‘Aren’t you going to show anybody else?’

‘Anybody else? No!’ Dazzle looked shocked. ‘If  we show it 
off  the government will find out and take it. It would get 
“lost”—disappear into some civil servant’s office, or house. 
They’d give us a little money for it and say we got a bargain.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Tabitha.

‘Anyway,’ Dazzle added, ‘this sword has been waiting many 
years for me. And one day I’ll have to give it back.’
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Tabitha ducked as they went under a low branch. They 
were close to Swindelham now, travelling slowly and turning 
the dummy pedals with their feet just in case people were 
watching.

Give it back—how on earth could Dazzle possibly know that? 
She decided not to ask.

*     *     *     *
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ELEANOR du 
LAC

By the time Tabitha got home after dropping off  her scoot 
(and watching Mr. Snoot speechlessly admire the sword) dinner 
was ready.

Auntie Mim bounced the wheelbarrow overflowing with 
George’s dinner down the steps to his cellar while Tabitha set 
the table for two. George opened the door a crack and peeped 
out. When he saw it was just Mim he opened the door wide 
and took the trays and pots and tureens and platters and dishes 
in silence. He lived in the cellar now, and told Mim he was 
thinking about having a toilet plumbed in. He’d had to throw 
out all his old beer and start new brews from scratch, Tabitha 
wasn’t his favourite person.

‘Does he still blame me for his beer?’ Tabitha asked Mim as 
they sat down to dinner. These days they both had decent 
helpings and Mim was blooming.

‘He blames you for everything,’ Aunt Mim smiled. ‘He says 
it’s all your fault his beer went sour, you’ve cursed his life 
completely. He’s hung bunches of  garlic all around the cellar 
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and sprinkled salt all over the floor. He thinks witches can’t 
cross salt.’

‘Wonderful! Let’s hope it stays that way!’

It was quite late when Tabitha finally went to bed. The Imp 
was already there, he’d warmed her half  first then slipped over 
to his own side and was sound asleep by the time she came in.

But she couldn’t sleep.

She tossed and turned, jiggered, bounced, and spun like a 
rotisserie chicken. She tried lying on her back. She tried lying 
on her tummy. She counted sheep and gave up when she 
reached one thousand six hundred and twenty-four. At that 
point the imp quit in disgust and went off  to sleep on the sofa 
in the living room.

Tabitha never knew at what point she finally fell asleep — if 
she fell asleep. She must have been asleep and dreaming 
because the window opened by itself  from outside.

Tabitha felt the cool night air on her face and opened her 
eyes.

There was a lady clothed all in white in the room, standing 
by the window. She was beautiful. The lady was gazing at her 
and smiled as Tabitha jerked upright. She raised a finger to her 
lips.

‘Who’re you?’ Tabitha whispered nervously. Her digital 
clock showed three in the morning, her heart was pounding.
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‘My name is Eleanor,’ the lady said in a soft voice. ‘I am 
The Lady of  The Lake. I have come to thank you for your 
help, without your aid the great brand Excalibur would have 
been lost to the mortal world for another thousand years. He 
needs his warrior.’

‘Who needs what warrior? Who?’ Tabitha asked.

‘The young warrior, the youth who took Excalibur from my 
hand,’ the lady said.

‘That would’ve been me, if  you’d let go of  it!’

‘But you’re a girl!’ The lady looked shocked at the thought. 
‘In every thousand years there is born a true warrior, a soul 
worthy of  Excalibur, and it is for him alone that I lift my sword 
above the waters.’

‘Always has to be a ‘him’, does it?’ 

The lady smiled sideways at Tabitha. ‘Would you be able to 
carry the mighty sword Excalibur all day at your side, and 
wave him in the fury of  battle?’

‘Dazzle can’t do those things either,’ Tabitha said, still 
miffed.

The lady laughed gently, her mirth like tinkling waters. ‘Yet 
every day, he grows stronger,’ she answered. Her voice had 
within it the sound of  a stream trickling over rocks into little 
pools. ‘Daily he becomes stronger, yet his strength is tempered 
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with wisdom—due in no small part to you, Tabitha Le Fey. Set 
aside your petty envy, be who you truly are.’

Tabitha snorted in disgust. She wasn’t envious of  any great 
lumpy bag of  muscles, able to carry a huge hunk of  sharpened 
tin about all day and wave it in battle from the back of  a 
charging horse: okay, she was jealous, just a tiny bit. Maybe a 
big bit. Heaps.

The lady Eleanor burst out laughing, a silvery sound that 
pulled Tabitha into it and made her laugh too.

‘That’s better! Your smile becomes you! Your envy is as 
unsuited as unfounded. I have a gift for you, too, my lady 
Tabitha, a gift that is for you alone from the Lady of  The Lake. 
I share with you my domain of  water. All the waters of  this 
world shall become your friend, a comfort in times of  sorrow, a 
refuge in trial, a cloak in times of  need. Use them wisely.’

Her smile faded as she drifted closer to Tabitha’s bed. She 
seemed troubled as she gazed down into Tabitha’s eyes.

‘I come also to bring you warning, Tabitha the Fey. These 
are the times that try men’s souls. Dark forces are loose and 
gathering strength in this world. Ancient evils have returned 
and retaken much ground, not in open battle but by creeping 
subterfuge and craft.’

Tabitha shivered and drew her blankets closer about her 
shoulders.
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‘There will come a time, soon, when evil will throw off  the 
cloak and move boldly in the open light of  day. By then it will 
be too late. If  not opposed now, while yet it may be defeated, 
the creeping evils will force this realm into a new Dark Age — 
and with it, the world.’

The lady Eleanor floated to Tabitha’s bedside.

‘A warrior will rise to fight them. He will wield the great 
sword Excalibur, and by this sign he shall be known—’ 

She lifted her hand and pointed. A stream of  silver stars 
showered from her slender finger. They flowed through the air 
to the centre of  the room where they swirled, faster and faster, 
changing colour to gold and forming themselves into a golden 
lion. 

The lion rose onto its back legs, it raised its front legs and 
silently roared defiance, clawing the sky. It suddenly froze in 
that position. The sparkling ceased as the starry lion gained 
substance. It was a symbol of  raw courage standing against an 
evil universe. Just looking at it gave Tabitha goosebumps all 
over.

The Lady Eleanor moved her pointing finger and the lion 
shivered into four pieces. Tabitha watched in awe as the four 
shrank rapidly to nothing and disappeared.

‘Tabitha the Fey, offer me your open hand.’

Tabitha held out her hand. Four small squares of  solid gold 
appeared on her palm, identically marked with the heraldic 
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lion, they were less than half  an inch across. One of  the four 
differed very slightly, its single eye a tiny glowing ruby.

‘What am I to do with these?’ Tabitha whispered. The 
square with the ruby shimmered briefly and disappeared.

‘These three signets are to be given to the artificer who is 
the guardian of  your friend. With them he will craft three 
rings, I shall appear to him in his dreams to guide his hand. 
When the time is right he will know, give him your whole trust.’

Tabitha glanced again at the three tiny squares of  gold 
sitting on her palm, just visible in the darkness. When she 
raised her head with another question the Lady of  The Lake 
was gone.

Instead, the imp was standing on the carpet clutching a 
cushion and glaring at her accusingly.

‘Oh, alright,’ Tabitha smiled, ‘you can come back now. I’ll 
be good.’

She placed the three signets on her little dresser and 
snuggled down, asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow, 
a deep dreamless sleep.

*     *     *     *
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EXTRA 
SPORTS

It was now three weeks since Tabitha had given Snoot 
the signets. He’d asked no questions and made no comment, 
he simply held out his hand and took them with a smile.

At school Tabitha and Dazzle were even less popular, if  that 
were possible. Especially with Mr. Reggur-Gurby the sports 
master, who’d been trying long and hard to convince Rorkus 
that more sports should be compulsory for all pupils.

‘Kids don’t need all that wussy ‘rithmetic and algerbils,’ 
he’d said. ‘They needs fit bodies! English!? Why teach ‘em 
English, for gawd’s sake? If  they can speak they already knows 
it! And what’s the use of  bein’ able to work out how many 
bricks in a chicken shed? In the real world they gotta be able to 
slug the mate that attacks ‘em in the pub with a broken bottle! 
They gotta be fit! My sports will give ‘em real values!’ 

But it had been the written directive from the new Minister 
of  Education, one Mr. Ambrose M. Bishous, that had done it. 
Rorkus had no option but to give in. More sports, compulsory 
for all pupils.
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The pupils were clustered around the notice boards yelling 
in delight when Tabitha and Dazzle arrived on Monday 
morning.

‘Look! No more maths!’

‘Less English!’

‘No French at all!’

‘Look! Three whole afternoons a week in the sport of  your 
choice!’

‘Cool!’

‘When’s it start?’

‘This afternoon! After lunch! You gotta put ya name down 
on one of  these lists—’

Dazzle looked at the notice. It was every bit as bad as he 
feared. Three entire afternoons every week were to be devoted 
completely to sports. Mathematics, languages and science were 
to be cut accordingly.

‘What are you going to sign up for?’ Tabitha asked Dazzle 
as he stared at the lists in horrible fascination.

‘Huh? Sorry, I was miles away … don’t know. Boys can 
choose between rugby, soccer, hockey, cricket, baseball, fencing 
and athletics.’

Tabitha peered at the girl’s lists.
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‘We have pretty much the same — season doesn’t seem to 
worry them at all, does it? We don’t have rugby, but we’ve got 
swimming and netball.’

Dazzle grinned. ‘Maybe I might sign up for that!’

‘We have to sign up for two sports each, at least,’ Tabitha 
snorted, reading the notice again. ‘Shouldn’t we be hurrying? 
The lists are filling up pretty fast.’ 

They watched as two beetle-browed hairy oafs started 
fighting over the last place on the rugby list. While they were 
rolling over and over on the grass, punching and biting each 
other another hairy oaf  with cauliflower ears sneaked in and 
signed the last place.

‘Let’s wait till everyone has finished,’ Tabitha suggested. 
‘Perhaps there’ll be nothing left.’

The final lesson of  the morning was geography. Just before 
lunchtime a messenger handed Mr. Crabgrass a slip of  paper.

Crabgrass read it and sniggered.

‘Snoot and Templar!’

The class went silent as people stopped colouring in their 
little maps. Everyone listened, wondering what Tabitha and 
Dazzle had done this time.

‘Sports!’ Crabgrass barked. ‘Snoot, today you’re playing 
rugby — hope you’ve got plenty of  liniment! You, Templar! 
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You’ve volunteered for swimming — be at the pool, changed, 
by one o’clock!’

Tabitha looked at Dazzle. His face was bland. She knew 
that inside he was fuming.

‘I suppose, sir, there’s no way out of  this?’ Dazzle asked.

‘Compulsory, Snoot! Compulsory!’ Crabgrass said breezily. 
He was loving it. ‘Everyone has to play something. Be thankful 
you got rugby, it will make a man out of  you.’

‘Everyone? What are you down for, sir?’ Dazzle asked 
politely. ‘Will you be doing rugby too?’

Crabgrass turned bright pink but didn’t answer.

*

Mr. Reggur-Gurby had a satisfied smirk on his lived-in face 
as he surveyed the lines of  boys in front of  him. Reggur-Gurby 
had once represented Great Britain at the Rugby World Cup in 
New Zealand. To him rugby wasn’t a game, or a sport — it 
was a religion. The holy ball was a sacrament, the referees 
were priests and a goal scored in front of  a stadium filled with 
howling masses was heaven itself.

To Dazzle it was an unholy imposition. It was a waste of  
time that meant he would have to devote even more of  his 
precious leisure hours to educating himself. At least he had 
Snoot and Snoot’s robotic teaching aids, poor Tabby had 
nothing but books and her determination.
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Reggur-Gurby placed Dazzle in the front row.

‘Normally we use da big heavy guys in front,’ Mr. Reggur-
Gurby said for everyone’s benefit. ‘But dis guy looks fast. Once 
he gets maimed we can try someone else, so don’t worry, 
everyone gets a bash.’

Nobody explained the rules to him and Dazzle wasn’t 
interested enough to ask. Once upon a time he’d been keen to 
play games but all manner of  nasty things happening 
whenever officials weren’t watching had dissolved his desire 
very quickly.

Without a clue what to do now he watched as the ball 
bounced into the arms of  Syd Jackson. A solid wall of  great 
hairy oafs crashed over Syd like a wave. Dazzle lost sight of  the 
ball but he did see two opposing team members knee Syd hard 
in the face before a counterattack of  hairy oafs from Dazzle’s 
team swept them briefly backwards.

Syd lay face down in the dirt, twitching.

‘YER not much blasted use, ARE YA?’ Reggur-Gurby 
barked at Dazzle as he ran forward to check on Syd. ‘Ya 
coulda give’im a bit of  back up. Ya useless great flower!’

While Syd was carried off  the rest of  Dazzle’s team eyed 
him angrily and muttered. Dark looks were cast in his 
direction. Dazzle shrugged. He’d noticed that thugs attacked 
whoever had the ball. People with the ball tended to quickly 
give it to someone else, which made very good sense, but it 
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didn’t always work — several times he’d seen gorillas from both 
sides thump people long after they’d gotten rid of  the ball. 
He’d also noted that it was the most stupid apes that actually 
wanted the ball, they apparently wanted it so badly they would 
kill for it.

Reggur-Gurby ran into the play and blew his whistle.

‘Scrum here!’ He pointed at the dent he’d just made in the 
ground with his heel. ‘You — Pansy boy! Back ‘em up!’

‘Now you’ll cop it, Snoot,’ one of  his team smirked as he 
ran forward and thrust his head into a mass of  muddy 
buttocks.

‘Go on Tulip, GET IN THERE!’ Reggur-Gurby grabbed 
Dazzle and thrust him headfirst into the reeking heap. Dazzle 
felt heavy thumps as other boys added their mass to the scrum 
which began a slow grunting dance in a clockwise direction. 
Dazzle felt gritty wet hips grind against his ears from either 
side and saw the nose of  a player from the opposing team 
flatten as someone deliberately banged it with a knee.

‘Good one, Hammer!’ a voice called.

‘Now get Snoot!’ someone else called.

‘Yeah, get Snoot!’

‘Where is Snoot?’

‘Second row — back there!’
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‘Ow! Not me! Get him!’

Dazzle decided that enough was enough. 

He unhooked his arms from where Reggur-Gurby had 
placed them round the thighs of  two fellow sportsmen and 
melted out of  the scrum — which suddenly exploded as 
everyone started punching where they thought he was and got 
someone else instead. As he emerged backwards from the 
melee a heavy hand grabbed his collar. He vaguely heard 
Reggur-Gurby’s squawk of  surprise as Dazzle tossed him by 
pure reflex into the middle of  the scrum which promptly rolled 
over him like a tank and pounded, kicked, gouged, hit and bit, 
thinking he was Dazzle.

Dazzle wandered to the sidelines and watched quietly for a 
few moments before heading off  to the shower block, shaking 
his head and wondering how Tabitha was enjoying her 
swimming.

Tabitha loved swimming.

But she loved it for its own sake, as and when and where she 
wanted to do it. Today she didn’t want to swim, it was that 
simple.

The swimmers were divided into two teams of  twelve to 
compete in diving from the high board and a relay race. 
Tabitha sat by herself  enjoying the sunshine while her team 
mates clustered like twittering birds around Joan Dory (captain) 
and discussed strategy. They cast filthy looks in her direction. 
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Tabitha overheard the occasional snatches of  voices  ‘not with 
us … against us then … you ask … no, you … diving board … 
drown … illegal … baton … quickly … don’t be seen … wet 
towel? … hold it … crawl … knickers!’

Suddenly Rodenta Wharphren detached from the group 
and came over. Rodenta was the only person in the school 
smaller than Tabitha, she was a pretty girl with blue eyes and 
short blonde curls. She looked scared.

‘Tabitha—’

‘Hello, Rodenta … lovely day for it.’ Tabitha smiled as 
Rodenta stood awkwardly in front of  her.

‘They sent me over,’ Rodenta said anxiously. ‘They want to 
know if  you’re going to help us beat that Foote lot?’ 

Phillippa Foote was the captain of  the opposing team. The 
teams had been chosen at random as the girls arrived, but it 
didn’t seem to matter. Being made a member of  an opposing 
team immediately turned bosom pals into bitter enemies, at 
least for the afternoon.

‘Of  course I’ll help,’ Tabitha said wearily. ‘That’s what I’m 
here for, isn’t it? Or do I have a choice?’

Rodenta beamed.

‘It’s okay,’ she called. ‘She’s with us!’
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‘Good,’ Joan Dory said loudly as Rodenta ran back. ‘That 
means we don’t have to drown her after all.’ The rest of  the 
team laughed.

A whistle blew long and loud as Miss Fillet arrived. Miss 
Fillet was an elderly spinster who thought that swimming 
costumes for girls should begin six inches in front of  the toes 
and finish by being tied tightly in a knot over the top of  the 
head. Modern costumes scandalised her. The sight of  a bikini 
gave her a fit of  the vapours that only medicine from her 
pocket-bottle labelled ‘Single Malt’ could cure. She meant well 
but was completely out of  touch.

‘First event, diving!’ Miss Fillet called. ‘Miss Foote, Miss 
Dory — spread your teams out in a single file for the board, 
and alternate, please. Thank you!’

Both teams formed into a single line at the foot of  the 
diving tower, every second person being from the opposing 
team. Tabitha followed Barbara Tunwaite, a chubby girl from 
her own class. Behind her was Cat Bergell whose father was on 
the Swindelham Council and whose uncle was a judge. Cat 
thought she was a cut above everyone else — she was also 
ambitious and liked nothing better than winning.

‘You’re going to dive like a sack of  cow dung, Templar,’ Cat 
hissed as they approached the tower. Tabitha ignored her.

‘You’re going to bellyflop and bust wide open, Templar,’ 
Cat whispered as they started climbing the rungs.
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‘It’s a long way down, Templar, you’re going to splatter,’ Cat 
muttered while they waited for Barbara to dive. Tabitha 
ignored her.

Barbara may have been cuddly but she did a beautiful dive 
and speared the water cleanly with the tiniest of  splashes. She 
surfaced to a well-earned round of  applause from her own 
team and muttered hisses from Tabitha’s.

‘You better beat that, Templar,’ Joan Dory said grimly from 
several places back in the line. Tabitha turned to ask ‘What if  I 
don’t?’ but she didn’t get a chance.

Cat saw that Miss Fillet was writing something in her book 
— and gave Tabitha a powerful shove. Already off-balance 
Tabitha stumbled, tried to recover, missed the board and fell 
off  in an ungainly splay of  arms and legs. She hit the water like 
a bomb and it STUNG.

Half  stunned, Tabitha allowed herself  to sink all the way to 
the bottom. The pool was fifteen feet deep under the boards 
but Tabitha didn’t mind at all, the water was cool and it 
soothed her stinging skin. It was nice, very nice. 

She opened her eyes and looked around. Normally 
underwater all she could see was a fuzzy blur but this time she 
could see every detail as if  she were in the clear air of  a 
mountain resort. Funny how clean the water always looked 
from above the surface — from down here the bottom few 
inches were hazy with suspended particles and the occasional 
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cigarette butt. Slowly Tabitha drifted round as the last of  the 
force of  her fall expended itself. Way down at the far end of  
the pool she could see several used sticking plasters on the 
bottom. Yuk. 

A sudden thought struck her — surely she should be 
gasping for air? She giggled. If  this was drowning then it didn’t 
hurt a bit. She didn’t feel any urge to breathe, not a sausage. 
And it felt good. It felt right.

The water over her head boiled suddenly, and again, and 
again, many times — Tabitha saw people bursting down into 
the pool from all directions. They looked round frantically then 
curved back to the surface. Soon the whole pool was filled with 
swimmers all desperately searching. Some were floating with 
just their faces under, holding their noses, others were 
swimming right down into the water like otters. Then Tabitha 
realised what they were doing — they were looking for her. 

She laughed out loud and water filled her mouth. It went 
down her throat. Oops, she thought — wait for it — but 
nothing happened. Instead of  making her cough and choke it 
just felt wonderful, refreshing. It was then Tabitha realised that 
she was actually breathing the water. 

Impossible!

But what had the Lady of  the Lake said to her — the gift of 
water? Was this the reason for the frantic searching of  the pool 
by everyone, without them finding her? Was she cloaked by the 
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water, invisible to searching eyes? Twice people had almost 
collided with her, they’d swum by that close without seeing her.

Then there was another big splash — Tabitha saw Miss 
Fillet appear in the water right in front of  her, still fully 
dressed. Miss Fillet had her eyes tightly shut and was holding 
her nose, but bless her, at least she was trying. Tabitha swam 
over and grabbed Miss Fillet’s hand, tangled it in her hair, then 
allowed herself  to go limp as Miss Fillet struggled back to the 
surface.

*

‘Tell me again what happened,’ Rorkus said. ‘I have to send 
a report in triplicate to the Education Ministry. They’re 
sticklers over things like this. We don’t want a bad name.’

‘My dive went haywire and I fell into the water sideways,’ 
Tabitha said for the fourth time. ‘Miss Fillet fished me out and 
here I am.’

‘That ties in with what everyone else said,’ old Mr. Polypod 
muttered. ‘I heard all the racket. When I got there they were 
just hauling this young lady out. She came to right away, didn’t 
need no artificial gaspiration or nothing. She was good.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Rorkus griped. ‘Apparently, Miss 
Templar, you were underwater for about seven minutes. 
Several dozen people were searching for you and couldn’t find 
you. I’ve been there and seen for myself  — that water is 
perfectly clear. Obviously you sneaked out of  the pool 
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somehow, had a good laugh and sneaked back in. How did you 
do it?’

‘My dive went haywire and I fell into the water sideways,’ 
Tabitha said for the fifth time. ‘Miss Fillet fished me out and 
here I am.’

‘Don’t tell me then,’ Rorkus said wearily. ‘Look, I’m putting 
it down that you fell in and were underwater for a little while. If 
anybody asks, that’s what you tell them. Understand? Now 
collect your white-haired friend, go home and get out of  my 
sight. I’ve got to visit Mr. Reggur-Gurby in sickbay and find out 
what happened to him.’

*     *     *     *
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PURCHASE 
OFFER

Dazzle handed Tabitha a steaming mug of  tea. They were 
sitting on the front steps of  Snoot’s caravan enjoying the 
sunshine. Already the days were beginning to draw in, winter 
wasn’t far off.

‘Seven minutes under water! That’s incredible,’ Dazzle said.

Tabitha had explained about the Lady Eleanor. But despite 
living with ghosts, despite having the unbelievable Excalibur in 
his possession, Dazzle was still having trouble coming to grips 
with it.

‘How’s Mr. Snoot?’ Tabitha asked. ‘I haven’t seen him for 
ages — not since I gave him the Lady’s signets.’

‘I took him some tea,’ Dazzle said. ‘He said to say hello, 
and he hopes to be up soon. He’s been making something 
down there in his workshop — pretty important, he said. All 
very hush-hush.’

It was late afternoon. Just as Tabitha was deciding she really 
should be going home Mr. Snoot came galloping up the stairs 
and gave her a huge hug.
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‘Tabitha!’

‘Mr. Snoot!’ Tabitha cried breathlessly. Snoot was always 
unstinting with his hugs.

‘Tabby, Dazzle! Sit down, I’ve got something for you — 
from the Lady of  the Lake! Tabby first.’

Snoot pulled something from his pocket. It looked like a fat 
one-finger glove.

‘Stick your finger in here, Tabby — go on, it can’t hurt you! 
Hoo hoo! Other finger, left hand … that’s it!’ Snoot chortled as 
Tabitha apprehensively poked her ring finger into the glove-
thing. After a few moments she felt a firm pressure all over her 
finger.

‘It feels like warm goo!’ Tabitha said in surprise. ‘What’s 
happening?’

‘Is it finished?’ Snoot asked. Tabitha nodded, the pressure 
was off  and the warmth had gone. She tugged and her finger 
came out easily. She looked down and gasped out loud.

There was a beautiful ring on her finger. It was made of  a 
lustrous pinky metal — not quite gold, not quite silver — that 
gleamed. Mounted on the face of  the ring was one of  the 
heraldic lion signets that the lady had given her. The whole 
ring was just too beautiful for words.

‘Do you like it?’ Snoot asked anxiously. Tabitha nodded.
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‘Now Dazzle!’ Snoot grabbed Dazzle’s finger and poked it 
in before he could escape. In seconds Dazzle was wearing an 
identical gleaming ring.

‘Now me!’ Snoot cried. They watched as he withdrew his 
finger, with the third ring glinting in the sunlight.

‘What metal is that, Mr. Snoot? Is it white gold?’

‘No! Nothing like that!’ Snoot hooted. He held up his hand 
and twisted it, the ring struck fire from the sunlight.

‘I know!’ Dazzle said. ‘It’s Snootmetal!’

‘Snootmetal? What’s that?’ Tabitha asked.

‘My own metal,’ Snoot said. ‘It’s an alloy of  titanium and 
gold, bonded with my secret ingredient. I call it Imperviluce!’

‘You said you’d used some in our scoots,’ Tabitha said at 
once. ‘Is it strong?’

‘Incredibly strong! Unbelievably strong! It’s the strongest 
substance on the face of  the earth. You could raise the Titanic 
with a wire no thicker than a human hair — you could slice 
through diamonds with a blade of  Imperviluce. If  a soap 
bubble were made of  my Snootmetal bullets would bounce off  
of  it!’

‘What’s the secret ingredient?’ Tabitha asked. Snoot peered 
at her with a smile. 

‘Light!’ he answered.

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 95



Tabitha stopped admiring Dazzle’s ring and looked up in 
alarm.

‘No, Tabby, I’ve not gone mad!’ Snoot grinned through his 
beard. When he smiled like that even the wrinkles on his 
wrinkles crinkled. ‘I use light! Photons compressed under 
intense magnetic fields assisted by lasers — it takes a colossal 
amount of  electricity, it took as much electricity to make these 
three rings as New York uses in six months!’

Tabitha was thunderstruck. Dazzle’s mouth had fallen open 
and he stood gawping. Tabitha absently reached over and 
closed it for him, there was a CLOP as his teeth met. ‘That 
must cost an absolute mint, Mr. Snoot!’

‘Yes! No! I mean it would, if  I had to pay for my volts and 
amps. But I don’t.’ 

Snoot pointed at the tall pole with the big copper ball on 
top, behind the caravan. ‘That’s a Tesla antenna,’ he said. ‘It 
gathers electrical energy from the universe and brings it down 
into Tesla coils and earth-capacitive storage deep 
underground. With it I could supply the electrical needs for the 
whole of  London — and have enough left over for Aberdeen. 
And Twizel.’

‘I can’t get mine off,’ Tabitha said, twisting at her ring.

‘Of  course not!’ Snoot said. ‘You have to use the Snoot 
Finger-Ringer to get them on or off, it’s the only way. Do you 
want me to take it off  again?’
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Tabitha shook her head. ‘No, I was just fiddling. I’ll get used 
to it.’

‘There’s someone coming, Dad,’ Dazzle said suddenly.

Tabitha looked to the gravel driveway that led to the road. 
Three men in suits were swaggering across the grass towards 
them from a parked Rolls Royce.

‘Those men are from the Council,’ Snoot said. ‘The tall one 
is Councillor Perloin, the one with the moustache is Theeve 
and the little one in the rear is Pillidge. I wonder what they 
want?’

The men from the Council wasted no time on pleasantries. 
Only Pillidge nodded to them, Perloin got straight to the point.

‘Have you thought about our offer, Snoot?’ Perloin asked 
brusquely.

‘Yes.’ Snoot answered. ‘And the answer is still no.’

Councillor Perloin looked at the little caravan and sneered. 
‘You’ll be hearing from our lawyers,’ he said. ‘I don’t imagine 
you can afford to fight us. You would have done better to 
accept.’

They turned and left. As he watched them go Dazzle was 
reminded of  salivating vultures and shuddered.

‘Dad — what was all that about?’
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‘The Council has decided in its wisdom that it wants this 
land back,’ Snoot said. ‘For a theme park. Councillor Heist 
went to America to look into ‘twinning’ Swindelham with a yet 
another town somehere. He came back with all sorts of  ideas. 
They want to use taxpayer money to set themselves up in 
business. The Council would nominally own the theme park of 
course, but the councillors would all do very well out of  it 
personally — they’ll all be Directors, and set up their own 
dummy firms to sell the hot dogs and things like that.’

‘So they made an offer for our land?’ Dazzle asked.

‘Yes!’ barked Snoot. ‘They said the land is worthless because 
it was once a dump. They said that they were passing laws to 
stop anyone ever building on it, so naturally nobody would 
ever want to buy it off  us except them. After which, of  course, 
they’ll change the laws back again and put up their park.’

‘Mister Snoot, that’s not fair!’

‘How much did they offer, Dad?’

‘Less than one tenth of  what we paid for it,’ Snoot grinned. 
‘They said it was a prime location when they sold it to us but 
thanks to squatters it’s not that now.’

‘So what happens next?’ Tabitha asked with a shiver.

‘I think I know,’ Snoot said with a twinkle in his eyes. ‘I’ve 
been preparing for it. We’re ready!’

‘Dad,’ Dazzle said. ‘Someone else is coming.’
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The Councillors had wasted no time, they’d known in 
advance what Snoot’s answer would be. Snoot stood up as a 
large black Volvo car swept across the grass towards them, it 
made a flamboyant turn and stopped level with the steps. 
Three men in dark suits holding briefcases got out and 
approached Snoot. 

‘Are you Mr. Delissimo Snoot, landowner, occupier, and 
agent for this … ah … address?’ the man in the middle asked 
pompously.

Snoot nodded. He was absently tweaking his beard. Little 
silvery hairs fell out and glinted in the sunlight.

‘Great galloping goats! I’m moulting!’ Snoot yelped.

‘Already, Dad? Cool! That means it will be a hard winter, 
lots of  snow,’ Dazzle said. ‘What do you think, Tabby?’

‘Definitely! Mr. Snoot, we can always—’

‘I am Snatchett, of  the law firm Snatchett Grabbem and 
Runn,’ the man said importantly. ‘We are representing—’

‘We can always what, Tabby?’ Snoot asked. 

‘We could always glue them ba—’

‘Representing the Swindelham To—’

‘Glue them back in, Tabby? My word, what a marvellous 
idea!’

‘I thought so too, Dad.’ 
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‘Representing the Swindle—’

‘You may have to drill little holes for them first, Mr. Snoot.’

‘What do you think?’ Snoot asked the man on the left.

‘Think?’ the man said blankly.

‘Just as I thought,’ Snoot said. ‘I heartily concur, sir, so we 
should!’

‘What?’

‘He’s wrong, Dad,’ Dazzle said brightly. ‘I think we should 
instead—’

‘Representing the Swindle—’

‘Maybe not,’ Tabitha added. ‘Perhaps they should all be 
pickled and kept till spring.’

‘In white wine vinegar?’ Snoot’s eyes were twinkling.

‘If  yer askin’ me,’ said Horace, from somewhere between 
Mr. Runn and Mr. Grabbem, ‘I fink they should all be 
preserved like jellied eels.’

Runn looked aghast at Grabbem who stared pop-eyed back 
at him. They stepped briskly away from each other.

‘Ow!’ yelled the invisible Horace from behind Runn.

‘Do be careful, Dear,’ came the Duchess’s voice from 
behind Grabbem, who promptly dropped his briefcase. Only 
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Snatchett looked unperturbed, but there was a drop of  sweat 
balanced on the end of  his nose.

‘Representing the Swin—’

‘Ullo, darlin’ — yer busy ternight?’ Horace’s voice came in 
a shrill falsetto. Snatchett’s tie suddenly flipped out horizontally 
in front of  him. 

That did it. 

As one the lawyers shrieked, dropped their briefcases and 
ran. The briefcases chased after them, bobbing through the air 
in invisible hands. Just before the lawyers reached their car the 
doors opened by themselves and the engine started, three 
muffled thuds blended with three loud yelps as the men flew 
into the car. With Snatchett behind the wheel the Volvo took 
off  like a rocket and scorched onto the gravel drive. It rounded 
the far corner on two wheels and vanished from sight in a 
cloud of  dust.

‘Blimey! That felt ever so good!’ Horace said as he made 
himself  visible, close to Tabitha. ‘’Ullo, Tabby luv! Bin too long 
since we larst saw yer!’

‘You didn’t actually kick anybody, did you, by any chance?’ 
Snoot asked.

‘Nah! Just ‘elped ‘em up into the car like … wiv me foot, 
like …’
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‘It was an accident, Dear,’ the Duchess said as she 
appeared. She was smiling. ‘Actually, three accidents. And my 
one felt wonderful!’

‘Excellent timing,’ Snoot said. ‘I think they were about to 
serve legal papers on us. Now they’ll hire bailiffs to do it, so 
we’ll have a wee breathing space.’

‘What are you going to do, Mr. Snoot?’ Tabitha asked as he 
led them down the stairs in the caravan.

‘Make a cup of  tea, I think!’ Snoot answered brightly.

‘Nah,’ said Horace. ‘Jelly ‘em, like eels.’

*     *     *     *
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BAILIFFS
Reggur-Gurby had it in for Dazzle, partly because of  his 
recent mauling but mainly because Dazzle spent so much time 
with Tabitha “Prancing about with that (hoick-spit!) GIRL all the 
time!”.  In Reggur-Gurby’s book any boy who spent time with 
girls by choice was highly suspect (Reggur-Gurby, incidentally, 
wasn’t married). He had it in for Tabitha too, by association. 
He also made sure all the other teachers knew how he felt.

‘What have they got us down for this time?’ Tabitha asked. 
It was their second afternoon of  compulsory sports.

‘Funny,’ Dazzle mused. ‘Your name isn’t up there at all—’

‘Good! I can go to the library, then.’

‘—but I’m down for fencing, all afternoon. With Mr. 
Cutler.’

‘Isn’t he the one that was at the Olympics?’

‘Yes. I heard he was disqualified for filing the knob off  his 
foil and dunking it in sleeping powder. He’d scratch them with 
it during the salute and they’d fall asleep as soon as they 
crossed swords.’

‘Aren’t he and Mr. Reggur-Gurby good friends?’
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‘They’re boozing mates,’ Dazzle said. ‘I don’t know about 
good friends. Reggur-Gurby thinks fencing is a poofy sport for 
pretty-boys and Cutler thinks Rugby is mud-rolling for ruffians. 
I think they respect each other, that’s all. Bit like snakes and 
scorpions.’

Tabitha shivered. ‘I think I’ll come along and watch the 
fencing,’ she said. ‘We can go to the library later.’

The morning passed quietly. Crabgrass kept looking at 
Dazzle and sniggering. Several times he hummed the “Funeral 
March” ...

Mr. Cutler was in his element, preening himself  in front of  
a captive audience. His classes were never popular despite the 
romantic appeal of  the sword, he’d left too many pupils 
bruised and bleeding. He was very good at fencing, there was 
no doubt about that. And he knew it.

He stood in front of  them now, foil in one hand and twirling 
his “Laughing Cavalier” moustache with the other. It was well 
known in school that Cutler’s personal foil didn’t have a knob 
on the end, he prided himself  on his skill and accuracy. “My 
dear Rorkus, we don’t need a knob! Let the little tykes face cold steel, it will 
give them an edge!”

‘Pay attention! We have sabres and foils at this school,’ 
Cutler said grandly. ‘In my class we shall of  course be using the 
foil, the true gentleman’s weapon of  choice — such a pity we 
are no longer allowed to carry a rapier in the streets! Thus we 
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remain hostage to every mugger lurking in an alleyway with his 
sock full of  sand. And what a truly noble way to settle 
differences of  opinion—at dawn with cold steel in the hand 
and a warm brandy for the victor!’

Dazzle put his hand up. Cutler stared at him in disdain. He 
hated being interrupted, especially when he was expounding 
his favourite subject.

‘Yes?’ he said coldly.

‘Sir, wouldn’t it be better to settle differences of  opinion by 
debate, with the weight of  reason deciding the issue rather 
than some poor soul getting skewered—who although right 
may not be as good with a sword as someone completely in the 
wrong?’

‘You would be Snoot, I suppose?’ Mr. Cutler asked 
superciliously. ‘The whole point, Mr. Snoot, is to settle the 
argument — not perpetuate it with philosophical drivel.’

‘So … might is right, sir?’ Dazzle asked.

‘Of  course!’ Cutler was genuinely surprised by the question. 
Before Dazzle could say anything else the gymnasium door 
squeaked open, and closed behind Tabitha as she tiptoed 
across to the chairs. Cutler’s eyes lit up.

‘You!’ he called. Tabitha stopped in surprise and looked 
around.

‘Yes, you, Missy! Come over here and join the line.’
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‘But sir, I’ve only come to watch—’

‘There’s no spectators in my classes,’ Cutler snapped. ‘I 
don’t care if  you are a girl — get over here, and I don’t want 
another sound out of  you. What’s your name?’

‘Tabitha Templar, sir, and I—’

‘Ah! Little Tabby Templar! I’ve heard of  you — our albino’s 
girlfriend, I understand—’ The waiting line of  boys sniggered. 
‘Silence! You, Templar, get out here, in front of  me. NOW!’

Tabitha cast a quick glance at Dazzle and went obediently 
to stand in front of  Cutler.

‘Here, class, we have a classic example of  what a natural 
fencer should look like — if  it wasn’t a girl. Small, light, 
probably quick on her feet and loose with it.’ The class 
sniggered again.

‘Your target—’ Cutler swished his foil through the air and 
presented the point with a flourish, right in the middle of  
Tabitha’s blouse. ‘Is the heart. Always the heart. You do get 
points elsewhere … but after a quick thrust through the heart 
anything else is academic.’

Cutler reached across to the rack and drew out a sabre. 
Even a foil would have been too much for Tabitha, there was 
simply no way she could fence with a heavy sabre. He tossed it 
to her with a contemptuous flick of  his wrist. Tabitha caught it 
and almost dropped it.
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‘Now, girlie — en garde!’ He took up the classic fencer’s 
posture. His rear hand flapped loosely behind him as he flexed, 
quite relaxed in front of  Tabitha.

Tabitha looked at what he was doing and tried to do the 
same but she couldn’t hold the heavy sabre with its point up 
towards Cutler for long.

‘That’s how a gentleman fights, is it?’ a voice drawled. 
‘Choose your opponents well, don’t you? The smallest, weakest 
little girl you can get your big manly hands on.’ Dazzle turned 
his back on the gawping teacher. Someone tittered nervously.

‘It’s quite alright!’ Tabitha said nervously. ‘I’m alright, 
honestly—’

‘SILENCE!’ Cutler roared. ‘YOU — loudmouth! Get out 
here! NOW! You, girlie, give him that sabre!’

‘No!’ Tabitha said. ‘This is sill-’ 

Cutler lunged.

His foil flashed too fast for the eye to follow, the sabre flew 
out of  Tabitha’s hand and landed with a clatter close to 
Dazzle. The line of  boys fell apart as their nerve broke and 
they ran to the sides of  the gymnasium. Dazzle walked slowly 
into the middle and picked up the sabre. He motioned Tabitha 
off  and turned to face the fuming teacher.

‘I demand apologies!’ Cutler hissed.
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‘Why?’ Dazzle asked quietly. ‘For stating the obvious? For 
stating the truth? Please correct me where I’m wrong, sir.’

‘I’ll correct you alright,’ Cutler said icily. ‘I’ll correct you 
with fifteen inches of  cold steel.’ There was murder in his eyes. 
Some of  the boys standing under the wall-bars looked sick.

‘Steel?’ Dazzle looked at the sabre in his hand. ‘Oh, this 
silly thing—’ He threw it away in contempt, it slid across the 
floor and stopped at Tabitha’s feet.

‘That won’t save you, boy.’

‘Oh, are you still there?’ Dazzle said. ‘So you still think that 
might makes right? Then give us the foils. Come on — or you 
can quit now.’

‘NEVER!’ Cutler yelled.

With a sudden rush he sprang at Dazzle. His foil flickered 
like the tongue of  a striking cobra. Steel sliced viciously 
through the air. 

But Dazzle wasn’t there and Cutler’s impassioned thrust 
spent itself  in empty space. There was a loud rap on the side of 
the Cutler’s head and he suddenly saw hundreds of  pretty little 
stars.

‘Judgment?’ Dazzle called.

‘A hit, a very palpable hit!’ Tabitha cried, her heart in her 
mouth.
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‘You’ll die for that, Snoot!’

Cutler recovered quickly — he really was good — feinted 
twice and lunged again. The point ripped through the front of  
Dazzle’s shirt as he twisted sideways. This time he grabbed 
Cutler’s arm and added a force of  his own to the teacher’s 
violent lunge. Unable to recover or stop Cutler flew across the 
gymnasium and smacked headfirst into the wall. His foil sank 
several inches into the wood and snapped off  cleanly as the 
fencing master slithered to the ground, out cold.

‘Judgment?’ Dazzle called into the shocked silence that 
followed.

‘Technically a foul, I think,’ Tabitha croaked. She was 
shuddering at the violence and mayhem she had just seen and 
felt sick. ‘But well done!’

‘Verra well done indeed, Snoot.’ It was Andrew McAroon. 
He was from Glasgow and covered with freckles. ‘I saw wha’ 
happened, if  y’ be needin’ a witness.’

‘Thanks, Andy.’

Nobody said a word as Dazzle took Tabitha by the arm and 
led her out of  the gymnasium into the bright light of  day. 
When he looked back as they were passing through the door he 
caught a glimpse of  several boys standing over Cutler, 
enthusiastically kicking him.

*
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‘What happened this time?’ Mr. Rorkus sounded weary. ‘I 
have to submit a report in quintiplicate to the Education 
Ministry — Mr. Cutler is in hospital.’

‘I told you, sir,’ Dazzle answered blandly. ‘It was sabre 
against foil and Mr. Cutler fell and knocked himself  out.’

‘That’s right, sir,’ Tabitha said. ‘I was there and saw it, Mr. 
Cutler lunged and overbalanced.’

Rorkus went to the window. He stood there for several 
minutes with his hands clasped behind his back. When he 
turned there was a hint of  a smile on his face.

‘Next week we’re having compulsory sports on Tuesday, 
Thursday and Friday afternoons,’ he said. ‘I’m putting you 
both down for hockey! Now please leave, I have to visit Mr. 
Cutler.’

‘I wonder if  by “leave” he meant we could go home?’ 
Dazzle asked Tabitha shrewdly when they were outside.

‘Of  course — they said we could go after our sports are 
finished for the day!’

*

Snoot didn’t seem at all surprised to see them home early. 
But they were surprised. As they came out of  the long gravel 
driveway they saw that Snoot (with a little ghostly help) had 
erected posts around the whole of  his property. The posts 
wandered up into the little hills that marked the limits of  
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Snoot’s land, he was still stringing wires between them when 
Tabitha and Dazzle arrived. He had a mouthful of  little wire 
ties; something a bit like a pair of  pliers was floating in the air 
by his head.

‘Well nah — ‘ullo, you two,’ Horace’s voice said. ‘Yer ‘ome 
early!’

‘What’s going on?’ Dazzle asked.

Snoot spat the ties into his hand and winked at Tabitha. 
‘Just a wee bit of  housekeeping!’ he said with a grin. ‘Cup of  
tea, everyone?’

‘Chance would be a fine fing,’ Horace’s voice muttered.

‘I’ve been working on that too,’ Snoot said as they went 
downstairs to the Munchery. ‘Give me a couple of  weeks and 
we can try you out. I might need something rough to start 
with, one of  Dazzle’s famous curries should do it.’ 

They were sitting on the steps enjoying their tea when a 
Landrover with military markings still visible under sprayed-on 
white paint came down the drive. Two very large men were 
sitting in the front. Dazzle grinned — they resembled two Mr. 
Reggur-Gurbys. They wore jackets and ties and looked like a 
pair of  Frankenstein’s monsters dressed up. 

‘Bailiffs!’ murmured Snoot. ‘From the Swindelham town 
Council. The plot progresses!’
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Horace disappeared with a POP as the men got out. Snoot 
waved Dazzle and Tabitha downstairs as the men clumped 
heavily up the steps and barged into the caravan without 
knocking.

‘Snoot?’ The one with the cauliflower ears rasped.

Snoot nodded. The man with the squashed nose looked 
round the caravan and saw the chairs. Without asking he 
grabbed two and skittered one across to his colleague with a 
flick of  his wrist.

‘This is for you,’ Ears said as he thrust a large envelope into 
Snoot’s hands. He sat down heavily and promptly sprawled 
onto the floor of  the caravan. He’d completely missed the chair 
and nearly fallen down the stairs.

‘Dear me,’ Snoot said helpfully as the scowling man got up 
again. He repositioned the chair and sat down carefully.

‘This appears to be a summons,’ Snoot announced as he 
ran his eye over the page.

‘Yeah. Summons from the Council. They don’t like ya. 
Gotta go to Court.’ Nose looked at Ears and grinned. ‘They 
sez to wait for yer answer. So I’ll just ’avva cuppa tea while I’m 
waiting.’

Nose reached out for Snoot’s cup of  tea and sat down 
heavily. The tea slid out of  his reach as he missed the chair 
completely, the crash he made when he hit the floor shook the 
whole caravan. As Nose lay on his back the cup of  tea rose into 
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the air by itself  and poured over his head. His yelp rattled the 
windows. He sprang wetly to his feet.

‘Hoi! Wot ya fink yer playin’ at?’ Nose shook tea from his 
face and grabbed the chair. This time he plonked it down very 
firmly. Glaring at Snoot he positioned himself  over it and sat 
down — making sure the chair couldn’t possibly move. It 
didn’t.

It collapsed under him and sent him sprawling. The air 
turned blue with swear words as he picked himself  up.

‘Please be careful what you say, old chap,’ Snoot murmured. 
‘We have a lady present.’

‘Lady! I’ll give you ladies,’ Nose snarled. He glanced 
sharply at Ears. Ears nodded. They both began to roll up their 
sleeves, looking grim.

‘Quite right!’ Snoot hooted. ‘It is a bit warm in here, don’t 
you agree?’ He started rolling up his own sleeves.

Ears saw it first. He went green.

‘Wot’s that?’ he squawked, goggling at the tiger scar on 
Snoot’s forearm.

‘Wot’s wot — oh my gawd!’ said Nose, as Snoot finished 
rolling up the other sleeve and revealed the dragon scar.

‘What’s what, eh what?’ asked Snoot cheerily as he finished 
rolling both sleeves, the dragon and the tiger fully in view. ‘Are 
we all nice and cool now, gentlemen?’
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Nose and Ears promptly sat down on the floor and folded 
their arms, as quiet as little mice.

‘Dad! Are you okay up here?’ Dazzle stuck his head up 
through the hatchway in the caravan floor. The men looked at 
his white skin, white face, white hair and golden eyes and both 
screamed.

‘GHOST!’

‘That’s not a ghost,’ Snoot said. ‘That’s my son, Dazzle.’

‘But the one behind you,’ Dazzle said brightly, ‘That’s 
Horace — and he IS a ghost!’

‘’Ullo, darlin’s,’ Horace said. He popped into view just as 
they turned round. They caught sight of  him and both fainted 
dead away.

‘Yer know — no matter ‘ow orften we plays this scene, I luvs 
it better every time,’ Horace said happily as he brought them 
round with a flapping towel.

‘Ghost, indeed,’ Dazzle muttered indignantly.

‘’Course not,’ Horace said. ‘Yer not qualified!’

‘There!’ Snoot signed his reply with a flourish and stuck it 
in the hand of  the gibbering Ears.

Horace pointed the bailiffs in the direction of  their 
Landrover and slapped them on the bottom to start them off  
— they toddled away like two good little boys.

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 114



‘That’s bought us a bit more time,’ Snoot said as the 
Landrover crawled sedately round the corner and vanished 
from sight. ‘And now Dazzle’s here to help, we’ll be finished by 
supper.’

‘Ghost — utter rubbish!’ Dazzle muttered.

*     *     *     *
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3 ROLLS LESS

Winter was edging closer and Uncle George was 
beginning to reappear about the house. The cellar was getting 
too cold for him. He was beginning to lose his fear of  Tabitha, 
too, because she hadn’t changed him into a mouse. Every 
snigger he made, every little snort (even the occasional discreet 
burp) added to his confidence. He started watching television 
in the living room again. Tabitha was going to say something 
to him but Auntie Mim shook her head. All Mim really wanted 
was peace so Tabitha held herself  back.

‘They’ve got a new Minister Of  Social Compliance,’ 
George said one evening. He was reading the Swindelham 
Standard. ‘Guy called — wait for it — Ambrose Meddror 
Bishous! Har har har! Sir Ambrose, he’s been knighted for 
sorting out the Ministry of  Education. Takes over next month.’

‘I’ve met him, ‘ Tabitha said. ‘He talked to us at school.’

George just looked at her. He changed his page, for a brief  
moment Tabitha saw Bishous’s face in a picture. It was him.

‘What’s the Ministry of  Social whatever it was?’ Aunt Mim 
asked.
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‘They’re next down from the Prime Minister,’ George 
answered. ‘Bit like police, only the police make people obey the 
law in what they do. The MSC takes care of  what people think 
— stops ‘em being hippies and things like that. If  the MSC can 
get everyone thinking like they should, there’d never be no 
need for the police.’

‘Turn everyone into robots?’ Tabitha asked in horror.

‘Trust you to put it like that,’ George said. ‘Not at all. Just 
get everyone thinking along the same lines and doing the right 
things, that’s all. Doing everythin’ proper — but you wouldn’t 
understand.’

*

The date had been set for Snoot’s defense against the 
Council’s compulsory acquisition of  his land. As far as 
Snatchett Grabbem & Runn and the Council were concerned 
the whole thing was already a done deal. Twice Snoot had had 
to order surveyors off  of  his land — the first time he’d been 
nice, the second time he’d set the ghosts on them (the surveyors 
hadn’t been since but one had faxed his resignation in from 
Spitsbergen.)

Now the case was being heard in a small annex courtroom 
of  the Swindelham Court Buildings. Snatchett Grabbem & 
Runn occupied a stall in front of  the judge, Snoot was 
representing himself. Dazzle and Tabitha sat quietly in the 
public seats. The only other people in the courtroom, beside 
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the bailiff  and recorder, were an old tramp sound asleep two 
rows behind Dazzle and a reporter from the Swindelham 
Standard.

The judge fixed Snoot with a jaundiced eye. His liver was 
playing up and he couldn’t wait to get home to his nice 
soothing crate of  whisky. 

‘Pray tell me, Mr. … aaah … Snoot — exactly why you 
think you have more of  a claim to your land than the duly 
elected Council Of  Swindelham?’

Snoot stood up and grasped his own lapels (Snoot watches 
television too, sometimes).

‘My lord, this land is my land …’ He paused for dramatic 
effect but nobody other than Dazzle and Tabitha seemed to be 
listening. ‘I paid for it. I purchased full title to that land, it is 
mine. I own it! Mine, sir, to do with as I see fit — and I don’t 
see fit to allow the Swindelham Town Council to steal it from 
me.’

Grabbem stood up and cleared his throat. ‘There is no 
question of  theft, m’lud — the Council has made Mr. Snoot an 
excessively generous offer by way of  reparation — which 
according to the law they are not obliged to do.’

Judge Bergell looked sourly at Snoot. ‘Is this so, Mr. Snoot?’ 

‘Not at all, m’lord,’ Snoot answered briskly. ‘The offer was 
one tenth of  what I paid the Council for the land. If  my 
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property were for sale on the open market — which most 
assuredly it is not — it would fetch many times that amount.’

‘But this is compulsory acquisition, Mr. Snoot. By law you 
have no say in the matter. Your land isn’t your land, as you so 
arrogantly presume. My ruling is that the land will go to the 
Swindelham Town Council in accordance with the law. As for 
you, Snoot, you have greatly inconvenienced the Council, so 
they shall not be required to recompense you in any way for 
your property; and you, Sir, shall pay all costs and debits 
attracted by this case, including the fees of  the firm of  
Snatchett Grabbem & Runn. My ruling is final — there is no 
appeal.’

The judge thumped his gavel down. Behind Dazzle the 
tramp woke up with a start. ‘I’ll take the fish, thanks,’ he said, 
and promptly fell asleep again.

‘That’s not right, Dad,’ Dazzle said to Snoot as everyone 
except the tramp left the courtroom.

‘I thought it went pretty well, considering,’ Snoot said with 
a cheerful grin.

He excused himself  and ran after the reporter. Tabitha and 
Dazzle saw him shake hands with the man, who took out his 
notebook and scribbled furiously while Snoot spoke.

*
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George was at it again — sitting in the big armchair by the 
fire, reading out bits of  the Evening Standard and rubbishing 
all and sundry.

‘Look at this!’ he called. ‘This nutter’s gone way over the 
top.’

Tabitha tried to close her ears, and started again on the 
logic problem Dazzle had given her.

‘Local man issues Unilateral Declaration of  Independence,’ 
George read out. Tabitha winced and started for the third time 
on her problem.

‘Blasted hippy! … “Mr. Delissimo Snoot (sounds like a 
spaghetti dinner!) in the Swindelham Town Courtrooms this afternoon 
issued a terse statement declaring his property a sovereign state, independent 
of  the United Kingdom—” … Loony!’

Tabitha felt her heart do backflips. 

She stopped wrestling with her problem and stared wide-
eyed as Uncle George read on.

“Mr. Snoot told the Standard that he is no longer bound by British law 
and any attempt by any persons to enter his property without his permission 
will be treated as an invasion.”

George put down his newspaper and grinned at Mim. ‘Well! 
Don’t we just get ‘em in Swindelham? Howling mad — if  they 
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don’t shoot him they’ll have to lock him up. He could be 
dangerous!’

Tabitha put down her pen and paper. Dazzle’s problem 
would have to wait.

Snoot was by himself  fiddling with the gate when she 
arrived.

‘Hi Tabby!’

‘Mr. Snoot! What have you done?’

Snoot drew the gate shut and tied it with a piece of  wire. 
He pulled the funny pliers from his pocket and gave it a final 
twist.

‘Cup of  tea, Tabby? Like to be the first outsider ever to visit 
the independent sovereign Nation of—’ he broke off, looked 
thunderstruck for a moment and then hooted.

‘Mr. Snoot?’

‘I’ve not gone mad, Tabby! You know, I’ve been so busy I’ve 
forgotten to think of  a name for it!’

‘How about Snootenburg?’

‘No, too foreign! How about Tabbytania?’

Tabby shuddered. Without thinking she suddenly had a 
name.

‘How about … Camelot, Mr. Snoot?’
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‘Bravo! Tabby, you’re a genius!’ 

Snoot bowed low, holding his beard out of  the dust with 
one hand. ‘Welcome, Lady Tabitha, to the newly independent 
sovereign nation of  Camelot!’

‘Can you do that, Mr. Snoot? Can you just declare 
independence like that?’

‘The Americans did it,’ Snoot grinned. ‘They got away with 
it. And look at them now!’

‘Yes, but they had an army! There’s only you and Dazzle, 
and the ghosts … and me,’ Tabitha said.

‘Bless you, Tabby! So we outnumber them! Poor things! 
Come on, let’s get that tea.’

They were sitting on chairs in the caravan with their tea 
when there came a discreet knock at the door.

‘Bother! Always just when we’re drinking tea!’ 

It was the bailiffs. Both of  them were standing at the foot of 
the steps, as meek as mice. Nose was holding something behind 
his back.

‘Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Snoot—’ Ears began.

‘We really don’t want to trouble yer, Mr. Snoot, sir—’ Nose 
said nervously. Snoot nodded politely.

‘It’s yer fence,’ Nose said.

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 122



‘The boss said we ‘ad to come and tear it down so the 
Council could drive in and visit you,’ Ears said. He was 
beginning to sweat.

‘But we couldn’t scratch it,’ Nose added. ‘Busted our bolt 
cutters, we did.’ He pulled a huge set of  bolt cutters from 
behind his back. One jaw had fractured clean off.

‘So we tried to push the gate open wiv our car,’ Ears 
whined. ‘But all we done was bog down and wear all the tread 
orf  our tyres. Took us ages t’ dig ourselves out again.’

‘So we come to ask if  you can loan us an ‘acksaw,’ Nose 
said. ‘We can’t go back to the boss and say that little bits of  
wire stopped us. He’ll fink we lost our touch!’

‘An’ they’ll be ‘ere in a few minutes!’ Ears looked as if  he 
were going to burst into tears.

‘There, there,’ Snoot said comfortingly. ‘You’ll need a lot 
more than a hacksaw to scratch that gate. Why don’t you just 
go back and tell your boss not to bother?’

Snoot watched as the bailiffs trudged morosely back and 
climbed the fence to their Landrover, Nose trailing the huge 
bolt cutters behind him like a toy.

‘Well now,’ said Snoot.

‘Who’s their boss, Mr. Snoot?’

‘Mayor Bezzla,’ said Snoot. He sat down on the top step to 
wait. Tabitha dragged up a chair in the caravan behind him. 
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‘Mayor Marcus M. Bezzla, as nasty a piece of  work as you’ll 
find anywhere on the planet. Sort of  a cross between Atilla the 
Hun, Jack the Ripper, and the Sheriff  of  Nottingham.’

Tabitha shivered.

‘And if  I’m not mistaken, that will be His Nibs right now. I 
recognise the council car.’

A highly polished jet-black Rolls Royce had stopped just 
beyond the gate. Ears was leaning in the driver’s window, 
talking past the chauffeur to someone out of  sight in the back 
seat. Just as Tabitha leaned round Snoot to peep the sound of  
two loud slaps came across the grass to them. Ears pulled his 
head out of  the car looking embarrassed.

‘Watch this, Tabby,’ Snoot said quietly. ‘Mayor Bezzla hates 
wasting time. He believes in direct action.’

The huge Rolls edged slowly forward until its front grille 
was just touching the gate, which moved a little as the wire ties 
took up the slack. Then the engine roared … and nothing 
happened. The engine started howling and blue smoke poured 
from the wheels, then all went quiet again.

‘Lovely car, the Rolls Royce,’ Snoot said conversationally as 
the big car went into reverse and slowly backed about fifty 
yards up the drive.

‘Very well built, too—’
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The engine screamed as the chauffeur built up revolutions, 
then the massive car leaped forward as he released the brakes.

‘—unfortunately, not really built—’

WHAM~!

The Rolls Royce hit the flimsy little gate and stopped dead 
in its tracks. There was a loud tinkling. Clouds of  vapour 
appeared around the car as fractured pipes leaked their 
contents.

‘—to take that sort of  punishment. No car is,’ Snoot said 
sadly, looking at the devastation as two people climbed out of  
the wreckage. One was in a chauffeur’s uniform, the other 
wore a dark blue business suit with a dazzling multicoloured 
tie.

‘Bother!’ said Snoot. ‘We’ll have to go around that lot if  we 
need to go out for anything.’

The man in the business suit brushed his hair with his 
hands then set off  towards them. He climbed over the gate and 
gave Snoot a big scowl as he approached.

‘Afternoon, Snout,’ the Mayor snapped. He ignored 
Tabitha completely.

‘How do, Mucus,’ Snoot said affably. He watched two more 
Rolls Royces pull up. They stopped one each side of  the wreck; 
the Councillors emerged and stood staring goggle-eyed.
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‘I think you’d better declare this part of  Swindelham a “No 
Smoking” zone,’ Snoot said. Whatever Bezzla had been 
expecting Snoot to say it hadn’t been this.

‘As if  I’d do anything you tell me!’ Bezzla snorted. ‘Why?’

There came a sudden deep CARR-RUMP as the clouds of  
fuel vapour ignited into a big fireball that scattered councillors 
in all directions. The flames enveloped the other cars, in 
seconds all three were blazing.

‘Too late,’ Snoot murmured lazily. ‘It’s a moot point now. 
Would you like me to phone a taxi for you? No? You’d rather 
walk? Oh well …’

A trickle of  very scruffy men approached the caravan. More 
were climbing the gate. Councillor Floggett’s trousers had been 
blown off  by the blast, his under shorts were bright green with 
little blue fishes all over them. Snaffle had no hair, even his 
eyebrows had been singed away. Bergell, Theeve, Snitch, and 
Gyppem were limping, they’d all been blown out of  their 
shoes. Pillidge hobbled along clutching a car door in front of  
himself  — Tabitha suspected that he was naked behind it and 
wondered how he would cope when it came time to leave. 
Councillors Swypitt, Pillfa, Perloin, and Heist seemed to have 
survived the fireball unscathed. Pillfa still had the remains of  
his cigar hanging from his lips.

‘We’ve come to give you notice—’ Bezzla said.
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‘What, again?’ Snoot asked with interest. Bezzla ignored 
him.

‘We’re extending your deadline, but if  you’re not out of  
here in twenty-four hours, Snoot, we’ll have to get tough.’

‘I understand,’ Snoot said. ‘I’ll do the right thing.’

‘See that you do!’ Bezzla snapped. ‘I shall be sending you a 
bill for three Rolls Royces, too.’

Snoot’s eyebrows shot up and met in the middle. ‘You want 
me to pay for your lack of  judgment?’ he asked.

‘Of  course! I have a dozen highly credible witnesses who 
saw you firebomb the Councillors in their own cars,’ Bezzla 
said. ‘Pay up and we won’t mention it again. If  you don’t 
cough up, you’ll go to prison for the rest of  your life. Your 
choice.’

Snoot stood up and stretched luxuriously. He politely 
smothered a yawn.

‘I’ll stack my security camera recordings of  what really 
happened against your witnesses any day,’ he said. ‘But if  you 
have that wreckage removed, and the bushes along my drive 
replanted by this time tomorrow, we won’t mention it again, 
will we?’

Bezzla turned green. The Council closed ranks about him 
as they went into a huddle. Perloin’s voice came clearly above 
all the others with the single word “insurance”.
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‘I shall, of  course, be sending copies of  the video recordings 
to all the insurance companies,’ Snoot mentioned almost as an 
afterthought. There was a loud squawk of  rage from 
somewhere inside the huddle, which started moving much like 
a rugby scrum towards the gate. The last words Tabitha and 
Snoot heard from the scrum came from Mayor Bezzla, they 
caught his voice irately stating that Swindelham’s rates and 
property taxes would be doubled this year to meet unexpected 
expenses. 

The scrum left a car door behind on the ground, but 
Tabitha forgot to look.       
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SNOOT SHUTS 
UP

The school hadn’t yet given up on compulsory sports 
afternoons. Tabitha wrote a letter to the Ministry of  Education 
asking to be exempted but she didn’t really expect a reply. 
Dazzle was now being given a wide berth. People kept well 
clear of  him both on and off  the sports field, which was just 
how he liked it.

If  the hockey game had convinced a few, the cricket settled 
it once and for all. The hockey teacher, Miss Phlatt-Ghoti had 
taken Dazzle and Tabitha aside and explained some of  the 
rules. In a stroke of  genius she’d put them into opposing teams, 
but her divide-and-conquer effort hadn’t worked. Tabitha had 
spent almost the whole game leaning against the goal, chatting 
with Dazzle. They’d completely forgotten why they were there 
or whose goal it was; every time the ball came anywhere near 
them they simply whacked it away and carried on nattering.

When Dazzle had been put into the cricket team he’d cost 
the school a fortune in balls. It was too easy for him to track 
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the ball in flight, swivel at the last moment then tap it with the 
bat so that he added his own power to the bowler’s efforts and 
send the ball completely out of  sight. In desperation the bowler 
had deliberately aimed the ball at Dazzle’s face — it was the 
only ball that Dazzle didn’t knock out of  the field. Instead he 
sent it back at the bowler who for the rest of  his life will be 
‘fpeaking like thiff ’.

‘What is it with you two?’ Rorkus asked in exasperation. 
The paperwork was piling up on his desk faster than he could 
clear it. ‘Why can’t you be like other kids and just enjoy 
sports?’

‘Does any kid ever enjoy compulsory sports?’ Tabitha asked 
quietly. Rorkus didn’t hear her, he was staring down at the 
casualty list from an ill-advised attempt to make Dazzle play 
baseball.

‘How about if  we choose a sport?’ Dazzle said. 

‘What sport?’ Rorkus asked warily.

‘With your permission, sir — next time we’ll choose and 
play our own sport. Nobody will get hurt, and you won’t have 
to fill out any more forms.’

‘Yes, please,’ Rorkus said. ‘Let me know what equipment 
you need, or if  I have to arrange a referee for you. Now please 
go, my taxi to the hospital will be here soon and I’m running 
late.’
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‘How are things going at Camelot?’ Tabitha asked as they 
left Rorkus’s office. The corridors were deserted, most people 
were out playing sports.

‘Lonely, if  it weren’t for the ghosts,’ Dazzle answered 
morosely. ‘Dad has been very busy lately. When I ask him 
what’s happening he just hoots at me. Horace won’t tell me, 
either.’

‘What happened with the council?’

‘They were good as gold,’ Dazzle said. ‘They sent trucks 
round to clear out the wrecks, and they replanted all the singed 
shrubs …’

‘And?’

Dazzle grinned, a huge smile that stretched his face. ‘They 
tried to open the gate. They brought bolt cutters and 
oxyacetylene torches and hacksaws with diamond blades. 
Couldn’t even scratch the wire, or the gate, or the posts. 
Everything is made of  or plated with Snootmetal. So they 
brought in a bulldozer, to barge the gate down.’

‘What happened? That gate looks so frail.’

‘That’s why it was such fun to watch! Dad said that all the 
posts go down over a hundred feet — he had to invent a special 
mechanical mole to dig the holes for them. We watched till it 
got boring — they even put loops around some posts and tried 
to pull them out. They just kept breaking chains. In the end 
they gave up.’
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‘What will they do next?’ Tabitha asked.

‘Dad wants you to come home with me tonight after school 
— he wants to talk about that.’

*

Snoot presided over a Council Of  War in the underground 
living room. He wasted no time in getting to the point.

‘The Council has been made a fool of,’ he said. ‘Mayor 
Bezzla wants my hide. Their next move will probably be to 
send in the police.’

Tabitha shivered.

‘What we have done isn’t wrong,’ Snoot said, ‘but it is 
illegal. The police won’t think about right and wrong, they’ll 
just follow the letter of  the law regardless. Somebody could get 
badly hurt. If  we resist the police they will send in men with 
guns. If  we successfully resist them, too, they will probably send 
in helicopter gunships or bombers.’

Tabitha had never seen kindly old Mr. Snoot so serious.

‘So,’ Snoot said briskly, ‘to prevent anybody being hurt I 
have sealed off  my land. For exactly three hundred yards in all 
directions from the Tesla antenna I have put up a no-go zone. 
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Nobody will be able to get in or out — except for the ghosts, of 
course — and us.’

‘How so, Mr. Snoot?’ Tabitha asked.

‘Better if  I don’t tell you yet, Tabby,’ Snoot answered with a 
smile. ‘Just accept that my system will recognise us, and only us. 
It will let any one of  us in, but nobody else, not unless we want 
it to.’ Snoot looked at Tabitha and grinned. ‘You already know 
that you can get in — you walked in with Dazzle just now and 
didn’t feel a thing!’

*

George turned the television news right up that night. 
There was a one-hour special on the new ‘Independent Nation 
of  Camelot’. For once George watched in semi-silence. The 
only noise was the rhythm of  his jaws crunching crisps. He was 
trying to give up beer and had asked Mim to cut down a bit on 
his meals. He’d already lost a few pounds and hadn’t rocked 
the house with one of  his colossal belches in ages.

“Local eccentric Delissimo Snoot moved one step further towards 
insanity today when he declared his property a Total Exclusion Zone,” the 
news reader said.
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‘Don’t he live (CRUNCH) out near the old dump 
somewhere?’ George asked. Tabitha and Mim looked at each 
other in surprise — George never asked.

“Mr. Snoot acquired the superbly landscaped Swindelham Dump site 
from the Swindelham Council some years ago at a rip-off  bargain 
basement price. He is now subsisting on it with his foster son Dazzle, in 
what has to be the world’s pokiest little caravan.” The tv screen 
flashed to an image of  Snoot’s caravan, taken with a wide-
angle lens that made it look even smaller.

“There is some doubt as to whether a one-room caravan surrounded by 
heaps of  old rubbish, rats, seagull droppings and rusty tin cans is an ideal 
environment in which to raise an innocent child …”

‘Too true,’ snorted George. ‘That Snoot should be 
(CRUNCH) shot!’

Tabitha bit her lip. At least George wasn’t shouting or 
guzzling beer.

“A Council spokesman, Mr. William Bergle—” (the camera 
switched to a close-up of  Councillor Bergle smirking into the 
lens) “— this evening said that the Council has exhausted all legal 
avenues with Snoot and is reluctantly considering sending the police to 
reason with him.” 

The grinning Bergle now filled the screen.

“Please call me Will, no need for formality,” Bergle said to 
the lens in a vote-catching display of  jovial approachability. 
“Will Bergle, at your service always … now, in a nutshell; the 
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Council needs the land on which Snoot is presently squatting 
for a project of  national importance to Swindelham. The 
Council has, on many occasions, approached Snoot with a 
view to buying its own land back from him. But despite 
excessively generous offers Snoot refuses to sell. He is trying to 
force up the price and thereby make an unjustifiable massive 
profit at the ratepayer’s expense.”

‘(CRUNCH) Should be (CRUNCH) shot! (CRUNCH)’ 
George was getting worked up.

“So,” the news reader’s voice faded in as Bergle’s faded out 
— “Who is this Delissimo Snoot? Mr. Snoot refused to appear 
on camera, but we can show you some archival footage.” A 
series of  brief  flashes and scenes of  Mr. Snoot followed.

In the first Snoot was standing over a pretty blonde nurse 
who was kneeling, obviously terrified of  him; shock and horror 
was all over the faces of  the doctors and ward staff  in the 
background. In another Snoot was staggering out of  a pub 
with a silly grin on his face. There was a close up of  Snoot 
screaming, his face wildly contorted, with huge crowds in the 
background — followed by a shot of  a little girl crying in a 
playground somewhere, she was just picking herself  up. Snoot 
had obviously pushed her over, or worse.

Tabitha fumed. 

She remembered when Snoot had made a huge donation to 
the almost bankrupt Council-funded Swindelham Hospital. 
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The TV cameras had recorded the moment that he told them 
they could keep all revenues and royalties from the Snoot 
Diagnostic Machine he’d invented for them. The pretty nurse 
was just picking up the cheque she’d dropped in surprise when 
she read the numbers on it. Tabitha also knew that Snoot had 
invented a fun-filled Co-ordination Testing Machine for the 
customers at pubs to test their driving ability before going 
home. He’d given it free to the Landlord’s Association and had 
been filmed leaving the pub just after demonstrating it several 
times. The shot of  Snoot with his face distorted was made 
when Snoot had been invited to kick-off  at a football match in 
honour of  his donations to the Swindelham Youth Club, which 
had been about to close down after Mayor Bezzla withdrew 
Council funding. Some council humorist had filled the ball 
with water and Snoot had hurt his foot — who or where the 
little girl was, nobody had any idea.

‘I can’t stand this!’ Tabitha said as she got up to leave.

‘Don’t blame you (CRUNCH) — he’s a real nasty piece of  
work — look, there’s more.’

The face of  Judge Bergell now filled the screen. He looked 
remarkably like his brother. “Mr. Snoot has been found to be in 
contempt of  court and will be dealt with accordingly! Swindelham Police 
will be peacefully evicting Snoot from his property tomorrow morning — 
all civilians are advised to keep well clear in case Snoot resorts to further 
violent terrorist activities.’
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‘Sounds (CRUNCH) like they’re gonna get tough with him. 
I like (CRUNCH) that — no namby-pamby muckin’ about, 
give ‘im a whiff  of  grapeshot! Blasted terrorist (CRUNCH) 
hippies!’

Tabitha got up and left, her face bright red. Mim caught 
her eye but didn’t say anything.

‘’Ullo, Tabby luv!’ Horace was sitting on her bed, playing 
cards with the imp. The imp was winning hands down if  the 
big pile of  matchsticks beside him was anything to go by. ‘Oh 
gawds, ‘e called me bluff  again —’ow does ‘e do it?’

‘Perhaps transparent people shouldn’t sit with their backs to 
mirrors,’ Tabitha said primly as she closed the door behind her. 
The imp hastily gathered up his matchsticks and disappeared 
with a hurried POP.

Horace tossed his cards down with a rueful grin. ‘Mr. Snoot 
arst me to come round and tell yer not to visit fer a few days, 
luv.’

Tabitha shook her head. Tomorrow was Saturday and she 
was going to be there with Snoot and Dazzle, police or no 
police.

‘Mr. Snoot said yer’d feel like that,’ grinned Horace. ‘So ‘e 
sent me round wiv yer scoot — ‘e’s made a few changes, like. 
Yer’ve now got the mark free version. If  yer do come round, ‘e 
wants yer to avoid the gate, so try not to let anyone see yer, 
come in over the ‘ills, like.’
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‘Mark three?’ Tabby asked.

‘Yeah. Yer might like ter get out in the country and practise 
a bit, the mark free ‘as a booster, yer can jump fings wiv it. It’ll 
lift yer t’about furty feet fer a few seconds. Mr. Snoot said be 
careful when yer comes back dahn again, ‘e ain’t finished the 
landin’ softener yet. ‘E sez don’t let anyone see yer if  yer can 
‘elp it.’

The imp stayed away until after Horace had gone. He 
popped into the room just as Tabitha was climbing into bed. 
She sensed that he was still grinning as he turned out the light.
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CURRIED 
EGGS

Tabitha’s hair streamed behind her as she swept across 
the fields in the cold light of  dawn. She’d pedalled sedately out 
of  sleeping Swindelham and had only opened up once certain 
she was alone.

The new booster was a dream come true. She worked her 
way up from little hops to big leaps, once scattering a small 
herd of  cows as she arrived among them after jumping a 
hedge. Horace was quite right, the landings did take a little 
getting used to — you had to pull back on the handlebars just 
before you were down, so you’d flare out and return smoothly 
to the ground. If  you left it too late you’d hit the ground and 
flip over the handlebars. She’d found that out the hard way, but 
other than having to scrape a cowpat off  her face she was quite 
unhurt.

Tabitha stopped at the top of  one of  the little hills that 
overlooked Snoot’s place and gazed around. A thin wisp of  
blue smoke was drifting lazily from the caravan’s little chimney. 
Everything was peaceful, until she looked at the gate. Three 
police cars and a TV van were parked there. Men in blue were 
gathering round someone at the rear of  one of  the police cars. 
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Three other men were setting up what looked like a television 
camera on a tripod some distance back from the gate. Nobody 
had seen her, so she applied power and shot towards the fence. 
A quick hop and a low streak across the grass and she was out 
of  sight behind the caravan.

Tabitha was surprised to find the door wide open — then 
she remembered that Snoot had some sort of  new security 
system in operation. She tiptoed down the steps, not wanting to 
wake anyone if  they were asleep.

‘Fancy a cuppa tea, Tabby luv?’ Horace’s voice right in her 
ear made Tabitha jump violently and give a little squeak. 
Horace chuckled. ‘Go on frew, they’re in the dinin’ room. I’ll 
bring it in f ’ ya.’

Her heart still pounding Tabitha headed towards the 
Munchery, the only side passage with lights on, wondering if  
she would ever get used to ghosts.

‘Good heavens, Tabitha!’ The Duchess’s voice was horrified 
and amused at the same time. ‘Whatever have you been rolling 
in?’

‘Tabby! Is that you?’ Dazzle’s voice called. ‘We’re in here, 
come on in! Oh, YUK!’

‘Unusual cosmetic, Lady Tabitha?’ Snoot said, eyebrows 
raised.

‘It’s my landings, Mr. Snoot! I was practising on my way 
over here, like Horace said — that booster is wonderful!’
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‘Of  course, and cowpats soften the fall. Good thinking! Did 
you notice any unusual activities, near the gate?’ Snoot asked 
with a grin.

‘No,’ said Tabitha. ‘Just the police and a TV van.’

‘Excellent!’ said Snoot. ‘Let’s watch the live coverage, shall 
we?’ He pointed his arm at the wall and pressed a button on 
his watch. The wall opened, a television slid out on a frame 
and locked into place with a firm click.

“ … verage live from the home of  Mr. Delissimo Snoot, where in 
precisely one minute the Chief  of  Police and the Mayor of  Swindelham 
will be making a final attempt to reason with the man before evicting him 
by force … yes, there they go now …”

The camera zoomed out from a long shot of  the caravan to 
show the broad blue back of  the police chief, striding 
purposefully towards the flimsy gate with Mayor Bezzla. As 
they approached the gate they slowed down and gawped at 
each other in astonishment. They slowed even more, and 
more, until they looked like two men trying to wade through 
waist-deep treacle. Every step became laborious — and from 
the look of  it, painful.

Suddenly they turned and ran yelping back towards the 
camera. Their hair was on end and their shoes were smoking. 
Snoot chuckled.

The news commentator sounded perplexed.
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“It looks as if  that’s all the warning old Snoot is going to get! I guess 
they’ve finally decided to stop pussyfooting about and send in the heavies,” 
he said with obvious relish.

‘Ghoul!’ snorted the Duchess.

Everybody leaned forward to watch as two squads of  burly 
policemen started trotting towards the gate.

The same happened to them. For a few moments they 
looked as if  they were swimming in air, then they began 
hopping from foot to foot, yelping. One brave soul, hardier 
than the rest made it as far as the gate — as soon as he touched 
it to climb over there was a bright blue flash and a loud BANG. 
A few moments after hearing it on the television the 
underground audience heard it in the distance.

‘Goodness!’ said Snoot. ‘I’ll bet that stung! He deserves a 
medal for getting that far!’

‘What’s happening, Mr. Snoot?’ Tabitha asked. She felt 
sorry for the policeman who was now hopping back with little 
blue sparks coming from his feet.

‘He’ll be okay,’ Snoot said. ‘They’ve just discovered why 
they won’t be evicting anybody. They can’t get past the Snoot 
Static Defensive Zone.’

‘How does that work, Dad?’

‘Inductive static force field,’ Snoot said at once. ‘Some of  
my Tesla energy reradiated, tuned to a three hundred yard 
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radius in three dimensions. Creates electricity in anybody or 
anything in a narrow zone. The bigger they are, or the more 
dense, the stronger the effect. Going fast multiplies the effect, 
too. It tickles at first, then it tingles, then it hurts. If  you 
discharge rapidly to earth, like that policeman, it kicks like a 
horse and can really make your eyes water!’

‘Could it kill anyone, Mr. Snoot?’

Snoot looked grim. ‘Yes and no, Tabby. Yes, if  I hadn’t fine-
tuned it; and no, because nobody could ignore it long enough. 
If  someone did manage to get past the field, he’d be pretty 
groggy for a while — and there’s other side effects!’

The furious face of  Mayor Bezzla filled the screen. Luckily 
the sudden violent electrical discharge nearby had damaged 
the microphones and nobody could hear what he was saying. 
Snoot pressed his watch and the television retracted smoothly 
into the wall.

‘Why didn’t that happen to me, Mr. Snoot?’

‘Imperviluce! Snootmetal! Your ring is made of  it. 
Imperviluce causes a localised short-circuit in the Snoot static 
field. The energy has to go somewhere, so it charges up the 
Imperviluce. That policeman discharged the gate — anybody 
touching you in the Snoot zone would feel your ring 
discharging through them, you wouldn’t, but they certainly 
would.’
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A ghost Tabitha didn’t recognise floated in with a steaming 
breakfast tray. She was dressed as a maid and looked to be 
about fifteen and very pretty. She smiled at Dazzle as she put 
down the tray.

‘Fank you, Jenny,’ Horace said. ‘Tabby, this is Jenny — she 
just started wiv us (Jenny smiled politely to Tabitha). She’s our 
new cook—’

‘No offense, Dazzle,’ said Snoot, ‘but—’

‘I know, Dad, you’re tired of  my curries. But it’s all I ever 
learned!’

‘Curried sausages … curried chips … curried crumpets … 
curried kippers … curried treacle pudding with curry custard 
… brrrrrr!’ 

Snoot shuddered. ‘I wonder what delight Jenny has made 
for us this morning?’ 

Jenny blushed a brilliant silver and disappeared with a 
hurried POP as Snoot lifted the cover off  the tray.

‘Oh, my goodness! Curried eggs!‘       
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GHOSTLY 
TASTES

All of  Swindelham was now talking about Snoot and his 
Camelot. Tabitha and Dazzle had sneaked out the back way 
on foot, climbed the fence and walked into town.

There were little knots of  people everywhere. Housewives 
had forgotten about their Saturday morning shopping and 
were talking in excited groups on the pavement. Ladies with 
prams chatted to ladies with pushchairs, their neglected 
shopping bags on the ground beside them.

‘Mayor Bezzla will be making a special announcement in 
the Square later,’ one man was saying as Dazzle and Tabitha 
passed a group of  drivers leaning against their taxis. A bus 
pulled up to a crowded bus stop but the line ignored it. After a 
minute the driver shrugged and drove off  again, leaving the 
line deep in talk.

‘Shouldn’t be allowed …’ somebody was saying.

‘About time someone stood up to them,’ a woman said 
shrilly as Dazzle handed Tabitha the ice-cream he’d just 
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bought for her. His eyebrows lifted — for a moment he 
reminded Tabitha of  Snoot.

The Market Square filled up with people as Tabitha and 
Dazzle took places under the butcher’s striped canvas awning, 
not far from the podium where the Mayor usually made his 
Christmas speech. They didn’t have long to wait. Bezzla 
arrived wearing the solid gold mayoral chain and the ermine-
lined scarlet robes of  office. Two bewigged flunkies held the 
door of  the brand new Rolls Royce open for him while a third 
unrolled a red carpet. A fourth flunky walked backwards in 
front of  Bezzla, scattering scented rose petals for him to walk 
on.

Bezzla stepped up onto the dais and stood under the huge 
bronze statue of  himself, surveying the crowds. Everyone went 
quiet. Bezzla didn’t say a word until he had the crowd’s 
attention, when he finally spoke he kept his voice low, so that 
most people had to strain to hear it and nobody dared 
interrupt, or even cough.

‘People of  Swindelham,’ he began sadly, ‘It is my 
unpleasant task to inform you that one of  our fellow citizens 
has run amok. He has physically assaulted not only my humble 
self  but your very own police force! Many local officials have 
now been attacked by this madman, Delissimo Snoot, who in 
his insanity fancies himself  as some sort of  a Robin Hood 
romantic rebel.’

There was a muttering and mumbling in the crowd.
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‘We have exhausted every peaceful means to make Snoot 
see the error of  his ways—’ Bezzla opened his arms wide to the 
crowd and gave a weary, sad smile.

‘But he has repulsed our olive branch every time! So we 
now have no alternative but to declare martial law in 
Swindelham. For your own protection against the lunatic 
Snoot I have called in the army. There will be an eight o’clock 
curfew. Starting tonight anybody on the streets between eight 
at night and seven in the morning will be arrested, tried, found 
guilty and fined heavily. Anyone who tries to run away will be 
shot, so please co-operate with the soldiers. Please don’t get 
mad at them if  they shoot you, they’re only doing their job.’

There was a much louder mumbling. Here and there in the 
crowd heads were nodding.

‘I can’t believe this,’ Tabitha said, ‘they’re actually buying 
it!’

‘My friends—’ Mayor Bezzla drew out a large silk 
handkerchief  and dabbed his eyes. ‘I requested that the army 
send us a tank, or two. They have responded magnificently! By 
tonight there will be a whole squadron of  the very latest Main 
Battle Tanks and a regiment of  mechanised infantry 
surrounding Snoot’s so-called Camelot. If  he doesn’t surrender 
by midnight they will open fire, which is another reason for the 
curfew, for your protection … my dear, dear friends …’ 
Bezzla’s voice broke and he choked into his handkerchief. 
Dozens of  people in the crowd wept with him.
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‘We’ve got to get out of  here,’ Dazzle said suddenly. He 
gripped Tabitha’s arm and hustled her quietly away. As soon as 
they were clear of  the Square he broke into a run, still towing 
Tabitha.

‘That crowd could become a mob in a few minutes,’ Dazzle 
puffed. ‘I don’t want to be there if  Bezzla winds ‘em up any 
more!’

In their hurry they’d forgotten they were meant to sneak 
round the back way. Luckily nobody expected them as they 
sprinted down the long gravel drive and zigzagged through the 
little crowd of  policemen and reporters. Before anyone could 
grab them they climbed quickly over the gate and dashed 
across the grass.

There was no sign of  Snoot as they ran up the steps into the 
caravan. They ran right through the knight with the arrow as 
he stood in the doorway. His indignant ‘Oh, I say—!’ echoed in 
their ears as they bounded down the steps to the underground 
chambers.

There was no sign of  Snoot in the Munchery.

Dazzle shot off  down another passage, Tabitha hared after 
him. To each side there were closed wooden doors which 
echoed as their feet clattered on the beautifully paved stone 
floor. Gas torches flickered as they rushed by. It seemed ages of 
ducking into side passages and running along corridors of  
stone before Dazzle slowed down in front of  a large door 
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labelled “ENIGMA”. They’d come a long way in a short time 
and Tabitha was totally puffed.

The door opened in front of  Dazzle — and slammed shut 
in her face as she tried to follow.

Tabitha pounded furiously on the door. It was very thick, 
solid and heavy, she made hardly a sound. There wasn’t a 
handle or door knob of  any kind, at least not on the outside.

After a minute of  waiting Tabitha was grumpy. After three 
minutes she was fuming. After her sixth minute of  waiting she 
started walking back.

After another twenty minutes she had to admit that she was 
lost. The place was a warren, it was like a maze and every 
tunnel looked the same. She’d tried going back to the 
“ENIGMA” door but she must have taken a wrong turn. Now 
she’d reached some sort of  underground hub, a circular room 
about thirty feet across with unlabelled passageways going off  
in all directions.

‘HELLO!’ Tabitha called.

‘Hello-lo, lo, lo, lo …’ Echoes came back from all directions.

‘Eenie, meenie, miney … you!’ Tabitha picked a passage at 
random and walked briskly into it. There weren’t so many 
lights, the few gas torches were much more widely spaced. 
After ten minutes of  lively walking she saw there was only one 
more torch burning in the distance in front of  her, beyond that 
was blackness. But for the first time she could feel a coolness on 
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her face as if  a very faint breeze — no, not even a breeze; it 
was as if  the whole air itself  were sluggishly moving. Just.

Tabitha changed her mind about going back, there seemed 
to be something on the ground below the final gas flame. As 
she got closer she saw a pile of  old-fashioned wooden torches, 
tallowed cloth wrapped around the end of  a stout stick.

Beyond the torches lay the total blackness of  the grave, and 
the silence of  the deep.

*

Not noticing that Tabitha was no longer running at his 
heels Dazzle shot off  down the now brilliantly lit tunnel. The 
door slammed behind him as it always did, he didn’t give it a 
thought. Gas torches gave way to Tesla lights, the stony 
passages were replaced by clinically smooth white walls and 
ceilings. The floors were now of  polished white marble. Just 
four passageways came off  of  this corridor. One of  them was 
unlit, from far off  in the distance came a deep throbbing sound 
with an occasional shrill grinding noise.

Dazzle ran into the first doorway on his right — and there 
was Snoot; at the first of  many cluttered benches in his huge 
underground laboratory. He was wearing goggles and a 
hairnet, his beard was tied back over his shoulder with a piece 
of  string, he was pouring something very carefully from a glass 
Contents                                                                                                                                              page 150



flask into a measuring cylinder. Horace was with him and so 
were two of  the other ghosts.

Dazzle stopped and stood very still. He was breathing hard, 
but he knew better than to disturb Snoot while he was being 
that careful — anything might happen. He’d done it once and 
spent the rest of  the day picking up feathers, they never found 
the duck.

‘Got it!’ Snoot hooted. The two ghosts clapped their hands, 
Horace beamed. Gently Snoot lowered the jar of  radiant blue 
liquid to the top of  the bench.

‘Hello, Dazzle,’ Snoot pushed his goggles to the top of  his 
head. ‘Nice day?’

‘Dad! Mayor Bezzla’s called in the army! They’re going to 
invade with tanks! They’ll be bombarding us at midnight!’

‘That’s nice,’ Snoot said absently. ‘Fancy a cup of  tea? I 
think we’ve all earned one!’

‘DAD!’ Dazzle yelled, ‘Didn’t you hear me? We’re gonna be 
tanked and shot and beat up and invaded! Bezzla’s gone mad! 
He’s got a whole regiment of  infantry, too!’

‘Yes, please!’ Horace said. His eyes were bright. The other 
ghosts nodded furiously.

Snoot pressed a button on his watch and spoke into it. In 
the far corner of  the laboratory there came a sudden spurt of  
steam and something moved.
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‘DAD!’

‘Well nah, Dazzle … ‘ow yer gonna ‘ave yer tea? Wiv milk 
and sugar?’

‘Six sugars in mine, please,’ said the taller of  the other 
ghosts eagerly.

‘Can I have heaps of  pepper in mine?’ the smaller ghost 
asked.

‘Dad, what’s going on?’ 

A robotic tea trolley started wending its way through the 
benches towards them with five steaming mugs and a big pile 
of  biscuits on it.

‘Test time!’ Snoot said. His eyes were twinkling. ‘Time to 
tea-test the Tactile Tangibility Tongue Tweaking Taste-Tuning 
Tipple!’

‘If  it works, it’ll be the first time I tasted anyfink in ‘undred 
years,’ Horace said wistfully.

‘Nearly a thousand years for me,’ said the tall ghost. ‘I’d 
really love a tankard of  mead!’

‘I miss the taste of  whelks!’ the other ghost said sadly.

‘Nah yer torkin’! Wiv jellied eels?’

‘Won’t you lot listen! The army—’

‘Tea up!’ Snoot called. ‘No need for pepper! And all that 
sugar’s bad for you — try it plain, first time.’
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Snoot took out an eye dropper. Horace was first. He sank 
into the floor until his head was level with Snoot’s wrist and 
opened his mouth. Snoot carefully dripped a single drop of  the 
blue liquid into it. Horace shuddered. Within seconds he took 
on a luminous blue tinge.

‘What’s it taste like?’ the small ghost asked apprehensively, 
‘Oops! Silly me … sorry …’

‘Dad—?’ Dazzle asked as Snoot dispensed a drop for the 
tall ghost.

‘It’s stuff  that will help ghosts taste things again. I hope,’ 
Snoot said as he dosed the small ghost. He now had three 
ghosts floating about with screwed-up faces, all of  them a 
lovely blue.

‘Blimey,’ said Horace, ’That don’t arf  feel weird—’

‘I feel … heavy,’ said the tall ghost. All three were sinking to 
the floor, then lifting back into the air with an effort; up and 
down, up and down.

‘Good!’ said Snoot. ‘It’s working! You’re getting some 
tangibility back, so gravity is once again affecting you. It won’t 
last long, but don’t try passing through any walls for the next 
wee while!’

‘How does it work?’ Dazzle asked. He’d forgotten all about 
the army.
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‘It’s liquid energy,’ Snoot answered. ‘I diverted some 
photons from the Imperviluce production line into a chilled 
super-conducting magnetic condensation coil … the trouble is, 
it has side effects … watch!’

Snoot shook a single drop of  residue from the glass flask, it 
fell through the air like a blue spark from a firework. It hit the 
floor and burst in all directions, cold blue fumes that spread 
rapidly until they covered the whole floor in a pale blue mist. 
The bouncing ghosts sank down again. All three touched the 
mist at the same time.

‘EEK!’

‘OOH!’

‘ AAGH! That don’t arf  tingle!’

‘See?’ Snoot said. ‘That’s pure energy, adding itself  to the 
ghost’s spectral atomic structures. Unfortunately the side effect 
of  being tangible enough to taste things again is also being able 
to feel pain.’ He grabbed a mug of  tea and waved it at the 
yelping ghosts. ‘Come on, you lot — while you’ve got the 
chance!’

Suddenly Dazzle remembered why he was there. ‘Dad! 
Tabby and I heard Mayor Bezzla say he’s sending in the army 
with guns, tonight. He told the whole town, didn’t he, Tabby 
… Tabby?’ 
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Dazzle looked round for Tabitha. The only moving things 
he saw were three ghosts hopping about the laboratory trying 
to drink mugs of  tea.

‘Ow! That’s nice! Ow! Ow!’

‘Marvellous! Oooh!’

‘Ouch! Ooooch! Ow! Wonderful!’

‘Dad! I’ve lost Tabby! She was behind me at the door …’

‘The door didn’t let her in, obviously,’ Snoot said briskly. 
‘The recognition software isn’t programmed for Tabby. Bother! 
I’ll have to fix that!’ He pressed a button and spoke into his 
watch as Dazzle shot off. The heavy door swung open just 
before Dazzle reached it. The corridor outside was empty.

‘She’s not here, Dad,’ he called.

‘Of  course not!’ Snoot called back. ‘Tabby isn’t the sort of  
person to let the grass grow under her feet. You’ll have to go 
find her, she could be anywhere! The ghosts won’t be able to 
help you for about another hour — off  you go!’

Furious with himself  Dazzle took off  at a run. Behind him 
the door slammed shut.

Which way would Tabby have gone? Back the way they’d 
come in, obviously. 

Perhaps …
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GHOSTS ON 
THE HOP

Tabitha saw that the passageway itself  had changed. 
From being a neat corridor lined with dressed stone it had 
become a rough-hewn tunnel that dripped water. It had shrunk 
from being high enough for an adult to run through to 
something that might bang the head of  a careless dwarf. It 
even looked as if  it had been dug by dwarfs.

Tabitha had taken two of  the torches and lit one from the 
last gas flame. It had fizzed and sputtered, sending little blobs 
of  gooey flames in all directions as it caught, but it worked.

Now she stood with the spitting flame held high while she 
looked about. She guessed that she might have walked about a 
mile in the rough passage. It didn’t make any sense at all for 
her to be heading away from the finished tunnels, but 
something deep inside was pulling her in this direction. Every 
time she thought about it she got more goosebumps.

Twice she had to climb carefully over slippery rock falls 
where the ceiling had partly caved in. Once she thought she’d 
heard movements in the tunnel ahead. Once she was almost 
certain she’d seen something in the blackness behind her. 
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Tabitha felt her feyness stir. She pressed on, shivering. A prickly 
feeling ran up and down her spine as she rounded a bend in 
the tunnel and stepped without warning from a dwarf  tunnel 
into an adult-sized tunnel. From being rough-hewn the walls 
became lined with ancient stone. There was a deep silence, a 
feeling of  great age that gave her goosebumps. She held her 
breath as she tiptoed along the old passageway that was no 
longer a tunnel — but instead of  letting light in the arrowslits 
were blocked with earth. 

The passage opened into a blackness in front of  her. 
Without warning a feeling of  great sadness came over Tabitha. 
The little hairs on the back of  her neck stood on end — some 
terrible tragedy had taken place here, it was is if  it had soaked into 
the stonework itself  and was being slowly bled out over the 
ages.

Tabitha forced herself  forward towards the greater 
blackness. It seemed as if  the sadness was fighting her, trying to 
hold her back; the closer she got to the large portal the more 
heavily the sorrow pressed her down.

The feeling of  utter desolation hit as she stood in the 
doorway. 

It was a sensation of  irreplaceable loss, as if  the lights of  the 
entire world had been needlessly snuffed out and could never 
again be rekindled. Tabitha felt sick.

Unable to cope, she sank to her knees. 
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She couldn’t fight any more. The torch fell as she buried her 
face in her hands in utter grief.

The firebrand sputtered on the floor for a few moments and 
went out.

*

‘Did you find her? Obviously not!’

Dazzle stood wild-eyed and panting in front of  Snoot. The 
blue mist was gone, the ghosts were sound asleep on benches.

‘They’re exhausted! I don’t think they’ll be wanting to taste 
anything again,’ Snoot said sadly. ‘Bit of  a waste of  time, that 
… oh, well, Tabby!’

‘I’ve done the east as far back as the Munchery,’ Dazzle said 
breathlessly.

‘We need to think about this,’ Snoot said. ‘There’s ten miles 
of  good tunnels and passages, and goodness knows how many 
of  probes; just on this level. The grinders and construction 
robots are adding a mile of  finished passage every few weeks. 
She could be anywhere.’

‘You never did tell me what you’re searching for, Dad.’
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‘Tabitha, right now!’ Snoot said. ‘We need speed — you’ll 
need your scoot. And be careful!’ he called as Dazzle sprinted 
off.

They’d left their scoots behind the caravan. Dazzle 
apologised as he burst right through the ghost with the arrow 
for the second time; the squawk of  indignation rang in his ears 
as he stopped dead and stared at the gate.

‘Come on, old boy! Through me if  you really must, but 
please don’t stop in me! Frightfully bad form, and all that!’

‘Oops — sorry — ye gods!’

The army had arrived.

There was a tank outside the gate, its engine ticking over. 
The huge gun tracked Dazzle as he raced round the back of  
the caravan to collect his scoot. He heard the turrets of  other 
tanks, and looked round aghast, counting them. There were 
twenty-four of  the massive Main Battle Tanks, all menacing 
him with their cannons. He bent over, feeling awfully exposed 
as he walked the scoot back to the doorway.

‘How long have they been there?’ he asked the knight.

‘Started the siege ten minutes ago, old boy! There’s archers 
and pikemen taking post, too.’ Dazzle looked to where the 
knight was pointing with his arrow. Soldiers were dispersing in 
all directions, they were taking up positions to surround Snoot’s 
land.
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‘Want me to hold ‘em off, old chap?’ the knight asked. He 
looked as if  he were twitching for a good scrap.

‘No,’ Dazzle shivered. ‘Only if  they get inside the fence — 
then we’ll let ‘em have it. I’ve got to tell Dad.’

Snoot was just bottling the last of  the blue liquid as Dazzle 
arrived. He didn’t seem at all concerned about the tanks, he 
was much more worried about Tabitha. Dazzle shot off  on the 
scoot, bent low over the handlebars. The long empty 
passageways were the ideal testing ground for speed and the 
miniature Tesla lamp lit the tunnels brilliantly.

There was no sign of  Tabitha anywhere, she had vanished 
from the face of  the earth.

Twelve minutes and eight miles of  tunnels later, Dazzle 
arrived at the hub. There was nothing to indicate that anybody 
had been there in a long time. He hovered, trying to work out 
which tunnel Tabby would have taken, had she been there. In 
the end he gave up.

‘Eenie, meenie, miney … mo!’ He gunned the scoot and 
shot off.

A minute later he was back. It was the wrong tunnel, a 
blind end that went nowhere. Furious with himself  Dazzle 
tried the next opening. In seconds he saw the final gas flame in 
the distance, with nothing beyond it but blackness. Dazzle 
eased the throttle and allowed his speed to fall away so he 
could turn round without wiping himself  out. As he coasted to 
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the final flame he saw the pile of  torches on the ground. There 
were spatter marks on the floor beside them, a dirty soot that 
smelled fresh and stuck to his fingers when he tested it. 
Tabitha!

The Tesla lamp lit up the tunnel like nothing had ever done 
before. Soon Dazzle had to get off  the scoot and walk, the low 
roof  made riding dangerous. He kept coming across little 
patches of  burnt cloth, and there were fresh scrabble marks in 
the rock falls where the ceilings had partly caved in.

Suddenly the tunnel became a passage, the passage opened 
out to become a portal; and there, on her knees, doubled over 
as if  in agony, not moving; was— 

‘Tabby!’

Dazzle let go of  the scoot and rushed to Tabitha. 

She gave no sign of  hearing him.

‘TABBY! It’s me!’ 

Dazzle shook her gently by the shoulder. His touch broke 
the spell, Tabitha woke with a start and looked wildly all 
around. Her scream before she saw him was so loud it hurt his 
ears, it echoed in the great hall and passageways. Then she saw 
him and the wildness left her eyes.

‘Tabby! What—’
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For the first time in his life Dazzle was badly shaken and 
didn’t know what to do. Tabitha reached out and touched his 
face, Dazzle was trembling.

‘It’s alright now, Dazzle, it really is. I’m fine, now,’ she 
whispered.

‘Are you hurt?’ Dazzle croaked.

‘I’m fine,’ Tabitha said, gingerly getting up. She was stiff  
and sore, how long had she been like that — and why?

‘Let’s get out of  here,’ Dazzle said. ‘You take the scoot, I’ll 
walk.’

‘No!’

The firmness in her voice made Dazzle stop. ‘I have to 
check this place out. I can, now that you’re here and we have 
light.’

‘No, we have to get back, the army is here with tanks, Dad 
will be needing me!’

‘Your Dad will be safe until midnight,’ Tabitha said softly. 
‘Give me an hour, at least.’

Dazzle grabbed the scoot and turned it around. For the first 
time it lit up the great hall. Beside him Tabitha caught her 
breath in a loud gasp.

The hall was huge. It was like the inside of  a cathedral. All 
around the walls there were the filthy remnants of  once-proud 
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flags still hanging from their poles. But something else caught 
their eyes and held them riveted to the spot; the middle of  the 
great hall was taken up by a massive wooden construction, oak 
blackened with age. It was surrounded by high-backed black-
oak seats. One of  the seats was higher than the rest and 
elaborately carved.

‘It’s a table,’ Dazzle said in awe. ‘A huge table!’

He let go of  the scoot and approached the table. Tabitha 
followed on tip toes. Something about the place made them 
feel as though they were trespassing on sacred ground. Tabitha 
felt the hairs on the back of  her neck prickle again.

‘Tabitha—’ Dazzle said softly.

‘What?’ Tabitha shivered. Just beyond the range of  her 
hearing, she was hearing things.

‘This table,’ Dazzle said, ‘is circular. It’s a round table, 
Tabitha.’

And so it was.

*

Major Harekerle came to a halt in front of  the colonel. He 
lifted his knee to his chin and crashed his boot down hard 
against the gravel. The fingertips of  his quivering hand almost 
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knocked his hat off  as he saluted. He was new to the regiment 
and wanted to make a good impression.

‘ALL MEN AND MACHINES in place — SAH!’ he 
bellowed.

The colonel gave him an approving salute. He was rather 
old-fashioned when it came to military protocol, this new man 
obviously had the right stuff.

‘Awaiting your orders, SAH!’ the major yelled.

‘Very good,’ said the colonel. ‘Have them keep the tanks 
idling, we must be ready for anything if  Snoot tries to break 
out. Sergeants and above are to visit the beer tent — order 
them to enjoy themselves, it may be the last chance they’ll ever 
get. I heard this Snoot chappie is a real desperado. The Mayor 
told me he is extremely dangerous and might be armed with 
tactical nukes—’

‘SAH!’

‘Corporals and below are to wash and polish the tanks … 
we can’t go into battle with scruffy tanks — and the infantry 
are to spit-polish their foxholes. Later they can dig new ones, 
and after supper we’ll send everyone on a fifteen mile cross-
country hike with full packs to keep their morale up. Make sure 
they get back before we open fire at twelve, I want them well-
rested and ready for the midnight jump off.’

SAH!’
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‘Carry on, Major.’

‘SAH!’  Crash-crash; scurrrrunch — CLOP … march 
march march …

*

‘Oh my gawd!’ Horace was awake and wishing he were 
dead. Then he remembered — he was dead. ‘Blimey! ‘oo 
dropped the yardarm?’ He floated up into the air above the 
bench and looked around blearily, holding his head.

‘Welcome back!’ Snoot said briskly. ‘See if  you can wake 
your fellows, I have a task for you.’

‘Orlright, but let’s not shout …’ Horace whispered.

‘You have a hangover?’ Snoot hooted.

‘Nah! Ain’t touched a drop in ‘undred years, you know 
that,’ Horace winced. He shook the other ghosts by the 
shoulders. The small ghost sat up and promptly grabbed his 
head just as Horace had; the tall ghost simply said ‘Not today, 
Dear,’ and turned over.

‘Got it!’ cried Snoot.

‘Let’s ‘ope it can be cured,’ Horace muttered, staring at the 
sleeping ghost in envy.
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‘Your tea had milk in it!’ Snoot said. ‘And you three were 
just tangible enough to digest it!’

The small ghost glared at him. ‘Don’t remind me!’ he said. 
‘Gave me wind—’

‘So — milk has cream in it! And you lot were hopping up 
and down like raving lunatics!’

‘Well, ‘oo wouldn’t? That blue stuff  was like you would feel, 
walkin’ bare footed frew bees.’

‘Well,’ said Snoot gleefully, ‘all that activity churned the 
cream and made it into butter! Your digestion changed the 
butter into sugar, and your systems converted the sugar into 
alcohol! You’ve woken up with hangovers!’

‘Yer said yer ’ad a job for us,’ Horace winced. He and the 
small ghost were taking turns poking the sleeping ghost in the 
ribs. Finally he sat up, looked all around then grabbed his head 
and moaned.

‘Oh, yes! Tabby’s missing, I need you to search the tunnels 
for her; Dazzle’s already out there—’ 

POP! 

POP! 

POP! 

The ghosts wasted no time. Snoot was alone again with his 
thoughts and the little flask of  blue liquid. 

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 166



He was thinking.
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BISHOUS 
ARRIVES

‘It must’ve taken a whole forest of  oaks to make just this 
one table,’ Dazzle said in awe. He touched the high-backed 
seat with a fingertip. ‘I wonder why this one chair is so 
different?’

‘Because that was where the king sat,’ Tabitha answered, as 
Dazzle took hold of  the huge seat and began to move it out 
from the table.

‘Ye gods, it’s heavy — YARGH!’ Dazzle jumped backwards. 
In a single reflex bound he covered four feet and his eyes went 
wide.

‘What?’

Dazzle pointed. Tabitha followed his trembling finger. 

The seat wasn’t empty.

A skeleton in armour was still in the seat. It had at some 
time in the distant past collapsed forwards against the table, 
where its head still partly rested on its armoured forearm. A 
goblet lay on its side inches from the bony fingers.
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‘That’s not the King,’ Tabitha said.

‘How do you know that?’ Dazzle whispered, getting his 
breath back.

‘I just know it,’ Tabitha said sadly. ‘And look! A king’s 
armour, even his battle armour, would be much more 
elaborate. That’s the armour of  a knight.’

‘I wonder who he was?’ Dazzle asked. ‘Why did he die here, 
all alone? Was he poisoned?’

‘He poisoned himself,’ Tabitha said bleakly. ‘He saw what 
he was up against and just couldn’t fight it anymore. 
Everything he knew and loved passed in a single day. He did 
well but he reached his limits. So he tried to join his King and 
his friends — and his world — in death.’

 Tabitha took the seat next to the throne and put her own 
head on her forearms on the tabletop and gazed at the long-
dead knight. A tear trickled from her eye.

Dazzle shuddered. ‘Who was he? Where are we?’

‘His name was Bedevere,’ Tabitha said bitterly. ‘Sir 
Bedevere. And welcome to Camelot.’

The grief  was attacking her again. Tabitha was feeling the 
dead knight’s pain, like a vice it was gripping her insides and 
squeezing.

‘NO!’ 
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Dazzle’s fist blurred and the goblet went spinning from 
Tabitha’s hand, she’d been raising it to her lips. Once again the 
spell was broken. They stared at each other wide-eyed; Tabitha 
in shock and Dazzle vibrating with readiness, watching her like 
a hawk.

‘We’re leaving!’ he snapped.

‘No! … Not yet. I’m alright now, Dazzle, please trust me.’

Dazzle relaxed a fraction. ‘What’s happening to you?’

‘Camelot has many memories,’ Tabitha said as she stood 
up. ‘I’m feeling some of  them. We were meant to come here, 
you and I. Something has been waiting for us through many 
centuries — an unfinished task. Answers. A quest … will you 
help me with it?’

‘Not if  you’re going to keep going weird on me,’ Dazzle said 
bluntly.

Tabitha smiled.

‘You and Bedevere would have made a good team, you’re so 
alike.’ she said softly. ‘But don’t worry about me, it won’t 
happen again. Will you accept the quest with me? Or do I do it 
alone?’

‘I’ll help. Now can we go home?’

‘You are home, Dazzle,’ Tabitha said with a wan smile. ‘You 
just don’t know it yet.’ 
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She picked the dented goblet up from the floor and put it 
back on the table by the skeleton’s outstretched fingers. She 
stopped suddenly. Her eyes went wide and she began to shiver.

‘Not again, Tabby! We’re leaving, even if  I have to drag you 
out and carry you!’

‘No,’ Tabby whispered. She pointed down. ‘LOOK!’

She pointed at the skeletal fingers. Dazzle wondered what 
was so special about a bunch of  ancient bones, then he saw it 
too and icy goosebumps burst out all over.

On Sir Bedevere’s right hand a ring glimmered in the light 
from the scoot. It was a small golden ring showing a single 
rampant lion, roaring defiance at the sky. It was identical to their 
own.

*

‘You found her!’ Snoot chortled. ‘That’ll peeve the ghosts 
— they’ve got horrible hangovers and I sent them off  looking 
for you!’

Snoot peered keenly at them. Tabitha seemed wan and 
weary, Dazzle wasn’t saying much. Had they had an argument?
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‘Cup of  tea all round?’ Snoot’s universal panacea! (He often 
regretted that he hadn’t invented it himself.) ‘We’ll go back to 
the Munchery, I want to watch television.’

‘The scoot carries two people comfortably, Dad,’ Dazzle 
said on the way. ‘We doubled up. I don’t think it even noticed.’ 

Snoot nodded. He was thinking of  other things.

The television people had been busy in the last few hours. 
They must have put cameras everywhere, judging by all the 
different angles being used.

‘Good heavens, Tabitha,’ Snoot suddenly hooted. He stood 
up quickly and spilled his ninth cup of  tea. ‘Bother! … You’ll 
have to be going soon, Tabby, your Auntie Mim will be missing 
you!’

‘I’d rather stay here with you and Dazzle, Mr. Snoot.’

‘Not a problem,’ Snoot said absently. His mind was miles 
away, thinking about something else again. ‘Just give Mim a 
call, let her know you’re with Dazzle.’

After a few moments of  trying Tabitha put the phone down 
and turned to Snoot with a puzzled look.

‘Can’t get through,’ she said. ‘Instead of  a tone all I get is 
nothing!’

‘They’ve cut us off,’ Snoot said calmly. ‘I was expecting that! 
You’ll have to use my cellphone, Tabby. Be better if  you make 
your call from up in the caravan.’
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‘Just a buzzing noise, Mr. Snoot,’ Tabitha called down 
through the hole in the caravan floor.

‘Try outside, Tabby! Walk away from the Tesla antenna, 
there could be interference coming from it!’

‘Look, Dad! Isn’t that Tabby?’ Dazzle pointed at the 
television screen, where Tabitha was walking briskly away from 
the caravan with something in her hand.

‘Turn it up, please, second thoughts, don’t bother, I’ll use 
my remote … there!’

The announcer sounded quite excited. “There’s a sign of  
life at last! One of  the Snoot rebels has just showed his great 
ugly face — no, wait, it’s a young girl … pretty little thing … 
she looks much too nice to be a rebel with the Snoot gang … is 
she a hostage? Are we looking at the innocent victim of  a 
vicious kidnapping? … She seems to be calling for help on a 
mobile telephone … is she begging for rescue? Or is she 
relaying ransom instructions from the cowards inside the 
caravan, too spineless to show their chicken-livered murderous 
terrorist faces? Who is this heroic girl?”

They watched as Tabitha finished her call and strolled back.

‘How’s Tabby going to get out to go home?’ Dazzle asked.

‘She’ll walk, I suppose … it’s not far.’

Snoot had gone a bit absent-minded again.

‘Dad!’
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‘Huh? What—’

‘Dad! There’s a whole regiment of  tanks out there, and 
hundreds of  soldiers with guns!’

‘Oh, that! Don’t worry. Tabby knows better than to accept 
lifts from strange men in tanks.’

‘There’s a very impressive helicopter coming down,’ 
Tabitha said as she arrived and gave the cellphone back to 
Snoot.

They all looked at the television. A helicopter now filled the 
screen. It was magnificently finished in brilliant blue enamel 
with sparkling real-gold trim. The crest of  the Ministry of  
Social Compliance was picked out on each side in diamonds, it 
glittered as the helicopter let down by the light of  the setting 
sun.

“… inister Of  Social Compliance, Sir Ambrose Bishous is visiting the 
scene to see the situation for himself  at first hand. Stay tuned, we are 
hoping to interview Sir Ambrose later this evening.”

‘Well, now!’ said Snoot. ‘Young Bishous is a ‘sir’ already!’

‘Do you know him, Mr. Snoot?’

‘No, but I went to school with his great-grandfather,’ Snoot 
said. ‘He was a nasty piece of  work! Ended up as youngest 
Head Prefect ever. He stirred all the other prefects up and 
while they were too busy fighting each other to grovel properly 
he bypassed them and got the job. Left school and took a 
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position in the Foreign Office. They sent him to a place called 
Sarajevo to look after British interests, back in 1914. His son 
was no better, I last of  heard of  him when he was an advisor to 
the Japanese Imperial Admiralty in 1941. And his son was 
involved in shadowy dealings in the Middle East in 1967. The 
whole family is power crazy. I knew they had an Ambrose, 
didn’t know he’d gone so far so fast. I’m sure we’ll be hearing 
more of  him in the fullness of  time. Much more.’

Snoot looked at Tabitha, his eyebrows met quizzically.

‘Auntie Mim said I could stay. I didn’t tell her what was 
going on, though, just that I was with Dazzle,’ Tabitha said.

It wasn’t until after Jenny had served them a beautiful 
dinner that Bishous was finally interviewed. Everyone sat in the 
Munchery with a cup of  Jenny’s lovely fresh coffee to watch. 
The ghosts had returned from their search feeling wonderful, 
the exercise had completely cleared their hangovers. Horace 
joined the gathering in the Munchery while the other two 
floated off  to town to catch up on some overdue haunting.

The camera angle was well chosen. Bishous looked every 
inch the dedicated hardworking politician. A floodlit tank 
made a nice background with its cannon pointing at the tiny 
caravan barely visible in the distance.

“Sir Ambrose, could you please bring the viewers up to 
speed on the latest developments?” The interviewer, Mr. Ivor 
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Lucetung had just the right mix of  reportorial query and I-
know-my-place humility.

“Of  course, Ivor!” Sir Ambrose smiled into the camera with 
a dazzling display of  perfect teeth. His blue-grey eyes were 
serious but friendly, he was the dedicated sword of  justice but 
approachable. Men fell under his spell wherever he went, 
women struggled desperately on election day to be first in line 
to vote for him.

“What would you like to know, in particular?” Bishous 
smiled again, and in the caravan even Tabitha caught her 
breath.

“They say that you will be firing the first shot against the 
rebels yourself, Sir Ambrose?” Lucetung asked. He was reading 
from the teleprompter machine, just out of  sight of  the 
camera.

Bishous looked shocked. Then with great concern in his 
clear eyes he gazed into the camera.

“Let me make it quite clear, right here, right now, Mr. 
Lucetung,” Bishous said firmly. “There will be NO gunfire 
here tonight! Snoot and his people have committed no crimes 
to justify such drastic measures. In this country every man is 
still considered guilty until proven innocent in a Court of  
Law.”
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“Minister, how do you plan to bring these rebels … sorry, 
these alleged rebels … to heel? Mayor Bezzla has gone on public 
record as stating that Snoot is an incorrigible terrorist.”

Bishous opened his arms wide in an expansive gesture, as 
would a loving father forgiving a naughty child. 

“Nobody is beyond hope, Ivor,” Bishous said. His richly 
modulated tones came through the television, quite clear over 
the background clatter of  idling tank engines. “But if  Mr. 
Snoot won’t listen to the voice of  reason, I have very 
reluctantly given orders for the tanks to move in at midnight 
and make a little hole in his fence. After which a couple of  
troopers will knock discreetly on his door and politely ask him 
to come out, to discuss his complaints with me personally.”

“Minister Bishous — thank you.” 

The gentle, caring face of  Sir Ambrose Meddror Bishous 
faded from the screen.

‘Goodness!’ said Snoot. ‘I could almost vote for him myself !’

‘Couldn’t we orl!’ Horace said. Beside him Tabitha went 
pink.

It had been a truly masterful performance.

*
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1st INVADER

One minute to midnight. 

The colonel had put on a fox-hunting jacket and riding hat. 
He took his place in the turret of  a tank right at the rear, to 
lead the attack. The air was filled with exhaust fumes as drivers 
revved their engines in readiness.

‘You all heard what the Minister said on television,’ Major 
Harekerle yelled into his microphone. ‘Nobody is to fire a shot! 
This is a peaceful operation! … … ... ... ALL TANKS! Load 
Warshot High Explosive; load, load, load!’ 

There was a great clunking and clattering as two dozen 
breeches closed on high explosive shells.

‘ALL SOLDIERS!’ the major bawled — he was getting the 
hang of  it now. ‘Fix bayonets! Live ammunition, load, load, 
load!’ 

Hundreds of  automatic rifles clicked in unison.

‘Midnight, SAH!’ the major yelled into his microphone.

There was a loud clang from somewhere in the rear as the 
lid slammed down on the colonel’s tank.
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‘Make it so!’ squeaked the colonel’s voice over every radio, 
echoing a bit.

‘CHARGE!’ blared the major.

He stood up in his turret so that his top half  poked out of  
the hatch, he was hoping the TV cameras would get a nice 
heroic shot of  him charging heroically into action. At once all 
engines roared and great clouds of  black smoke belched 
savagely into the night sky.

The major’s tank thundered into the lead. 

It swept out in front as first one tank, then another, then 
every tank except his own sputtered to a coughing fuel-less 
halt.

‘Tallyho!’ 

Out in front with the cold night air stinging his eyeballs 
Major Harekerle had no idea he was on his own. He was 
already writing the memoirs in his mind: “this was it! This was 
the real thing, this was what I had trained for … ” far overhead a 
BBC helicopter clattered, keeping pace with the speeding tank.

Suddenly there was an end-of-the-world CRUNCH as the 
roaring tank smashed headlong into the delicate little wires that 
connected the dinky little posts of  Snoot’s puny perimeter 
fence.

The tank’s sixty-three tons of  assorted metals went from 
thirty-five miles an hour to zilch in zero point nothing-much of 
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a second. Everything on board that wasn’t tied down became a 
flying object. The BBC helicopter transmitted the glorious 
trajectory of  Major Harekerle live to the world as he flew out 
of  the turret and crossed the border into Snoot’s Camelot, 
becoming the first invader ever to set face on Camelotian soil.

‘Bother!’ Snoot snorted, glaring at the screen in disgust. 
‘Now one of  us will have to pop out there and get him.’

Harekerle hit the ground rolling. He rolled a considerable 
distance into Camelot before running out of  oomph. For a 
while he just lay there, rewriting his memoirs in view of  recent 
developments.

‘Better take a spare pair of  trousers out for him,’ Snoot said. 
‘After flying through the static screen like that everything he’s 
wearing will fall off  the moment he stands up.’

After a few seconds Dazzle appeared on the television 
screen. It was a distant shot, silent because the announcer was 
having trouble with the fact that the greatest armoured charge 
in modern British history had just been defeated by lack of  
fuel, an “own goal” of  epic proportions. The screen showed 
Dazzle running over to Harekerle waving something at him.

“It looks as if  a Snoot thug is going in to finish him off,” the 
announcer’s voice said. “What do you think, Roderick?”

“Definitely looks as if  old Snoot is going in for the kill, 
there, Rodney,” said a new voice. “But wait — there seems to 
be some life in the major, yet — he’s getting to his feet and—”
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“Oh, my goodness—!”

“Wash your car with WAXO, doo-dah, doo-dah; 
you’ll wonder where the grime all went, when 
you have your acc-i-dent; doo-dah, doo-dah, 
dayyyyyyy … For the CLEANEST and 
SHINIEST car on YOUR street use new formula 
WAXO!”

‘They were quick with that commercial!’ Tabitha said.

‘Years of  practise, filming Parliament,’ grinned Snoot. ‘And 
Dazzle was pretty swift with those trousers! I guess we’ll be 
having a guest in a few minutes … Horace?’

POP

They went up to the caravan to welcome their visitor. It was 
Snoot’s first ever Prisoner Of  War and he wanted to make a 
good impression. He pressed a button on his watch, a wooden 
hatch slid out of  the caravan floor and snibbed into place over 
the stairwell, completely hiding it from view. Another button 
produced a small cooker from the floor, Snoot opened it and 
put a kettle on top to boil. A third button made a little 
television rise out of  the floor on a rod. It switched itself  on.

‘How many?’

‘Four, Mr. Snoot, counting the soldier.’

Snoot put four cups on top of  the little cooker. He rabbited 
around inside the oven and produced several plates and a big 
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tin of  biscuits, there was much more to Snoot’s little cooker 
than met the eye.

The doorway darkened as a near-naked man wearing only 
trousers several sizes too small for him entered. He caught sight 
of  Snoot and twitched.

‘You’ll never take me alive, you scum!’ Harekerle barked.

‘Do sit down and have a cup of  tea,’ Snoot said affably.

‘You can torture me as much as want, but I’m telling you 
nothing!’

‘Goodness! Is my tea that bad? Tabby? Perhaps if  you 
pour?’

‘I’m not telling you a thing, you terrorist swine,’ Harekerle 
yapped. ‘I’ll rot in your dungeons before I’ll tell you that two 
dozen tanks will be opening fire on you at any moment! No 
amount of  threatening me with hot tea will make me reveal 
our strength! You can drown me in tea before I’ll tattle on a 
regiment of  the finest infantry in the world!’

Tabitha paused in front of  Major Harekerle with a bowl of  
sugar in one hand and a spoon in the other.

‘How many?’ she asked.

The major took one look at the spoon and started 
trembling. His eyeballs rolled up, showing the whites of  his 
eyes.
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‘One thousand,’ he gasped as he fainted away.

‘Was it something I said?’

‘I don’t think he fancies cold steel,’ Snoot answered mildly. 
‘Dazzle, while our friend is asleep, behind the caravan door 
there … that’s it!’ 

Dazzle pulled a six foot rod of  gleaming Snootmetal out 
from behind the door. It was the thickness of  a broom handle 
but one end tapered to a sharp point.

‘That’s a Static Field Shock Eliminator,’ Snoot said. He 
explained how Dazzle was to use it while Tabitha dragged 
Harekerle to the side of  the caravan and propped him up, 
trying to make him a bit more comfortable.

*

‘What’s happening?’ Bishous asked Mr. Wilberforce 
Lickspittle, his secretary and personal assistant. They were in 
the ministerial helicopter, he’d been watching reruns of  the 
interview.

‘The colonel says that the tanks will be refuelled enough to 
use in about another ten minutes, sir,’ Lickspittle said. ‘They’ve 
siphoned fuel out of  half  the vehicles in Swindelham. Nobody 
thought to bring fuel trucks along and the garages are all shut.’
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‘Tell the colonel to open fire just as soon as there’s enough 
fuel in the tanks,’ Bishous said briskly. ‘I want that caravan 
obliterated. And Snoot with it.’

‘But sir! There’s an innocent girl hostage in that caravan! To 
say nothing of  Major Harekerle, and the boy we saw earlier.’

‘Exactly! And how many more innocents will die if  we don’t 
stop Snoot in his tracks? What about our innocent soldiers? I’ll 
quit politics before I’ll allow a single soldier to be even slightly 
hurt!’

‘Major Harekerle is a soldier—’

 ‘He’s not single, he’s married! And he’s not a real soldier 
anyway, he’s an officer. We may have to kill Harekerle to save 
him, but that’s life for you. He’d agree to that, I’m sure. Put 
him in for a posthumous Victoria Cross, that’ll keep him 
happy.’

Bishous leaned forward and flipped a button on the armrest 
of  his seat. His own smiling face disappeared from the screen, 
a wide-angle shot of  the scene outside replaced it. In the 
middle was the caravan. Halfway between the caravan and the 
fence there were two walking figures, the larger one in front 
apparently held at spearpoint by the shorter one behind him. 
They were heading for the fence.

‘Use your radio,’ Bishous said, staring at the screen. ‘Have a 
dozen soldiers hide in the bushes where those two are headed 
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— quickly! I want them to grab that youth and bring him to 
me.’

Bishous leaned forward and strained his eyes at the screen. 
There was something familiar about that young man but he 
wasn’t sure what.

‘And Lickspittle—’

‘Minister?’

‘Cancel that Victoria Cross!’

*

‘Do you have to keep poking me in the back with that nasty 
thing?’ Harekerle sounded quite peeved.

‘Dad explained all that,’ Dazzle said patiently. ‘This rod’s all 
that’s stopping you from getting zapped. I have to keep it 
touching you, it’s being grounded through me. Without it you’d 
be hopping all over the place by now!’

They approached the fence.

‘Go between the wires,’ Dazzle said. ‘No need to climb over. 
And go slowly, so that I can keep touching you with the rod 
until you’ve let go of  the fence. Then run — it’ll only hurt for a 
few seconds.’
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Harekerle stopped at the fence. He gingerly poked the wire 
with a finger — nothing. Gratefully he parted two strands and 
slid between them, with a quick wriggle he was through. 
Dazzle had to lean over the fence to keep the blunt end of  the 
rod touching him.

Just as the major left the protection of  the rod the nearby 
bushes parted and a dozen burly soldiers leaped out with 
bloodthirsty battle cries. In seconds their cries became squeals. 
Instead of  forcing themselves to try to grab Dazzle the whole 
lot piled onto Major Harekerle, he disappeared under them 
like a ball in a scrum. Muffled yelps mingled with thumping 
sounds. Dazzle watched the mayhem in amazement for a few 
moments before slinging the rod onto his shoulder and walking 
back to the caravan, shaking his head.

‘Incompetent fools,’ Bishous hissed. The television cameras 
had caught everything and beamed it live to the whole world. 
‘I’ll have that colonel demoted to garden slug for this! … Get 
on the radio, I want that caravan blown away. RIGHT NOW!’

‘You may fire when ready,’ Lickspittle said into his radio.

Bishous watched his screen as first one tank, then all of  
them, trained their turrets with the massive 120mm guns onto 
Snoot’s tiny caravan.

‘Dad — shouldn’t we be going downstairs, or something?’ 
Dazzle was watching the little television in the caravan with 
mounting dismay.  
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A MAJOR 
VICTORY

All of  Swindelham was wide awake and glued to 
television sets. The phone-a-pizza delivery boys were run off  
their feet. In the Council’s private chambers Mayor Bezzla, 
presiding over a special meeting of  the Town Council, was 
watching the Council’s huge television.

‘Looks like they’re going to open fire at last,’ Councillor 
Snitch gloated.

‘Excellent!’ Bezzla rubbed his hands together and leaned 
forward in happy anticipation. ‘Crack those bottles, Pillfa! Let’s 
have a wee nip while we watch old Snoot departing!’

The POP of  the first champagne cork blended with the 
sharp CRACK of  the first cannon. After a few seconds all the 
tanks opened fire, more or less at once (except for Harekerle’s 
tank which was still stuck against the fence where its crew had 
abandoned it). Immediately there was a rolling thunder as 
twenty-three tank shells exploded harmlessly in the air over the 
perimeter fence.

‘Hoo Hoo! It works!’ Snoot hooted. ‘I thought it might!’
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‘You thought it might?’ Dazzle yelped.

‘Mr. Snoot’s just winding you up, Dazzle!’

‘Bit noisy up ‘ere, innit?’ Horace popped back into visibility. 
Nobody heard him, the ear-splitting cracks of  the second 
broadside detonating above the fence drowned everything else 
out. A few stray splinters ricocheted high into the air and 
whined down over Swindelham.

But in his own tank the colonel wasn’t happy.

He’d lost his trusty major and now his shells were going 
BANG much too soon. What did the Army Manual say about 
situations like this? With a guilty look over his shoulder he 
ducked down out of  sight and riffled through his pocket copy 
of  the manual, making sure nobody was watching … aah, yes!

‘Check, check, check!’ he called into his microphone. 

The crashing of  the guns and shells stopped. Clouds of  
smoke from the smokeless ammunition drifted across the fence 
in the eerie silence. Next page … no, not that … riffle riffle 
riffle … … … riffle riffle … … aah!

‘ALL TANKS! Load Warshot A.P.D.S! Load, load, load!’

‘Wot’s a Pee d’ Ess, it sounds French?’ the colonel’s gunner 
asked, peering round their cluttered tank in bewilderment.

‘That one,’ the driver pointed helpfully. ‘It’s the long skinny 
one with the pointy-lookin’ top — goes right through armour, 
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that does, it don’t explode at all, just makes a little ‘ole in the 
enemy tank and bounces about inside.’

‘Sounds like a waste of  time ter me,’ the gunner sniffed. 
‘One quick visit to the panelbeaters …’ He loaded the gun and 
patted the colonel’s leg to let him know they were ready.

‘ALL TANKS! Fire when ready!’

Centuries of  drilling on parade grounds made the British 
Army a master in co-ordination. Twenty-three cannons 
boomed together. Twenty-three Armour-Piercing Discarding-
Sabot shells hurtled towards Snoot’s caravan, where Snoot was 
pouring three fresh cups of  tea, blissfully unaware that almost 
two dozen shells—each capable of  penetrating several feet of  
solid steel—were streaking towards him.

‘Biscuit, Tabby?’ Snoot asked as twenty-three shells glanced 
off  of  the Static Field and shot high into the sky.

‘Just one, thank you Mr. Snoot,’ Tabitha replied after due 
consideration of  Snoot’s extensive selection. 

The shells reached the high point of  their trajectory and 
arced over to begin their long journey back to the ground.

‘What’s happening?’ Bezzla asked, staring at the ten foot 
wide Council television screen in its huge solid mahogany 
cabinet.

‘What’s happening now?’ Bishous asked irritably, staring at 
the small gold-plated television in the ministerial helicopter.
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‘Spotter! What’s happening? REPORT!’ barked the colonel.

‘Nothin’ yet, sir,’ came the voice of  Private Sweet. He was 
perched high in a tree with a pair of  binoculars and studying 
the caravan intently. He’d been there ten hours now and was 
wondering if  he would ever be relieved, or if  he’d have to 
relieve himself  again. ‘No! I tell a lie—’

‘What?’

‘Snoot’s just poured three teas, sir—’

‘Whaaat?’

‘No, they might be coff—’ Sweet’s radio went silent as a 
120mm APDS shell carried away the microphone and singed 
his moustache.

Far overhead the BBC helicopter swivelled in the air like a 
dancer then put its nose down and streaked for the horizon; the 
goggle-eyed camera crew staring in horror at the remnants of  
their camera.

‘Screen’s gone blank now!’ Bezzla stopped with his glass 
halfway to his mouth to grumble at the loss of  picture on the 
television — which suddenly dissolved into a million pieces as a 
shell went through it. The shell glanced off  the ornamental 
brickwork and bounced about all over the chamber. It smashed 
all the bottles and most of  the glasses before coming to rest in 
the middle of  the table where it lay pointing malevolently at 
Mayor Bezzla and sizzled.

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 190



‘What on earth was that?’ Bishous asked. Something noisy 
and very fast had scorched in through the open window of  the 
ministerial helicopter and scorched out the open door on the 
other side. The wind of  its passage sucked out a whole pile of  
ministry documents but otherwise there was no damage.

Beside Snoot’s little gate Major Harekerle’s empty tank 
brewed up with a subdued WHOOF as a descending 120mm 
APDS shell dropped neatly through the still open hatch in the 
turret. Three miles away in a dark field Mr. Samuel Smiles 
Esquire, poacher and self-help expert, lowered his silenced rifle 
in disbelief  as the hare he was sighting on disappeared in a 
cloud of  fur. Two hundred yards further on his car suddenly 
collapsed into a pile of  junk as a spent 120mm APDS shell 
came spinning to a stop in it. At the Swindelham Chicken and 
Egg Factory a shell punched a tiny hole in one end of  the 
warehouse and passed along its length. It scrambled 24,000 
eggs before it hit the brick wall at the far end and bounced 
back the way it had come, scrambling another 24,000 eggs 
before coming to rest in the middle of  a packed pallet (where it 
scrambled a further thirty dozen ‘A’ grade eggs as it spun to a 
steaming stop). Far out in the bay a trawler returning to 
Swindelham harbour with a rare full haul of  fish was quietly 
sinking by the bows as the crew took to the only life raft that 
the 120mm APDS shell hadn’t destroyed. The skipper 
thoughtfully grabbed the hot shell in his gloved hands and was 
bringing it along as evidence, he was going to sue somebody, 
anybody, everybody; and sue and sue and sue.
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This was no good! The colonel had lost his spotter and 
couldn’t see a thing. He couldn’t even watch television. It was 
time, he guessed, to send in the infantry to mop up. Nothing 
could have survived the terrible bombardment he’d just 
unleashed, certainly not one little caravan in a field.

‘ALL TANKS! Check, check, check! Stop loading! Strike 
down unused ammunition and sponge out!’ The colonel 
paused — what was he doing? Oh, yes, Plan ‘B’. He took a swig 
from his hip flask … aaah … where would the British Army be 
without navy rum?

‘ALL SOLDIERS! Rifles — fifteen rounds rapid — FIRE!’

For several seconds there was a continuous rolling racket of  
rifle fire followed by a semi-silence as the last of  fifteen 
thousand ricochets screamed, cracked, hummed, snapped or 
yowled off  into the distance.

‘Do you think they’ll bayonet-charge us, Dad?’ Dazzle 
asked.

‘No, son. After that fiasco even a blind orangutan up a sooty 
chimney in a dense fog on a moonless night would see how 
useless it all is!’

‘CHARGE!’ yodelled the colonel.

Nine hundred and ninety-nine infantrymen with rifles and 
bayonets climbed out of  their foxholes singing ‘Land of  Hope 
and Glory’ and staggered briskly towards the fence.
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Private Sweet was stuck in his tree. He couldn’t undo the 
‘quick-release’ of  his safety harness but in the best traditions of 
British Army camaraderie he sang lustily along with the rest of 
them.

*

“GREAT VICTORY” screamed the headline in the 
Sunday Standard. Tabitha was still sound asleep in her bed, 
Uncle George was reading aloud at the breakfast table.

‘Listen to this, Mim—

“At midnight last night the Snoot rebels, 
cowering in their arsenal, surrounded by the 
irresistible might of  the British Army, were 
charged at great risk by a mere handful of  
lightly armed motor vehicles. The charge, 
which would have overrun the rebels, was 
called off  at the last minute by the Minister of  
Social Compliance Sir Ambrose Bishous who 
intervened on humanitarian grounds. Sir 
Ambrose stated that it would be unjust to risk 
running over the little girl hostage seen earlier 
in the Snoot camp. “Nobody will get hurt if  I 
can help it,” Sir Ambrose said. 

In the course of  avoiding civilian casualties 
Major Harekerle, second in command of  the 
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armoured squadron, was separated from his 
comrades and captured by rebels. The gallant 
major was dragged still valiantly fighting to the 
Snoot headquarters where he was repeatedly 
tortured with hot liquids and fiendish metal 
implements …”

‘Those Snoot people are a really bad lot, Mim! And there’s 
more, lot’s more—

“After Harekerle had steadfastly refused to 
provide the rebels any information an attempt 
was made by his torturers to exchange him for 
ransom. He was marched at the point of  a 
spear to the boundary of  the rebel encampment 
where he was freed by the spontaneous charge 
of  a group of  his gallant brothers-in-arms 
specifically ordered into position by Sir 
Ambrose himself. 

“I wanted that heroic soldier back in one 
piece,” Sir Ambrose stated early this morning. 
“He has been recommended for immediate 
promotion to full Colonel and will receive the 
Distinguished Flying Cross. He is an example to 
all who serve in our country’s armed forces.”

‘Wow, Mim! And I thought them modern soldiers were just 
hippies in spotty green suits!’

George put his paper down with shaking hands and lightly 
buttered the single piece of  toast that was his breakfast. In the 

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 194



last few weeks he’d lost over a hundred pounds of  flab. 
Surprisingly, his temper was better for it and he hadn’t shouted 
at anybody for ages. With his toast in his hand George took up 
the paper and carried on reading out loud.

“In order to limit civilian casualties in the 
Snoot camp to the barest possible minimum 
Bishous ordered the vehicles to fire a warning 
shot into the air. Sadly the Colonel in 
command, Colonel Knowsey-Parker, 
interpreted the ‘Firepower demonstration’ 
order too literally and several shots were fired; 
fortunately no harm was done (compare with 
associated article column 3 this page 
‘Unknown Vandals On Costly Spree in 
Swindelham’). Now Private Knowsey-Parker, 
he was unavailable for comment this morning 
— an army spokesperson stated that he was too 
busy in his new capacity as batman to Colonel 
Harekerle.’

There was silence for a few moments as George, with eyes 
popping at the news, quietly sucked his piece of  toast.

‘Them vandals certainly got around last night,’ George said. 
‘They chucked a big hunk of  pointy pipe in through the roof  
of  our greenhouse. Bust a pane and wiped out all me cactuses 
and pot. Plants.’

‘More tea, George?’
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Mim poured a cup of  boiling water and plunged a tea bag 
in. Just as quickly she whipped it out again, the water went 
slightly brownish. She carefully measured a drop of  milk with 
an eyedropper and popped in a single grain of  sugar. George 
was taking his diet seriously.

‘LOOK!’ George was goggling at a blurry photograph on 
page three, captioned “Hostage Girl — do you know 
her?”.

‘Isn’t that our Tabitha?’

‘Of  course not!’ Mim stared at the picture of  Tabby 
standing near the caravan with Snoot’s cellphone. ‘She went to 
bed early last night — you checked on her yourself, 
remember?’ George had no way of  knowing that the bulge 
he’d seen turning over in bed wasn’t the sleeping Tabitha, it 
was the wide awake imp.

‘Sure looks like her,’ George muttered as he lapped at his 
tea. He’d found that lapping it up like a cat somehow gave it 
more taste and made it last longer.

Upstairs in her bedroom Tabitha was now awake and 
running over the night’s happenings in her mind. The great 
invasion had finished with the televised victory dance of  almost 
a thousand soldiers. At least, that’s what the announcer had 
called it as many hundreds of  charging soldiers suddenly threw 
down their weapons and hopped wildly back the way they’d 
come, yelping.
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‘Bottled us up indeed!’ Dazzle had yawned scornfully as 
Snoot turned off  the little television and sent it back into the 
floor. They went down to the Munchery for cocoa, brewed for 
them by the ever-willing tireless Jenny.

‘Now, Tabitha, time for you to be going home,’ Snoot 
smiled. ‘You could spend the night here, but your Auntie Mim 
will be getting worried by now.’

‘Oh!’ said Tabitha. ‘They might be in bed when I get home, 
but the imp will let me in. I’ll throw gravel at the window to 
wake him up.’

‘Dad!’ Dazzle was shocked. ‘You can’t just throw Tabby out 
into that lot! They nearly grabbed me!’

‘I’ll be alright, really,’ Tabitha said, wondering how she was 
going to get past a thousand grumpy soldiers and two dozen 
tanks.

‘Tabitha!’ Snoot looked hurt. ‘You don’t really think I’d 
throw you to the sharks, do you?’

‘Of  course not!’ Tabitha shivered, that was exactly what it 
had felt like, for a moment.

‘You’ll be walking, of  course,’ Snoot said. ‘It would be much 
too risky to take a scoot — just yet. But I’m working on that, 
too.’

‘Dad?’
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‘Behold!’ Snoot stood up. He made a gesture over the table, 
a bit like a fisherman casting a net into the shallows. Dazzle 
and Tabitha stared.

‘So?’ Dazzle asked, eventually.

‘Impressive, isn’t it?’

‘What is, Mr. Snoot?’

‘That is! There, on the table!’

‘What — where?’ Dazzle was suddenly worried.

‘There!’ Snoot said. ‘Grab it! Feel it! The invisible Snoot 
suit!’

‘I don’t see anything,’ Dazzle said, feeling stupid.

‘That’s because it’s invisible!’ Snoot hooted.

Tabitha leaned over the table and poked. She jumped as 
her fingertip touched something.

‘That’s it! The Snoot suit! Grab it! Feel it! Pick it up! Can’t 
hurt you!’

Whatever it was, it felt warm. Tabitha groped about on the 
tabletop. There definitely was something there.

‘It’s a shell-suit,’ Snoot said helpfully. ‘Try it on, Tabby!’

Snoot jumped up and took nothing from Tabitha’s fingers. 
He looked as if  he were wrestling an invisible eel as he 
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organised it; the eel was winning. The room behind him 
shimmered and blurred.

‘There! Arms up over your head, Tabby! Now wriggle.’ 
Snoot drew nothing down over Tabitha’s head, which 
shimmered and vanished. As Snoot worked his way down her 
body it gradually disappeared too.

‘It’s nice and warm,’ Tabitha’s voice said.

‘That’s a veil in front of  your face, Tabby,’ said Snoot. ‘Lift 
it up so we can see where you are, it clips back.’

Dazzle gasped as Tabitha’s face appeared floating in space.

‘I’m not really invisible, am I?’

‘Fantastic!’ Dazzle was awestruck.

‘Hoo hoo! It works!’ 

Snoot hopped about in delight. ‘There’s pockets, too, 
Tabby! Lift the little flaps, there’s zippers — and if  you need 
your hands free, you can take off  those gloves — you won’t lose 
them, they’re attached to the jacket!’

‘I didn’t expect those built-in bootie things, they were a bit 
awkward to get on over my shoes.’

‘How does it work Dad? You said there’s no such thing as 
magic!’
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‘No, I didn’t!’ Snoot said at once. ‘I just said that I can’t do 
magic! Everything I do is science. But science can be like 
magic, too.’ 

‘Are you sure you can’t see me?’ Tabitha asked again. ‘I 
don’t feel any different.’

‘No reason why you should,’ Snoot grinned as he sat down. 
‘The suit is made with light-transmitting fibre-optics, the same 
as the telephone people use instead of  copper wire. I just 
invented a machine to stretch them out very thin, and another 
machine to weave the fibres into cloth. Any light that falls on 
the suit is bent around the wearer and comes out the other 
side, so anything inside the suit must, of  course, appear 
invisible. Simple!’

‘I can just walk through the soldiers! They won’t see me! 
What a marvellous idea!’

‘What about night-vision and thermal-imagers?’ Dazzle 
asked.

‘My word!’ said Snoot. ‘You are well-read! No problem! 
Infra red behaves like visible light as far as the Snoot Stealth 
Suit is concerned.’

So, at a little after 0200 hours Tabitha Templar strolled 
quietly through many hundreds of  soldiers. Most were asleep. 
Others were cutting footprints out of  a giant rubber sheet and 
forcing them into their boots, muttering and mumbling to 
themselves.
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Tabitha’s home was in darkness when the sleepy imp 
opened the front door, peered out, saw nobody and shut the 
door in her face. Tabitha had to knock again with the veil up 
before the Imp would let her in.
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BAITED TRAP

‘Lickspittle — I’ve been thinking.’ Sir Ambrose Meddror 
Bishous swivelled his luxury burgundy-leather chair away from 
the window to face his personal assistant.

Lickspittle stood quietly, sunk to his ankles in the deep pile 
of  the matching burgundy carpet. His eyebrows twitched to 
show his interest.

‘That boy, the one we saw with the spear, prodding the 
idiot. I know where I’ve seen him before.’

Twitch, twitch.

‘I want him, Lickspittle. Here’s what you’re going to do …’

Lickspittle’s eyes went wide as Bishous outlined his plan.

‘ … also, I want a piece of  that gate, and some wire from 
that fence,’ Bishous said. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it in my 
life. Just like that it stopped a charging tank! Think what our 
army could do with it! All the tanks in the world wouldn’t be 
able to touch us!’

Bishous leaned forward. He rested his elbows on the 
Chippendale desk and steepled his fingers thoughtfully. ‘We 
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may have to negotiate with Snoot … find out what his price is. 
It’s obvious we can’t get past whatever is protecting his base. 
It’s not just the fence. I think it must be something to do with 
that big copper ball on the mast by his caravan, but what?’

Twitch?

‘I think it’s some sort of  radiated energy field,’ Bishous 
guessed. ‘I’m hoping that the young man will be able to tell us 
more. If  we had that … nothing in the world would be able to 
resist us.’

‘Suppose he won’t tell us, Minister?’

‘’He will,’ Bishous smiled grimly. ‘Oh yes, he will!’

*

It was lonely at school without Dazzle. Tabitha felt quite 
lost. All the other pupils gave her a very wide berth. Many of  
them were sure they’d seen her on television and didn’t want 
anything to do with her. Besides, she was close friends with 
Dazzle Snoot and everyone knows that the Snoots are 
murderous terrorists; hadn’t that nice man on television said so 
often enough?

Unbelievably Mr. Crabgrass was being nice to her. He’d 
said ‘Good morning, Miss Templar’ when she arrived and had 
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actually smiled at her several times — the same way that 
spiders smile at flies.

Just before lunch Crabgrass dropped a note on Tabitha’s 
desk. It was from the Headmaster: “Tabitha Templar — report to 
my office immediately. (signed) Rorkus.”

Tabitha knocked on the door and the voices inside went 
quiet.

‘Who is it?’ Rorkus’s voice came through the door.

‘Tabitha Templar, sir.’

‘Come in, Miss Templar!’

There were two women in Rorkus’s office with the 
Headmaster. Tabitha hadn’t seen either of  them before.

‘Templar, these ladies are from the Ministry of  Education. 
They want to know why your friend isn’t at school today.’

‘Truancy is against the law, Templar,’ barked the older of  
the ladies. She was sensibly dressed in a heavy tweed skirt and 
jacket. She had short grey hair and iron grey eyes, her thin lips 
were smiling but her eyes weren’t. Her moustache bristled.

‘What Miss Fawcett means, Tabitha,’ breathed the other 
lady softly, ‘Is that education is compulsory for everyone under 
a certain age … but I’m sure you already knew that.’ 

She smiled at Tabitha with angelic blue eyes that went well 
with her halo of  soft blonde hair. Rorkus was staring at her in 
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rapt admiration. ‘You wouldn’t happen to know why Dazzle 
Snoot isn’t at school today, would you, Tabitha? It is a terrible, 
terrible thing for someone to miss any schooling. The Ministry 
takes a very dim view of  it too, your education is so vitally 
important to us. To you.’

Tabitha shook her head. This was unbelievable.

Miss Fawcett snorted. She looked as if  she’d just bitten hard 
into a nice juicy lemon, then tried to force her face into a 
winning smile, and given up halfway. ‘You tell him—’

‘—that we’d love to see him at school tomorrow,’ the blonde 
lady said quickly. ‘If  he shows up as usual, we’ll say no more 
about his absence today … if  he’s worried about the 
unpleasantness between his father and the Council, well … 
that’s just between the grown-ups, isn’t it? Nothing to do with 
us at all, really.’

‘If  he doesn’t …’ Miss Fawcett tapered off  grimly. Her 
upper lip twitched several times and her moustache looked for 
all the world like a mouse desperately trying to scratch fleas it 
couldn’t reach.

‘If  he doesn’t turn up we’ll have to make a note on his 
records,’ said the blonde lady breathlessly. 

She turned her big blue eyes onto Rorkus. ‘That would be 
very bad, wouldn’t it, Mr. Rorkus?’

Rorkus nodded dumbly. His legs turned to jelly and he sat 
down with a thump.
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‘Please tell Dazzle not to worry at all, Tabitha,’ the blonde 
lady said in a soothing voice. ‘He’s not in trouble. The 
government doesn’t hold grudges against children, and never 
holds them responsible for what other people may do.’

‘Don’t you go giving her that note!’ Miss Fawcett barked. 
The blonde lady frowned briefly at her.

‘And would you do us a huge favour, please, Tabitha?’ The 
blonde lady smiled imploringly. ‘Would you please take this 
little note to Dazzle for me?’

‘No!’ snapped Miss Fawcett.

‘I’d never get through all the soldiers,’ Tabitha said at once.

‘That’s not a problem,’ the blonde lady said. ‘I’ve made a 
special pass for you — just show the soldiers this little card, 
they’ll let you in and out.’ 

She gave Tabitha a green laminated card. It was just like a 
credit card. There was a full-face picture of  Tabitha on it, and 
the crest of  the Ministry of  Social Compliance. It stated that 
the bearer was permitted to travel without hindrance anywhere 
within five miles of  Swindelham Post Office and it was valid 
for one month. It had been signed by Sir Ambrose M. Bishous.

‘I thought you were from the Ministry of  Education?’ 
Tabitha asked.

‘Just take the card, please!’ 
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‘Where did you get my picture?’ Tabitha asked. ‘I was 
wearing that dress and the dolphin brooch last week, I didn’t 
see any camera.’

The blonde lady went pink. ‘Here’s the note I’d like you to 
give to Dazzle for me, please, if  you would, and here’s one for 
Mr. Snoot, too.’ She put the envelopes and the green card into 
Tabitha’s hand.

‘Mr. Rorkus?’ The blonde lady asked.

‘Oh! Yes! Er … Miss Templar, you may have the rest of  the 
day off. I’m sure that … er … with all the fuss lately you need 
some … erumph …’

‘Isn’t that wonderful! Now you can see your little friend and 
put his mind at rest! Of  you go then, Tabitha!’

Tabitha was in deep thought as she left the school grounds. 
Should she take advantage of  the chance to return the Stealth 
Suit? It would mean going home first. In the end she decided 
against it. 

She stopped at the classroom just long enough to collect 
some books for Dazzle. Mr. Crabgrass didn’t say a word, but 
Andy McAroon gave her a friendly smile as she went out.

It was like approaching a war zone.

The closer Tabitha got to Snoot’s property the more 
military activity there was. The army had set up rows of  tents, 
and lines and lines of  lorries were neatly parked among the 
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trees. As she walked into the long gravel drive Tabitha saw 
many sweating soldiers pushing a pair of  very large guns into 
position. She passed a corporal and a sergeant with a 
clipboard. The corporal was counting the two guns out loud 
while the sergeant put ticks on his board with a pencil. She 
heard them barking at each other as she went past.

‘155mm howitzer, Snoot-flattening for the use of, TWO, 
Sergeant!’

‘155mm howitzer … Snoot-flattening for the use of  … … 
two!’ Tick.

It was only as she drew level with the mobile television 
studio that something suddenly went SNIB in her mind. Ahead 
of  her on the driveway someone had set up a laughable little 
frontier checkpoint, a sentry box at one side of  the road with a 
red and white striped flip-up barrier arm going across. There 
was a small knot of  soldiers clustered around the sentry box, 
furtively eyeing her. There were other little groups of  soldiers 
all the way to the beginnings of  Snoot’s static field. They were 
standing about with their hands in their pockets, or polishing 
bayonets, or simply chatting—but all them, every last one of  
them, was watching her out of  the corner of  his eyes.

Tabitha shivered and peeped back over her shoulder. On 
the roof  of  the mobile studio a remote-controlled television 
camera tracked her every movement. 
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A group of  soldiers began casually gathering behind her 
and some even started to saunter along in her wake. More 
soldiers appeared in the bushes at either side of  the road, 
apparently on a nature ramble, obviously searching for 
hedgehogs or birds. Or rats.

Tabitha realised she had been quietly, artfully, and 
completely surrounded.
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CCSE4

The North Sea is often a wild and rugged stretch of  
tempestuous water. At other times it is a pussycat, a flat oily 
calm surging gently under hazy skies.

Oil has given the North Sea a strategic and economic 
importance far greater than the cod fishing or Viking trade 
routes of  earlier times. In some places the oil has been drilled, 
tapped, collected and even sucked dry. Where oil rigs have run 
dry it is often more economical to simply leave them in place 
than remove them. Some disused oil rigs might one day be 
given a new lease of  life as offshore holiday camps or as 
universities. One such recycled rig is the notorious prison 
named Commission Corrective Services Establishment number 
Four, more often referred to simply as CCSE4.

CCSE4 stands firmly on four huge legs that reach down to 
the seabed and are planted solidly into it. The main 
accommodation and general purpose decks of  CCSE4 stand 
some two hundred feet above the surface of  the water; these 
decks house the prison cells, the prison factories and the 
barracks for the prison officers. They also house the soldiers of  
the Commission Armed Forces tasked with protecting CCSE4 
against any attempt by terrorists or bandits to release prisoners.
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The soldiers are well equipped to defend CCSE4. In 
addition to a selection of  small arms that would be the envy of  
many armies they maintain, in a constant state of  readiness, 
one battery of  SeaSlam long range surface-to-surface guided 
missiles, two batteries of  ShipSmash medium range 
antishipping missiles, four separate 5.25” quick-firing radar 
controlled general purpose naval gun turrets (one atop each leg 
of  the platform) and a well planned defense-in-depth selection 
of  antiaircraft missiles, providing an impenetrable “envelope of 
layered defense” out to twenty miles and more. The highest 
point of  the whole edifice is a single box-like structure. This 
weird contraption is actually an Australian point-defense gun 
capable of  firing several hundred high velocity kinetic rounds 
per second.

CCSE4 is surrounded by overlapped minefields. There are 
tethered mines that float just beneath the surface and there are 
intelligent mines that sit on the seabed, designed to activate 
themselves in event of  uninvited visitors. Only very high 
ranking officers of  the Commission of  Corrective Services, and 
the Minister of  Social Compliance, have access to charts 
showing the dispositions of  the minefields or to the electronic 
codes that can deactivate them.

There are yet more mines. The four great legs of  the prison 
are wrapped around with many layers of  razor-wire. Some 
layers are tightly wound, others loose and flapping in the 
winds, but all of  them are liberally sprinkled with 
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antipersonnel mines that will kill intruders without damaging 
the underlying structure. CCSE4 is, of  course, provisioned 
entirely by helicopter.

CCSE4 is designated a “Keep Clear” zone out to a distance 
of  sixty nautical miles. Anything that enters the zone risks the 
wrath of  one of  CCSE4’s six modern Vertical Take Off  and 
Landing jet fighter aircraft. Anything intruding within twenty 
nautical miles without proper authorisation will, one way or 
the other, be destroyed.

Only the most desperately important threats against Social 
Order get sent to CCSE4 — people who are considered too 
dangerous to be kept ashore and too valuable to execute. The 
most terrible of  this terrible elite, the creme-de-la-creme of  
misfits, are confined away from their fellows in solitary cells in 
The Turret.

The Turret is a grim tower of  steel that stands a hundred 
feet above the main accommodation deck, making it some 
three hundred feet above the surface of  the sea. At the top of  
the turret, below the Australian gun, is a fortified chamber that 
looks out on all four sides and houses a dedicated force of  
thirty specialist fighting men. These men work eight-hour 
shifts, so they are on duty for eight hours and off  for sixteen in 
any one day.

Immediately below the fortified chamber is the single large 
prison cell which is reserved for the most dreadful of  the most 
terrible. Until today that cell had never been occupied. The 
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cell has windows on two sides. Despite being too small for any 
man to crawl through the windows are glazed with bulletproof  
glass, itself  protected from the outside by a welded grille of  
one-inch thick hardened steel bars.

Today that cell received its first inmate.

As the sun was setting in the west over a roughening sea, the 
cell door opened and a tiny black-haired girl was thrust in.

*

‘The trap has sprung, Minister.’

Sir Ambrose swivelled his chair to the window and gazed 
thoughtfully across the rooftops of  London.

‘No,’ he murmured. ‘The trap is baited.’

Bishous stood up and stretched. The look of  quiet 
amusement was back on his face.

‘Were there any problems?’

‘Almost,’ said Lickspittle. Bishous’s eyebrows raised in query. 
‘The girl seemed to realise at the last minute. She stopped.’

‘Tabitha Templar,’ Bishous said thoughtfully. ‘I’ve met her 
before, too. She’s very intelligent and could be a real danger in 
the future. But if  we can get her on our side while she’s young 
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she would be a major asset to us. She could go a very long way. 
What happened?’

‘It was all televised live, Minister. Would you like to see the 
recording?’

Lickspittle loaded the video recording. He stood poised at 
Sir Ambrose’s shoulder.

‘Here’s where she was beginning to twig,’ Lickspittle said as 
the Tabitha on the screen peeped over shoulder, directly into 
the lens of  the camera. Bishous could almost feel her mind 
racing. He leaned forward.

‘There!’ Bishous suddenly called, pointing with a solid gold 
pen at the screen. ‘There’s where she’s weighing up her 
options. Look how she is scanning all around, measuring the 
forces against her … see, now she realises she can’t possibly 
outrun them! Too many. She knows that. Look at the tilt of  her 
head towards the sentry-box, there, she’s sussed it! She knows 
that she will be allowed to pass, but if  she does she will reveal 
either a weakness in the energy field or demonstrate that she 
can penetrate it unharmed.’

The recording ran a few more seconds before Bishous 
paused it again.

‘Look! Here she’s decided against trying to mislead us by 
pretending that the field affects her, too. And now—’

‘Why is she sitting down, Minister?’
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‘Because she’s calling our bluff,’ Bishous said in admiration. 
‘She knows the game is up and is sending a clear signal to us, 
saying “Come and get me, but on MY terms” — what an 
incredible child!’

Bishous watched as dozens of  soldiers suddenly converged 
on Tabitha and she disappeared from view. An ambulance 
rushed onto the screen, Miss Fawcett and the blonde lady got 
out wearing nurse’s uniforms. The screen went blank.

‘How did you justify the ambulance?’ Bishous asked.

‘The announcer said that the girl had collapsed and needed 
medical assistance.’

‘Good thinking! But that ambulance was too quick off  the 
mark. Most people won’t notice, though. They’ll just think 
their authorities are on the ball, as usual. Well done!’

Bishous tilted his chair back and placed his elegant feet 
gently on top of  the Chippendale desk.

‘I want her in CCSE4 by sunset,’ he said.

‘Oh! But sir — she’s just a little girl!’

‘She’s an ace up my sleeve, Lickspittle,’ Bishous said in 
amusement. ‘She is also a threat to national security. Do it!’

‘On what charge, Minister?’

Bishous grinned. ‘With CCSE4 we don’t need a charge, we 
can just deny having ever seen her. But for now a simple 
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holding charge will do, if  you really feel you have to. Make it 
something like “suspected of  consorting with known terrorists”. 
We can think of  something a bit more permanent later. Thank 
heavens we had the law changed last year, we can hold her 
forever now, just on suspicion.’

‘We’re changing quite a few laws lately, aren’t we?’

‘Creeping change, Lickspittle. People only notice the sudden 
changes. Politics is the art of  creeping subterfuge and craft. 
Keep their minds filled with meaningless entertainments — the 
Roman Caesars had the right idea with their free bread and 
gladiator shows for the masses. We do it better with televised 
football games, and we make them pay; but the result’s the 
same. People are too busy fighting each other to notice us.’

‘What about Snoot? There’s something I have to tell you 
about him.’

‘Snoot will eventually come to us,’ Bishous said thoughtfully. 
‘He’s very fond of  little Tabby Templar, and so is his son. It’s 
just a matter of  time … what did you have to tell me?’

Lickspittle licked his dry lips.

‘Snoot has set up a website on the Internet,’ he said. ‘He’s 
offering tax-free citizenship status to all interested parties—’

‘What!’

‘—and he’s established a worldwide electronic banking 
system in cyberspace. As you know, Minister, we monitor every 
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e-mail and phone call made in the whole of  Britain. There has 
been immense interest in Snoot’s new enterprises. Already the 
nation’s banking systems are feeling the pinch.’

‘Cut off  all telecommunications in and out of  Snoot’s 
place!’ 

‘We’ve done that already, Minister, but he’s using radio-
linked satellite technology.’

‘Find out what frequencies he’s using and have them 
jammed! And cut off  all utilities to his so-called Camelot. He’s 
to get no water, no electricity, no milk deliveries. Don’t even 
empty his rubbish bin! Nothing of  any kind is to go in or out!’

Lickspittle bowed and left. Bishous stared for a few 
moments then flipped a switch on his desk. ‘Miss Manypence! I 
want my helicopter readied for a short-notice trip to CCSE4. 
Get the clearances, please.’

*

‘Right now we have no idea where they’ve taken her,’ Snoot 
said. The Munchery was filled with people, most of  them 
dead. Dazzle sat grimly at the table, with the Duchess and 
Horace beside him. Ghosts were everywhere, even the wraiths 
were floating silently near the ceiling.
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‘They said that she collapsed,’ Snoot continued. ‘But we’ve 
all seen the television report, it’s been on time and again, we’ve 
recorded it. It shows her deliberately sitting down. Collapsing 
people don’t put their hands in their pockets like that!’

‘We’ve checked all the hospitals out to twenty miles away, 
dear,’ said the Duchess.

‘And the nursin’ ‘omes, and orl the private clinics, and orl 
the police stations—’ Horace had spectral tears in his eyes. 
‘There’s no sign of  ‘er.’

‘We’ve even checked the policemen’s homes, and the armed 
forces establishments,’ the Duchess continued. ‘So tonight at 
midnight we’re putting out an “All Spooks” alert. By dawn 
every ghost, spirit, spook, spectre, shade, wraith, phantom, 
ghoul, vampire, wight, imp, gnome or goblin in Britain will 
have checked every house, every building, every hole in the 
ground, every abandoned ruin, building site, boat, caravan, 
car, truck, aircraft or shed. There are no secrets from an “All 
Spooks” hunt. We will find her!’

‘And when you’ve found her,’ Dazzle said grimly, ‘I’ll get her 
back!’

‘We will orl get ‘er back!’ Horace said. ‘She’s our Tabby too, 
yer know!’

The ghosts disappeared with loud bangs. They were very 
angry.
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*

Tabitha Templar sat on the steel bed and stared at the steel 
wall. There was nothing in the cell other than the built-in bed 
and a built-in toilet and a small pile of  paperbacked books. 
Tabitha had looked at them briefly; “Toward Utopia” by Jaime 
le Bastille, “A Better World” by Ambrose Bishous, “Think-Free, 
Live-Free” also by Ambrose Bishous, “Atlas Disciplined” by 
Amy Randle and “You Never Had it so Good” by Hiram Biffa.

An impersonal face with pale blue eyes appeared briefly at 
the squint-hole in the solid steel door. The Commandant of  
CCSE4 noted that Tabitha didn’t move much, she simply met 
his eyes and looked away as if  he were of  no more interest than 
something a passing dog might leave in the park.

The Commandant was still thinking about her behaviour as 
he sat down in his office high in The Turret and scanned the 
messages on his screens. One caught his attention immediately, 
a Top Priority from London—the Minister of  Social 
Compliance himself  was coming out to visit. Not a hope in 
Hades, the Commandant thought. The weather was blowing 
up very rough, only a fool would fly on such a night. 

Sure enough, further down the screen was a cancellation. 

He selected Meteorological and checked the forecast. 
Severe gales, possible upgrade to hurricane, watch this space 
blah blah blah … expected duration three days!
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The Commandant selected a visual Status Report on 
CCSE4. All weapons systems fully armed and operational. 
Good. Personnel, two staffers down with ‘flu, one prisoner 
awaiting a surgeon from the mainland for possible 
appendectomy but in no immediate danger. Good. Provisions 
— routine supply visit made just this afternoon with delivery of 
latest prisoner. Good. Fuel for generators currently at eighty-
seven percent of  full. Good. All up, CCSE4 fully operational 
and capable of  total independence for at least six weeks. Good.

The Commandant pressed a button on his desk and spoke 
briefly into a microphone. He was halfway through dictating a 
report when there was a discreet tap at the door and Miss 
Fawcett came in.

‘Ah, Miss Fawcett. I’ve had a quick look at our new Guest.’

‘Commandant?’

‘Since when has any Guest at this establishment been 
allowed to retain personal clothing?’

‘The girl hasn’t been charged with anything, Commandant. 
She is here for her own protection, not as a real Guest.’

The Commandant put down the report. His voice was soft 
and gentle as he got up. Miss Fawcett shivered.

‘Get in there with her, Miss Fawcett. I want everything she 
is wearing replaced with CCSE4 Courtesy Clothing in 
accordance with Guest Regulations. Charged or not, child or 
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not, she is the personal Guest of  Sir Ambrose himself  and I 
want things done properly.’

‘At once, Commandant, but—’

‘But? Did you say “but”, Miss Fawcett?’

‘No, sir, not at all, sir! It’s just that we don’t have suitable 
clothing for a child Guest, everything is far too big?’

‘Then fit her out with a tracksuit for now, and get cracking 
on the alterations! Some of  our Guests have tailoring skills, do 
they not?’

Fawcett left quickly and headed for the gymnasium used by 
the Turret guards. Even the smallest tracksuit available would 
be much too large but it would have to do.
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LADY OF THE 
LAKE

Dazzle couldn’t sleep. He tossed and turned, even savagely 
thumped his pillow, wishing it were Mayor Bezzla’s head. 

They had Tabby.

He didn’t even know who ‘they’ were. Not the army — 
soldiers had scooped her up, yes, but they were mere pawns in 
a much bigger game.

Dazzle sat up in the darkness of  his underground room 
listening to the silence. Often at night he could hear the ghosts 
going about their business, arriving home or setting out with 
fresh chains for a spot of  haunting. Tonight, however, there 
wasn’t a ghost for miles.

He threw off  his covers and got dressed. Anything was 
better than lying wide awake in bed doing nothing but blaming 
himself. Why had Tabitha been walking so confidently in full 
view, right through all the soldiers? Why wasn’t she using the 
Stealth Suit? Why was she so obviously heading towards 
Snoot’s Camelot? What had she suddenly realised that had 
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changed her mind at the last moment? Why had she stopped, 
and sat down like that in open surrender?

Dazzle made himself  a cup of  strong coffee. He took it for a 
walk through the underground passageways, sipping while he 
pondered. She obviously didn’t use the suit because she didn’t 
feel the need, yet she had felt a need to visit Snoot’s Camelot. 
Why?

She wouldn’t have felt a need to use the suit if  she’d felt 
immune to attack. What else could make her feel safe from 
attack, other than invisibility? Dazzle felt his blood run cold. 
That was it! Someone must have promised Tabitha a safe 
passage through army lines. Someone she believed, someone 
with sufficient authority to make such a promise. But who? Not 
the Colonel, he was just another pawn.

“There’s a very impressive helicopter coming down,” 
Tabitha’s voice said in Dazzle’s memory. 

Bishous!

Dazzle looked down in surprise as the scoot sensed his 
presence and energised. The tiny gyros ran up to speed with a 
barely audible whine. What was he doing here? He couldn’t 
use the scoot, or go anywhere; Snoot had made him promise 
not to go over the fence without discussing it first.

The scoot reached readiness.

What would Bishous want with a young girl … one who 
wasn’t even related to Snoot? She didn’t have any of  Snoot’s 
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secrets? Dazzle’s blood ran cold for the second time. Oh, yes, she 
did!

Dazzle didn’t know why he headed back through the low 
tunnels that led to the ancient site of  Camelot. He wasn’t even 
aware of  going there. He just realised, suddenly, that he was 
there, on foot, guiding the scoot by hand as the Tesla lamp lit 
up the great hall with its massive table and skeleton and 
tattered flags.

“… an unfinished task. Answers. A quest … will you help?” 
Tabitha’s voice echoed in his mind as Dazzle parked the scoot 
so that it lit the hall. What had she meant by ‘answers’? What 
quest?

His giant shadow on the far wall shrank rapidly as he 
walked away from the scoot. The hall looked as if  it had been 
abandoned in a hurry. Beyond the huge round table were 
many trestle tables and benches for sitting on, some were 
overturned. Rags still hung from what might have been coat 
pegs set into the wall. There were empty brackets close to the 
rags. After a few moments it occurred to Dazzle that he’d seen 
no weapons, but in ancient times there were always weapons 
ready at hand in the passageways and halls of  castles. Odd.

There was a doorway in front of  him. Remnants of  a heavy 
curtain hung by rings from a rod across the top of  it. Dazzle 
entered quietly. The feeling that he was in a sacred place came 
back, he was holding his breath.
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He was now in a smaller room. Or it could have been a 
passage. It was hard to tell, the light from the scoot didn’t reach 
properly. Dazzle turned to go and shadows moved. He froze, 
and watched, but all was still, nothing disturbed the silence of  
the grave. He turned back, the shadows moved again. 
Goosebumps broke out all over his skin. Dazzle raised his 
hands, ready to fight if  need be — and then he saw it. 

His ring was glowing in the darkness and bright enough to 
see by.

Of  course! The ring was an alloy partly made of  light itself, 
somehow it was emitting light. Thankfully Dazzle breathed 
out, he’d been holding his breath without realising it. How 
come he’d never noticed the ring glow in the dark before? 
Snoot’s voice came into his mind, explaining to Tabitha why 
she hadn’t been affected by the Static Field: “Imperviluce 
causes a localised short-circuit in the Snoot static field. The 
energy has to go somewhere, so it charges up the Imperviluce”. 
He’d passed through the Static Field on his way here, it 
surrounded Snoot’s antenna in three dimensions, underground 
too, like the shell around a walnut. 

How long would the charge last? Dazzle looked at the ring. 
It wasn’t getting any dimmer. Should he go back for the scoot? 
He would be safe on the scoot, if  the floor collapsed, it had a 
powerful lamp, too. No! Impulsively Dazzle pressed on into the 
passageway. 
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After just a few paces the passage split, a walkway to the left 
and a spiral staircase made of  stone to the right. With no light 
reaching now from the scoot Dazzle found that the ring was 
quite bright enough to see by.

The stairs twisted round to the right as he climbed, 
watching for any sign of  loose masonry. Another earth-filled 
arrowslit; a few more twists and then a passageway that 
disappeared into utter blackness, beyond the reach of  the 
feeble light from his ring.

There were doorways off  to the right, still closed by ancient 
wooden doors. Dazzle chose to go straight ahead, stepping 
carefully along the stone floor until the passage ended. The last 
entry was also closed by a solid wooden door, with the same 
heavy iron ring for a handle. For the first time in unknown 
hundreds of  years a human hand grasped the ring and turned 
it. The door opened reluctantly, the loud screech from rusted 
metal hinges causing many echoes. 

Dazzle stepped through, watching where he was putting his 
feet. It was a wooden floor this time, possibly rotten, he would 
have to be very careful. He went in gingerly, placing each foot 
so it shared two boards.

It looked to be a Solar, the bedroom of  the Lord of  the 
castle. In many ancient castles the Lord and his family had the 
privacy of  a chamber but the minions had to doss down on 
straw in the great hall. There was a large bed on posts in the 
middle, the bed head was against an inner wall, its solid end-
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posts supporting a shelf. The light from Dazzle’s ring showed a 
long box at the foot of  the bed and a couple of  smaller boxes 
along the opposite wall. All were of  wood and all were 
blackened by great age.

The big box had a heavy lid. Dazzle was surprised when it 
came away easily in his hands, he’d expected it to be hinged. 
The box was half  full of  folded cloths and mouldering rags. 
Brittle fabrics collapsed into powder as Dazzle lifted the layers, 
then he jerked back in surprise — an animal had crawled in 
and died — no, it was a fur garment of  some kind. His 
fingertips probed beneath the ancient cloths. There was metal 
there, something round and knobbly and very heavy. It was 
stuck. Dazzle gripped hard and worked it free, and found to his 
surprise that he was holding a gold crown in his trembling 
fingers. He had to put his ring quite close to see that the 
smooth oval bulges were jewels; rubies and other stones he 
didn’t recognise, all dulled by the passing centuries. He put the 
crown down with shaking hands. He had been poking through 
the dress clothing of  a king!

He took a deep breath and groped about further, under the 
clothing. 

There was a layer of  cold metal discs — scales for mail 
shirts? He pulled a few out to look at them, they were quite 
small. Coins? On one side was a rampant lion clawing at the 
sky, on the other was the finely detailed face of  a man with a 
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short beard and shoulder-length hair. There were no words of  
any kind on the coins — and they were all made of  gold.

Dazzle popped one into his pocket and put the others back. 
The chest was easily five feet long, just a bit over two feet wide. 
His fingers told him that the layer of  coins was about three 
inches deep. He took a very deep breath — there was an 
absolute fortune in the chest, without counting the crown. He 
felt the hairs rising on the back of  his neck; clothing fit for a 
king, a gold crown and a king’s ransom in gold. But who would 
abandon everything, just like that, and why?

Or had they expected to return?

He had come here for answers, and all he was finding were 
further questions.

The other two chests had more clothes in them, in no better 
state of  preservation. Dazzle could see that they were the court 
dresses and other clothing of  a great lady. In one of  the boxes 
he found a smaller box, a little casket filled with jewellery — 
brooches, hair pins, some rings, even a few heavy pendants 
with smooth oval stones; and two chains, one of  gold and one 
of  age-blackened silver, for wearing the pendants.

More questions. There were no locks. Not on the boxes, not 
on the doors. Had this place been guarded night and day, right 
around the clock? Or had there been no need for locks? Dazzle 
shivered. 
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Anyway, it was time to be heading back, his ring was 
noticeably dimmer than before.

Tabitha had said answers, but all he’d found were puzzles. 
He was now probably millions of  pounds richer, if  you looked 
at it that way, but he’d happily trade all the coins and the 
crown just to have Tabby back.

*

Tabitha sat on the edge of  the steel bed feeling ridiculous. 
She’d folded the sleeves of  the tracksuit jacket back several 
times but her tiny arms were still lost in them. She’d rolled up 
the trouser cuffs so she could walk, but the gym shoes on her 
feet were several sizes too large anyway. She glared silently at 
the Commandant and Miss Fawcett.

‘I thought I’d best call you, Commandant.’

‘You called me because you couldn’t dress one little girl?’

‘You said strictly in accordance with regulations,’ Miss 
Fawcett was sweating. ‘That means no personal property at all 
to be kept by the Guest. But I couldn’t get her ring off.’

‘Oh, good grief ! Did you try using soap, woman?’

‘Yes. And axle grease, detergent, butter, and oil.’

‘I see. In that case, the rules are straightforward, cut it off !’
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Miss Fawcett shivered. ‘We tried that, too,’ she said.

‘And?’

‘And the hacksaw wouldn’t even scratch it. The bolt cutters 
broke, too. The plumber took ages lining them up, the ring is 
such a perfect fit. Then, when he couldn’t cut through it, he 
fitted some pieces of  pipe to the handles to increase the 
leverage. The jaws just shattered.’

The Commandant grabbed Tabitha’s hand and stared hard 
at the ring. There wasn’t a mark on it.

‘Unusual,’ he said to Tabitha. ‘Very unusual. Can you take 
it off ?’

Tabitha shook her head.

‘Right then,’ the Commandant said. ‘Just for now she keeps 
the ring. Nobody else will see it, anyway — she isn’t to leave 
this suite for any reason unless I say so.’

Back in his office the Commandant sat deep in thought. 

It was time for bed but the unusual ring troubled him. 
Probably not all that important, but better to err on the side of  
safety, he’d send a message to the Minister. He glanced at the 
time — better make it a routine message, Sir Ambrose could 
well be asleep by now and may not like being woken for a 
priority message about a little girl’s jewellery.
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*

The light was now definitely fading from his ring. Dazzle 
was beginning to really regret leaving the scoot. It was a pity 
the Tesla lamp couldn’t be detached and used as a torch, he’d 
have to mention the idea to Snoot. He pulled the door shut 
behind him with another hideous screech and turned left, 
grateful to be back on a stone floor again.

The light was much weaker as he entered the spiral 
staircase. It was completely out when he arrived at the bottom, 
feeling the way with his feet and groping along the wall to his 
right with his hand. Just a few more paces and he would see the 
light from the scoot.

The wall was rough and felt cold. For all that this had been 
the stronghold of  a great king, the floor wasn’t exactly even, 
either. 

Something dusty flapped his face. Dazzle grabbed at it and 
brushed it aside. He’d arrived at the remnants of  curtains, and 
there, just along the passageway was a glimmer of  light. 
Thankfully he moved towards it.

The light was coming from under a door. 

Dazzle didn’t remember closing any doors behind him — 
had he taken a wrong turn? 

No — he couldn’t have, it was too straightforward.
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He arrived at the door, turned the handle and pushed it 
open.

*

MESSAGE :		 Routine

TO	 :	 Minister of  Soc Comp

FROM 	 :	 Commandant CCSE4

TEXT	
Excellency,

I have the honour to inform that your latest Personal 
Guest is now safely established in The Turret strictly in 
accordance with CCSE4 Standing Orders and Ministry 
Directives—however with one very minor discrepancy: 

Guest has been permitted to retain in her personal 
possession an item of  jewellery, to whit one in number 
gold/silver ring. All attempts to remove this ring by 
lubricant or destruction have proved fruitless. 

The ring is considered neither a threat to CCSE4 nor a 
significant comfort to the Guest, who remains under the 
close personal supervision of  the Commandant.

I remain, Sir, your humble and obedient servant                                                                               

Commandant CCSE4
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Also waiting in the computer for the attention of  the 
Minister was a message from Wilberforce Lickspittle. It lacked 
the formality of  the Commandant’s message, but in several 
hours it would have a powerful effect—

 

“Minister — am informed by Colonel Harekerle that nobody can 
get near enough to Snoot’s gate to take samples. 

Have been informed by Bezzla that prior to energy field becoming 
operational his people attempted to cut fence with hacksaw, bolt-
cutters, gas torch, and Rolls Royce. Fence apparently invulnerable. 
Regret am unable at this time to provide the samples you require.”

*

Dazzle’s yelp of  shock, surprise and fright echoed through 
the castle. He’d thrown the door open expecting the great hall 
and his scoot — instead he found a small stone chamber lit by 
the brilliance coming from a beautiful lady clothed from head 
to foot in glowing white. 

Long golden hair fell about her shoulders and cascaded 
down front and back. She had blue eyes that were smiling into 
his, a gentle smile that made him warm all over and go weak at 
the knees. Dazzle instinctively knew that this was the lady from 
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whose hand he’d taken Excalibur. It felt like a hundred years 
ago. 

He stepped carefully into the room — she really was very 
beautiful.

’I am Eleanor,’ the lady said softly. Her silvery voice carried 
within it the tinkle of  streams and made Dazzle shiver. ‘I was 
known as the Lady of  the Lake and am guardian to all the 
misty isles of  Camelot.’

Dazzle edged a bit closer, ready to run.

‘What do you want from me?’ he croaked.

The lady smiled again with a warmth that gave Dazzle 
heart. He felt foolish for croaking but she didn’t seem to have 
noticed.

‘A warrior’s strength. A warrior’s courage, and the force of  
a warrior’s purpose,’ the Lady Eleanor answered gently. ‘You 
have the heart of  a true knight and a wisdom far beyond your 
years. Were it not so, you wouldn’t now be wearing the crest of  
Pendragon.’

‘What is this place?’

‘This ruin is all that stands of  Camelot,’ the Lady said. ‘It 
was once the great hope of  the world, a beacon of  goodness 
shining in the midst of  crawling evil. Camelot fell because the 
seeds of  destruction it carried within itself  fruited, and death 
was the harvest.’
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Dazzle shivered. He was thinking of  the skeleton seated at 
the Round Table.

‘Bedevere?’

‘Sir Bedevere was the last of  the Knights. With his passing 
the old order changed and yielded place to the new. Robber 
kings and evil lords arose, their tools were fear. Cruel men 
made their own laws and inflicted them at the point of  a 
sword, injustice stalked the lands and the people groaned.’ 

Dazzle edged closer. 

‘It was a long, painful, deathly climb back from the pit, 
Dazzle. But the beacons were eventually relit. Around the 
world tiny flames were fanned and nurtured. Not all that was 
good disappeared with the passing of  Camelot.’

Dazzle could smell lake mists and spring flowers. His head 
swam.

‘We stand now at the cusp of  good and evil where victory is 
guaranteed for neither side. Darkness is stronger than it has 
been for a thousand years. There must yet be another great 
battle — but if  they win this one more time, they will win 
forever.’

‘Do they have armies?’ 

‘They always have armies and their followers are legion,’ 
the Lady said. ‘But the real battleground is within the heart. 
Humanity itself  is both battlefield and prize, Dazzle. Wars are 
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never between mere nations, or armies — wars are always 
between ideas. The poor blind brutes with sword and spear, 
they are nothing more than tools used by ideas to further their 
own ends.’

‘Then how can we fight?’ Dazzle asked. It didn’t make any 
sense.

‘Your enemy fears truth.’

‘Truth?’

‘This is why Excalibur chose you, Dazzle. You are true; true 
to your family, true to your friends, but this above all, to your 
own self  you are true. This is the most important.’

The Lady was beginning to fade.

Dazzle’s mind was bursting with questions. As the Lady 
disappeared he called after her desperately, ‘What about 
Tabitha?’

The silver voice came out of  the darkness like an echo.

 ‘Atop the heartless hill of  iron on waters cold …’ and she 
was gone.

Dazzle shivered. What on earth could that possibly mean? 

Which way was the door? 

And having gone wrong before, which way now was the 
great hall, should he turn right or left? He would have to feel 
his way out. Was there anything he could use as a marker, to 
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warn him if  he doubled back in the dark? Dazzle sank 
carefully to his knees and stretched out his hands to feel the 
floor. 

A gentle light lit up the chamber. His ring was glowing 
again, the Lady had somehow recharged it — did she know? 

Dazzle shook his head. 

No more questions; he was beginning, at long last, to feel 
sleepy. 

The door was just over there … and there, too, was the 
glimmer from his scoot … and the little passageway … the 
tattered curtain, and at last, there in a blaze of  Tesla light was 
the great hall.
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CHOP IT OFF!
‘Great thundering Caesar’s gibbering ghost!’ Bishous 
stared at the messages on his screen, his mind racing. 
‘Lickspittle!’

‘Minister?’

‘Get my helicopter ready for immediate flight to CCSE4.’

‘Can’t be done, Sir Ambrose—’

‘Good heavens! Why not?’

‘The storm over the North Sea has now been upgraded to 
hurricane — all aircraft are grounded, Minister. Nothing can 
fly. And we won’t be able to get the clearances, without them 
you’d be shot down on approach.’

‘Can’t get the clearances! Why not?’

‘Except for a few landline telephones, electronic 
communications are out all over Britain—’

‘Because of  the storm?’

‘No, Minister.’ Lickspittle was twitching. ‘It started soon 
after we began jamming Snoot’s satellite communications in 
the early hours this morning.’
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Bishous looked thunderstruck.

‘It seems, Minister, that Snoot is somehow sucking in our 
jamming signals, boosting and rebroadcasting them—’

‘All communications?’ Bishous’s mind was into overdrive. 
The implications made him feel sick.

‘Everything,’ Lickspittle said briskly. ‘As long as we’re 
jamming him, he’s jamming us back with our own signals. 
We’re shooting ourselves in the foot. Both feet.’

‘What is he doing for power? Didn’t we cut off  his 
electricity?’

‘It seems he has his own sources, Minister.’

Bishous leaned forward on his desk. Britain at the mercy of  
a known terrorist. Commerce dead in its tracks. Millions of  
pounds worth of  taxes being lost every minute …

‘Stop the jamming, Lickspittle, at once! We’ll have to find 
some other way of  killing off  Snoot’s cyberspace banking 
empire. We’ll have to eliminate his customer base, somehow. 
Hmmm … we can do it through other governments … we can 
call in a few favours … threaten some, bribe others — 
international diplomacy at its best, we’re very good at it. Is the 
Royal Navy ready for war?’

‘Always, Minister. Shall I notify the Department of  
Information to start preparing the populace?’
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‘Do that! And get me the Commandant of  CCSE4 on the 
telephone, will you?’

*

‘I’m sorry about the early start!’ Snoot looked round the 
crowded living room. Tired ghosts were flopped all over the 
place. Even Dazzle between the Duchess and Horace on the 
sofa looked whacked — and he’d only just crawled out of  bed.

‘First, anything to report from the ‘All Spooks’ call?’

‘Nuffink!’ Horace said. ‘Wherever she is, Tabby ain’t 
nowhere in the ‘ole British Isles. We checked everywhere.’

‘Everywhere?’ Dazzle asked. He was feeling a bit ratty.

‘Everywhere!’ Horace snorted. ‘And some people ought ter 
take a lamp wiv ‘em when they can’t sleep!’ Dazzle shivered.

‘If  she’s not in Britain, then they’ve moved her offshore,’ 
Snoot said briskly. ‘She might be anywhere! Could an ‘All 
Spooks’ call cover the whole world?’

‘Dunno,’ Horace said morosely. ‘Some of  them foreign 
ghosts are a funny lot.’

‘Being dead doesn’t automatically make you more human, 
dear,’ said the Duchess. ‘We still have to go through 
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channelling too, it could take ages. Much quicker if  we do 
things ourselves.’

‘I might have a clue,’ Dazzle said, wriggling with 
embarrassment. He was going to have to confess to having 
secrets, he’d never told Snoot about the real Camelot, and felt 
bad about it.

‘Oh, that!’ Snoot said afterwards. ‘I found that ages ago! 
Always meant to go back and finish checking it out after one of 
the robot probes broke through. How can it help us find 
Tabby?’

‘The Lady of  the Lake said— “Atop the hill of  iron on cold 
waters …”’ said Dazzle. Thank heavens Snoot wasn’t peeved.

‘Any ideas, anybody?’ Snoot asked. The ghosts murmured 
and muttered among themselves, the knight took out his arrow 
so he could scratch his head but nobody mentioned it.

‘An iron-age fort on an island, perhaps?’ Snoot asked. 
‘Oops, you’ll have checked those.’

‘We checked all the ones on the maps, dear — and quite a 
few that aren’t,’ said the Duchess.

‘Bishous!’ Snoot barked. He jumped up and down. ‘Hoo 
hoo! We may have an answer! He’s the brain behind it all!’

Pop! Pop! Pop!

‘Wot’s goin’ on?’ Horace stared at the ceiling, where just a 
few seconds ago the wraiths had been floating.
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‘Wonderful!’ hooted Snoot. If  he’d ever needed proof  that 
wraiths could read minds he certainly didn’t now.

‘I think I’ve just sent the wraiths off  to read Bishous’s mind, 
and that of  his colleague Lickspider,’ Snoot said.

‘Lickspittle—’

‘Whatever! They’ll monitor what’s happening around 
Bishous and let us know. How long does it take a spook to track 
someone down in London, and report back?’

Horace looked at the Duchess.

‘They’ll have to get there first,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Then 
they’ll have to read a few minds to find out where he is, and 
others to find out how to get to there … it could be a few 
hours.’

‘Right!’ Snoot said. ‘Everyone get some rest. You too, 
Dazzle. I’ve got a few things to work on. I’ll let you all know as 
soon as the wraiths report back!’

*

If  the Commandant was feeling ratty at being disturbed so 
early after his late night he didn’t show it as he answered the 
special red telephone that was buzzing at his bedside.

‘Commandant.’
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‘Bishous here. How’s my little Guest?’

‘Fit and well, sir.’ the Commandant answered. He didn’t 
know, of  course, but she had to be.

‘That ring on her finger … tell me what happened. 
Describe it. Leave nothing out, I want every detail.’

The Commandant scratched himself  while he thought. ‘It’s 
made of  metal, a sort of  pinkish gold; but brighter than usual 
gold. It almost seems to glow when you look at it.’

Bishous caught his breath on the other end of  the phone. 
Glow! So did the lance that youth had held to Harekerle’s 
back, and the force field hadn’t affected either of  them. That 
metal, then, was the key to penetrating the field—

‘We tried everything to get it off. It’s a perfect fit. You can 
twist it with a bit of  effort but it won’t come off. No idea how it 
was fitted in the first place, possibly ages ago and she’s grown 
into it.’

‘And?’

‘We tried lubricants. All sorts, but nothing worked. So we 
tried to cut it off. Couldn’t even scratch it with the hacksaw, 
and it broke the big bolt cutters.’

Bishous grinned in savage triumph. YES! That’s what 
Bezzla said had happened when the bailiffs tried to cut open 
the gate. That ring was definitely the same stuff. And the police 
had said that a boy and girl ran right through them and 
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climbed over the gate when they couldn’t get near it 
themselves. That ring was both a protection against the force 
field and a key to it.

‘I want that ring,’ Bishous said in a flat voice.

‘I’ll work on it, sir,’ the Commandant swung his feet out of  
bed and reached for his trousers.

‘Cut it off !’ Bishous barked.

‘We tried that, sir, but we can try again. I’ll see if  the 
technicians have any diamond-tipped tools—’

‘Not the ring, fool! Cut off  her finger!’

‘Her finger?’ 

The Commandant wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.

‘Her finger! And if  the finger won’t come off, cut off  her 
hand! I want that ring, do you understand?’

‘I understand, Minister! But we don’t have anyone aboard 
CCSE4 with the surgical skills necessary for that.’  It was an 
unusual order, cut off  a girl’s hand, but if  that’s what the 
Minister wanted ... ‘A surgeon will be flying out here after the 
storm, we have an appendix—’

‘Surgeon? Do it yourself, man! You have an axe, don’t you? 
I WANT THAT RING!’

‘Yes, I can do that, sir! Not a problem! But there’s still no 
way I can get it to you until after the storm, there’s no flights. 
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And if  it ever leaked out that we’d chopped chunks off  a 
schoolgirl with an axe there’d be hell to pay, some people are 
still a bit old-fashioned like that. We could find a way of  
justifying a surgeon, though.’

‘As you wish, Commandant. What you say makes sense. Just 
do it as soon as possible and get that ring to me. Bring it 
yourself  in person. If  anything happens to it I shall hold you 
responsible!’

*

‘Over there, George, try that tree.’ Aunt Mim was pointing 
at a wide trunk at the side of  the road. Uncle George had a 
hammer in one hand, a rolled up poster in the other and a 
mouthful of  nails. 

Wham-wham-wham-wham—BANG!

George stepped back to admire his masterpiece. Tabitha’s 
face stared out from the poster. “Have you seen our little girl?” 
was the eye-catching headline, done with red marker pen.

‘How many more?’ he mumbled gruffly.

‘Only three left,’ Mim said. ‘Then we can go home and 
have some breakfast. We’ve covered most of  town. I’ll pop into 
the police station as soon as they open — the constable said to, 
on the phone last night.’
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‘I can’t believe I’m doing this,’ George muttered as he 
picked up his bag of  nails.

‘You know — neither can I,’ Mim said softly. George didn’t 
hear, he was grumping off  down the road towards the next big 
tree, at the corner of  Crown Drive and Crest Lane.

The sun was high when the police station finally opened. 

Mim had to wait for ages before the constable could fit her 
in, between two of  last night’s drunks and his seventh cup of  
tea.

‘Ah yes. You’re the ‘runaway schoolgirl’ lady, aren’t you?’

Mim was shocked.

‘Don’t worry, they always turn up when they run out of  
money. How much did she take?’

‘There’s some mistake,’ Mim said. ‘Our girl hasn’t run 
away, she’s been abducted. And she is not a thief !’

‘Ah, that’s what they all say,’ said the constable. ‘If  she ain’t 
run off, where is she then? You answer me that!’

‘She was taken yesterday afternoon,’ said Mim, trying hard 
to be civil.

The constable’s eyebrows went up in surprise.

‘Abducted? In Swindelham? Naaaa, never! We don’t have 
no crime in Swindelham, we’re very quiet and law-abiding 
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here. You just wait, she’ll turn up when she’s ‘ungry. About 
what time did she go missing?’

‘It was early afternoon, not long after lunch—’

‘She was took from school, then?’

‘No, she—’ 

The constable’s eyes lit up in triumph. ‘There you are then! 
Not only run off  with your handbag, she’s absent from school 
too! She’s a truant!’

He chewed his pencil thoughtfully. ‘We could charge you 
with improper supervision of  a minor, you know. That’s a 
pretty hefty charge, hang on a minute, I’ll look it up.’

‘I don’t believe this!’ Mim snorted.

‘You better believe it,’ the constable growled. He was 
making notes on an official notepad. His tongue stuck out and 
he gripped his pencil as if  it were a truncheon. ‘Improper 
supervision of  a minor … lack of  parental responsibility … 
lack of  control of  a delinquent … encouraging truancy … 
you’re for the high jump alright!’ He glanced up sharply. ‘I 
don’t suppose you’re double-parked, are you? Car tax up to 
date? Got a dog? Is it registered? Got a TV license? Are you 
enrolled to vote? Anything else you want to confess while 
you’re at it?’

‘I’m leaving!’
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‘Oh! Well … thank you for your custom, then. We’re here 
to serve, it’s no bother, anytime,’ the constable droned politely 
as Mim stood up in fury.

‘Have a nice day!’ he called after her as she swept out.

Mim was shaking in disbelief.

What was the name of  that terrorist man? Snoot. 

The newspaper said that he was living on the old dump site. 
Perhaps she should go there next — or would they abduct her 
too? 

Shivering, Mim headed home. 

One of  her posters had gone from its tree already and the 
wind was really getting up.
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GHOSTLY 
ASSAULT

It was dark above ground when Dazzle wandered into 
the Munchery to make himself  some breakfast. He was 
ravenous. There was no sign of  Jenny so he curried himself  a 
whole can of  beans and three sausages, and made a pile of  
bread and butter. He’d slept like a log and felt weird—getting 
up at bedtime didn’t seem natural. Why had nobody wakened 
him? What was happening?

Nobody turned up by the time he finished his meal so 
Dazzle walked alone through the silent passageways to Snoot’s 
workshops. The ‘ENIGMA” door let him in, he could hear 
Snoot hooting beyond the well-lit first doorway on the right so 
he went through.

There was no sign of  Snoot.

‘Dad?’

‘Hoo hoo! It works!’

Dazzle looked up. Snoot was floating close to the 
laboratory’s high ceiling. Before Dazzle could gasp in 
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astonishment Snoot swooped down and made a perfect landing 
beside him.

‘Dad! What—’

‘Hah! Didn’t see it, did you? Hoo hoo! It’s the Snoot stealth 
scoot!’

‘Where?’

‘Here!’ Still hooting, Snoot jumped off  of  nothing and 
grabbed Dazzle’s hand. ‘There! Invisible scoot! Feel it?’

Dazzle was thunderstruck.

‘I chopped up the leftover fibres from the shell suit,’ Snoot 
chortled. ‘Added a few hundred million half-metalised 
microscopic glass balls left over from the Tesla antenna, stirred 
it all up and made the Snoot Stealth-Paint. It took hours to dry, 
only just been able to test it!’

‘What were you doing way up there?’ Dazzle asked 
accusingly. Snoot went pink.

‘Oh! Yes! Er … this isn’t your old scoot, this is the new mark 
four—’

‘Now what?’ Dazzle asked weakly.

‘The mark four has a full antigravity function! It can go to 
any altitude, and hover in four-dimensional spacetime—’

‘What?’
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‘It means that you’ll have to be very careful! You might 
leave the earth completely!’ 

Snoot rubbed his beard while he searched for the right 
words. ‘It means that if  you aren’t careful, the earth will rotate 
away from under you and leave you stuck in the one spot. 
You’ll actually be stationary but it will seem to anyone 
watching that you’ve shot off  into outer space at about a 
thousand miles an hour!’

‘That’s nice,’ Dazzle said, wishing that he hadn’t asked. 
‘Couldn’t I just carry on using the mark three?’

‘Can’t. I used it to make the mark four ... ’

‘Did you say “hover in time”?’ 

‘Yes! But don’t worry, you can’t do it by accident. I’ve added 
a new lever, just out of  reach on the left; you have to stretch 
your fingers all the way, deliberately. Quite safe!’

‘What does it mean—’

‘It freezes you in time so that everything else happens 
around you! The whole universe carries on about its business, 
but you stay still.’ Snoot’s eyes gleamed. ‘The effect is one of  
instant translocation. But don’t use it until I’ve done a few 
more sums!’

Dazzle shrugged. He’d already decided never to touch it.
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‘I’m popping off  for lunch,’ Snoot said. ‘I want you to 
practise some flying and get the feel of  it. You can’t go outside, 
so do the best you can in here. Better read my notes, first.’

‘Dad, the wraiths?’

‘No, they’re not back yet!’

Once he’d got the hang of  using controls he couldn’t even 
see Dazzle found himself  enjoying flying. Before, on the mark 
three he’d been able to fly, but only in little hops. Now he could 
really fly; he could hover, even swivel on the spot — always 
taking great care not to go near the special lever.

He flew to the Munchery and left the invisible scoot parked 
in a quiet hover to one side of  the door. There was an 
animated discussion going on inside.

‘Ah, Dazzle! Come in, join us!’ Snoot beckoned Dazzle to a 
vacant place at the table. The wraiths were back, they were 
floating quietly near the ceiling.

Dazzle took his place between Horace and the Duchess. His 
eyebrows went up as Jenny gave him a cup of  strong black 
coffee. She blushed a delicate shade of  silver when he thanked 
her.

Snoot had set up a whiteboard and drawn all over it in 
different colours of  ink. He’d sketched some sort of  a 
framework with multicoloured arrows going in all directions.
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‘The wraiths have been busy,’ Snoot announced. ‘We now 
know where Tabby is, and why—’

‘Where, Dad?’ Dazzle interrupted.

‘The “hill of  iron” is an ex-oil rig, Dazzle,’ Snoot said. ‘And 
the “cold waters” are the North Sea. Tabitha is a prisoner in 
CCSE4!’

‘NO! She’s just a girl!’

‘There’s more, yet!’

Horace put his cold hand on Dazzle’s shoulder in sympathy 
as Snoot went on. ‘Bishous has figured out that Tabby’s ring is 
a key to the static force field, and it’s also a sample of  what he’s 
up against in our perimeter fence. He thinks that if  he can 
make Imperviluce for himself  he can conquer the whole world. 
So he wants the ring. He’s going to get it if  we don’t stop him 
somehow. He intends to chop Tabby’s hand off  to get it!’

‘NO!’

‘Having the ring won’t help him,’ Snoot said. ‘I’ll just wind 
up the power on the static field and retune it so the ring will 
resonate instead of  shorting out the energy—’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means anyone using Tabby’s ring to penetrate the field,’ 
Snoot said grimly, ‘will shake to little tiny bits!’

‘Dad!’
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‘But I’ll set it so that it hurts too much to get close enough 
to be fatal,’ Snoot said. ‘Anyway, even if  he had the ring, there’s 
no way they can analyse it. And even if  they could, they don’t 
have the technology to make Imperviluce. It’s simply beyond 
them. Tabby’s going to lose a finger, or her hand, for nothing!’

‘No, she’s NOT!’ Dazzle yelled, thumping the table and 
jumping up.

‘NO, SHE’S NOT!’ roared all the ghosts. They jumped up 
too.

‘I hoped you’d feel like that!’ Snoot said. ‘I have a plan — 
it’s going to be a race against time, though — they’re flying a 
surgeon out to CCSE4 as soon as the storm dies down enough. 
It’s passing now, it’ll be gone by late tomorrow.’

‘Where exactly is CCSE4?’ Dazzle asked grimly.

‘At the edge of  Devil’s Hole,’ Snoot said, slipping a flip-
chart over the whiteboard. He flipped to a crude map of  the 
British Isles and drew in a large cross with a red marker. 
‘There! It’s roughly five hundred miles from here. Thousand 
mile round trip.’

‘How fast can the new scoot go?’

‘No more than eighty miles an hour,’ said Snoot. ‘I haven’t 
had time to make it faster. In that weather, you’d be lucky to 
make sixty.’

‘Eight hours! Plus!’
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‘Provided you don’t get lost,’ Snoot added.

‘That’s it, then!’ Dazzle said sadly. ‘You know my sense of  
direction isn’t the best. Tabby always says I’d get lost in a 
cupboard!’

‘Yer fergettin’ abaht us!’ Horace said. ‘Tell ‘im, Duchess.’

‘When I was alive, a young girl,’ the Duchess said coyly, ‘I 
cut my hair short and stowed away on a little sailing ship. I 
only showed myself  when it was too late for them to turn back, 
so they kept me on as cabin boy. I worked my way up to 
Captain’s assistant—’

‘So, Duchess?’

‘So I was taught how to navigate by Captain James Cook—’

‘Wow! … Er, how fast can ghosts fly?’

Horace chuckled. ‘We’ll ‘ave ter slow down a bit so yer can 
keep up, but don’t worry, we won’t larf  at yer! Not too much…’ 

Snoot flipped to a blank page and explained his plan in 
detail. Nobody interrupted, they would have to be leaving as 
soon as they could.

‘Right!’ said Snoot. ‘Dazzle will be armed with Excalibur, 
he’ll be responsible for Tabby. I haven’t had a chance to make 
Excalibur invisible, more’s the pity. The scoot won’t show up 
on radar, but Excalibur might. So once you’re within thirty 
miles, Dazzle, always keep Excalibur pointy end-on to CCSE4. 
Don’t worry about the scoot.’
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‘Oops!’ Dazzle slapped his forehead.

‘What is it?’

‘Me! I won’t be invisible at all, they’ll be able to see me. The 
shell-suit is still round at Tabby’s house!’

‘Probably just as well,’ said Snoot. ‘You’ll have to wrap up 
nice and warm and rain proof. The shell suit wouldn’t fit over 
the top anyway. RIGHT! Everyone get ready, depart in ten 
minutes. I’ve arranged a little diversion!’

Snoot’s diversion was spectacular, to say the least. He 
switched photonic energy from the Imperviluce production 
process to the Tesla antenna. It got brighter and brighter and 
brighter until everybody for miles around had to shield their 
eyes against the glare. The television cameras had to be shut 
down to stop them burning out. Nobody noticed as one boy 
flew up into the air over Snoot’s Camelot and quickly 
disappeared on a nor’ nor’-easterly course.

As soon as they were above the clouds all the ghosts popped 
back into view and closed ranks around Dazzle to discuss 
tactics. They’d left one of  the telepathic wraiths behind with 
Snoot. It was much better than radio communications — and 
it couldn’t be intercepted by the radio monitors on CCSE4.

‘Yer Dad’s gorn ter bed orlready,’ Horace said. He bent his 
head closer to the wraiths and listened. ‘They say ‘e’s set ‘is 
alarm for free o’clock in the mornin’ so ‘e can be awake when 
we gets there.’
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‘How high are we, anybody know?’ Dazzle asked. Despite 
all the clothing his face was bitterly cold. Excalibur was a heavy 
weight in the makeshift scabbard hanging down on his left, 
flapping and swaying as the scoot was buffeted by strong winds.

‘We’re about eight thousand feet,’ the Duchess called. 
‘Ground speed approximately seventy miles an hour, faster 
than we thought. At this speed we’ll be there in about seven 
hours.’

Seven hours! Dazzle looked around. On all sides, above and 
below, were ghosts, grim and unsmiling. Ahead of  him the sky 
was a mass of  tumbled clouds, lit from above by the half  moon 
that silvered the edges of  some and darkened the masses of  
others. The wind wasn’t as bad as he’d expected. 

‘That’s cos we bin lucky, goin’ wiv it a bit,’ Horace said. ‘Be 
‘orrible if  it was against us. Take orl night, too.’

Sometimes through gaps in the clouds they saw patches of  
moonlit sea far beneath them. Once or twice they saw a few 
lights which might have been fishing boats or a ferry. Before 
long they were back over land. Below them they saw the dark 
mass of  the ground, criss-crossed with the occasional winding 
ribbons of  lights that were motorways; and after a couple more 
hours an ocean of  lights off  to their right that was greater 
Manchester.

‘About halfway, Dear,’ the Duchess said. ‘How are you 
feeling?’

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 257



‘A bit numb,’ Dazzle admitted. ‘And a little sleepy, too.’

‘If  yer want ter sleep, go right ahead,’ Horace said. ‘That 
fing won’t let yer fall orf. We’ll keep yer on track.’

‘Do it, dear, put your head right down, out of  the wind. 
We’ll call you an hour out. Don’t forget, you’ll have to make 
the trip back, with Tabitha on board too. It will be a long night 
for you.’

It made sense. 

Dazzle stretched gingerly forward, put his head on the 
handlebars and in seconds was fast asleep.

*

‘Dazzle — wake up.’

The Duchess’s hand tugging at his shoulder woke Dazzle. 
The autobelt gripped him firmly as it sensed his sudden horror. 
Below him was eight thousand feet of  empty nothing and the 
scoot was bouncing about like a cork in a rough sea.

‘I’ve got it now, thanks,’ Dazzle said as he took the 
handlebars from Horace. ‘Where are we?’ 

‘Forty miles out,’ said the Duchess.

‘We let yer sleep in a bit,’ Horace grinned. ‘Yer looked so 
comfy, like.’
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‘We’ll go down to just above the surface,’ Dazzle said. ‘We’ll 
stand off  about a mile from the platform — who’s going in to 
scout?’ 

‘Me and a waif,’ Horace said promptly. ‘We’ll find Tabby, 
and I’ll report back. The waif  will stay and keep an eye on 
fings, let us know wot they’re doin’, like if  they wakes up and so 
on.’

Dazzle pointed the nose of  the scoot down. They lost height 
very quickly. The closer they got to the sea the darker 
everything became, it was like plunging into a cold wet tunnel.

Just a few feet above the lashing spray they levelled out and 
pressed on at their best speed. The weather was much worse 
down here, waves threatened to bury Dazzle and in no time he 
was drenched through. He didn’t even notice. He got the hang 
of  it pretty quickly, you had to treat the waves like hills, drive 
up and over, keeping well clear of  any breaking water. To his 
right he saw the knight vanish into a wave and pop out the 
other side, still dry. For a moment he almost wished he were 
dead, too, so he could try it.

‘Thirty miles, dear,’ the Duchess called.

Dazzle reached down and unsheathed Excalibur. The great 
sword quivered in his hands and became almost weightless. 
Dazzle pointed the tip of  Excalibur in the direction they were 
travelling and hoped desperately that it wouldn’t be seen on 
radar.
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‘Mr. Snoot’s awake,’ Horace yelled as a wave broke and a 
sudden burst of  spray went right through him. Dazzle gasped 
as he caught a faceful of  icy water from the same wave. It 
wasn’t easy controlling the scoot with one hand so close to the 
sea, but Snoot had told him that his best hope of  avoiding the 
radar was to keep low.

‘Ten miles! ORL GHOSTS, POP OUT!’ Horace called. 
All the ghosts disappeared at once. Dazzle shivered. He 
suddenly felt awfully alone. He knew they were still there, 
exactly where they’d been for hours, but he couldn’t see a soul.

Another unexpected wave reared up and split open right in 
front of  him. Without missing a beat the scoot plunged into it 
— for a moment he was under water — and popped out the 
other side. Water poured off  of  him, it had been so quick the 
water hadn’t penetrated his clothing.

‘Blimey! I noo we ‘ad to get dahn low, but I didn’t fink ‘e 
meant that low!’

‘One mile!’ the Duchess called. Dazzle slowed to a hover, 
just riding up and over the waves. He had to take the Duchess’s 
word for it, all he could see were endless mountains of  black 
and white water, and sheets of  stinging spray.

It was ten more minutes before Horace’s voice sounded in 
his ear. 

‘I seen Tabby,’ Horace said grimly. ‘Poor little fing! She’s orl 
by ‘erself  in a big room near the top of  the tower. Orl she’s got 
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ter wear is an old baggy outfit wot’s far too big fer ‘er. I told ‘er 
we’re ‘ere, so she’ll be ready by the time we gets there. She 
sends ‘er luv.’

Dazzle’s grip tightened on Excalibur. The sword came alive 
in his hand. Another wave burst under the scoot and lifted it 
into the air where a sudden howl of  wind buffeted it sideways 
and nearly made him lose his balance. The autobelt clamped 
tightly and stabilised him; then the scoot dropped with a 
sickening lurch as it followed the wave down.

‘If  we’re all ready,’ Dazzle gasped, ‘let’s go! No noise, but if  
they wake up, let ‘em have it!’

The minutes it took to reach the notorious CCSE4 seemed 
like hours to Dazzle. He thought they’d never get there — then 
suddenly it was a  monstrosity in front of  them, immense 
columns of  iron girders with the seas surging and gurgling 
about their base. Sheets of  spray tore from the waves that 
smashed against the monstrous legs.

Dazzle set the scoot to climb and rose quickly past the legs, 
past the accommodation deck, searching for the tower.

‘Waif  says they’ve seen somefink on radar,’ Horace 
reported. ‘They’re arguing over it. Oh ‘eck, they’re goin’ to 
battle stations!’

Dazzle could just hear a klaxon horn sounding above the 
howling wind, which was made worse by the girders and 
beams. Suddenly all the lights went out, but he had seen people 
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in uniforms rushing madly about pulling covers off  of  what 
looked horribly like guns.

‘Waif  says they got a positive echo on our bearin’,’ Horace 
said.

‘Down here we’re below their heavy weapons, and too close 
for their missiles to arm,’ Dazzle called. ‘It’s the smaller guns 
we have to worry about!’

‘So long as the moon stays be’ind them clahds yer okay. 
Anyway, go up a bit more yet, and over to the left a touch, 
that’s it, keep goin’.’

The scoot climbed higher.

Dazzle was now looking down on the main accommodation 
deck of  CCSE4. He saw some men shoving a jet fighter with 
folded wings back inside a red-lit hangar. The door came down 
again. Obviously the weather was still too bad to fly. Too bad for 
some to fly! Dazzle felt a savage sense of  satisfaction, he was 
flying when they didn’t dare.

‘Waif  says they’re goin’ to be testin’ weapons. Get in close, 
quick!’ The warning was timely. Dazzle flattened himself  
against the side of  CCSE4 as sudden bursts of  machine gun 
and rapid cannon fire lit the sky in all directions with streams 
of  tracer. As quickly as it had started the firing finished, but for 
quite some seconds afterwards little dots of  coloured light sped 
away from the structure, curving downwards until they 
bounced or disappeared.
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‘Left!’ Horace was getting excited. Dazzle marvelled. You 
wouldn’t really expect someone who has been dead for over a 
hundred years to get excited.

‘There! That winda! Tabby’s just inside! Get it open, I’ll 
pop in and let ‘er know we’re ‘ere!’

Dazzle ran chilled fingers over the welded grille in dismay. 
There was solid glass underneath, too. How on earth could he 
be expected to open that? Those bars were easily an inch thick 
and made of  steel. Had they come all this way just to be beaten 
by bars and glass?

He wiped the wet crusty salt off  the glass and peered inside. 

Tabby was standing at the other end of  the room, talking to 
herself. She looked so vulnerable in that ridiculously overlarge 
track suit. In a sudden fury of  frustration Dazzle lashed out at 
the grille with Excalibur. He didn’t care if  he broke the ancient 
blade; all this way for NOTHING! 

Bits of  grille and shattered bullet-proof  glass fell three 
hundred feet to the sea and vanished into the boiling waters. 

Dazzle gaped in disbelief, then with battle-shout lifted 
afresh he hewed the window down. Sparks and steel flew as he 
chopped away first the grille, then the remains of  the glass, and 
then the steel of  the structure itself, hacking until the hole was 
big enough for Tabitha to climb through.
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‘Poor kid, she’ll freeze,’ Horace said. ‘Uh oh, quick! GET 
‘ER OUT! Waif  says they’ve sounded the intruder alarm! 
There’s ten armed guards runnin’ dahn to this room!’

‘ORL GHOSTS!’ Horace’s roar rattled Dazzle’s eardrums. 
‘CHARGE!’

The air was suddenly filled with visible ghosts; no, much 
more than visible, they were dressed for war in what Horace 
had earlier called their “battle glow” — and they were hideous!

The knight with the arrow had made himself  eight feet tall 
and drenched himself  all over with bright red blood. Horace 
had gained six-inch fangs and made his eyes stand out on long 
bloodshot stalks. The Duchess had become a gorgon, her hair 
now a nest of  live snakes, hissing and writhing and snapping 
viciously in all directions.

Tabby was still climbing out through the window when the 
cell door banged open. The men outside pointed their guns but 
something unbelievably horrible jumped down in front of  
them shrieking and gurgling. They screamed and fought each 
other desperately in their scramble to get away, leaving a trail 
of  dropped weapons and teeth.

All over CCSE4 terrible apparitions popped out 
unexpectedly. Tough commandos who had been trained to 
fight without fear threw down their guns and ran away 
screeching.

‘Dazzle!’
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‘Tabby! Get on behind! Put your arms round me and hold 
on tight!’

Dazzle felt a sudden warmth behind him as two soft arms 
came round his waist. He swung the scoot round, aimed the 
nose down towards the sea and gunned the gyros.

In the Operations Room the Commandant listened with 
mounting disbelief  as he flicked his switches to monitor first 
one post and then another. The 5.25 inch gun turret on Pier 3 
was unmanned — a banshee had appeared suddenly in the 
middle of  the gun crew and screamed, just once, it was quite 
enough.

All he got from the Australian gun mount was a weird 
gibbering noise, he had no way of  knowing that the Weapon 
Controller was now a wreck who would spend the rest of  his 
life with a pair of  scissors and a big pile of  paper, cutting out 
pretty shapes and dribbling. 

But something far worse (as far as the Commandant was 
concerned) was happening. He didn’t know yet that all over 
CCSE4 locked doors were unlocking themselves; abandoned 
submachine guns were floating of  their own accord through 
the air to astounded but very grateful hands.

Not every weapons position had yet been visited by ghosts. 

On the western side of  the accommodation deck a close-
range antiaircraft missile battery was tracking an intermittent 
contact, an echo that had appeared and disappeared several 
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times on its radar screen. When the echo appeared once more, 
beyond the arming distance of  the missile, the operator obeyed 
orders and pressed a button on his console. A tiny pulse of  
electricity passed to the primer of  missile number two on the 
launcher. A fraction of  a second later the booster motor blasted 
the missile away on a path that would carry its twenty-eight 
pounds of  contact-fuzed high explosive to the intermittent 
echo.

Tabitha saw it, a ball of  light coming right at them. With no 
time to warn Dazzle she stretched past, grabbed the 
handlebars and jerked. 

The whole world turned bright pink. 

The missile, now without a target, scorched right through 
the place they had just been.

 Frantically Dazzle shook his head. His eyes were blurred 
and his head pounded. He levelled out, shocked to find himself 
at least three miles from the prison and now at about six 
thousand feet — but the arms that had been round his waist 
were gone. 

So, too, was the warmth at his back.
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A Loss, Too 
Keenly felt 

‘Now then, Dazzle,’ Snoot said gently. ‘In your own time, tell 
us what happened, don’t leave anything out.’

Dazzle stared into his mug of  hot tea. He was at the table in 
The Munchery, surrounded by exhausted ghosts. Snoot had 
made him have a hot shower and get changed, but he still felt 
devastated and couldn’t stop shivering.

‘I failed,’ Dazzle said bitterly.

A weary wraith lifted from the floor and floated up behind 
him. It put out a tendril of  cold mist and patted him gently on 
the shoulder.

‘Tabby’s dead! And it’s all my fault!’

Horace lifted his head from where he’d been resting it on 
his arms on the tabletop. ‘No it ain’t,’ he growled. ‘Even if  the 
waifs ‘adn’t told us, we noo it weren’t! There was nuffink you 
coulda done! So don’t go blamin’ yerself !’

‘Is Tabby dead, Duchess?’ Snoot asked. ‘Can you tell?’
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‘Not everybody that dies becomes a ghost, Dear,’ the 
Duchess said sadly. ‘And if  she did, she might be wandering 
around lost for ages until she finds herself.’

‘Can’t you find out, somehow, or help her?’ Snoot asked.

‘No, it’s something that people can only do for themselves. 
There’s nothing we can do but hope.’

‘We searched!’ Dazzle had never been so bitter.

‘We did that,’ Horace said bleakly. ‘Orl of  us. Covered 
every square inch above and below, there weren’t no sign of  
Tabby nowhere. But there’s an awful lot of  nasty exploding 
mines abaht that place. We was gonna blow ’em up except for 
the prisoners might ‘ave got ‘urt.’

‘You said you’d released the prisoners?’ Snoot asked.

‘Yeah. Let ‘em loose and gave ‘em orl guns.’

‘We haunted the guards and officers witless!’ the Duchess 
said. ‘We scared them all into the big dining hall and locked 
them in. The prisoners now have control of  the place, we left 
them in charge.’

‘We made the gunners show ‘em ‘ow to use the missiles and 
fings, so CCSE4 can defend itself  if  the Commission tries ter 
take it back,’ Horace added.

‘Good!’ said Snoot. ‘Right! I want everyone to get some 
rest. Into your urns, all of  you! We’ve lost Tabby — there’s 
nothing we can do about that. And nobody, Dazzle, is to 
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blame. You’ve all done a tremendous night’s work and I’m very 
proud of  you!’

The ghosts quietly faded out. Dazzle was left alone with 
Snoot and his untouched mug of  tea.

‘You did well,’ Snoot said.

Dazzle snorted.

‘I mean it! Thanks to you and the ghosts we now have a 
fortified base in the North Sea and several hundred highly 
motivated warriors. If  Bishous wants a revolt, he’s going to get 
one!’

Dazzle shivered. ‘What do you mean?’

‘We’re outlaws, aren’t we? We did nothing wrong, but evil 
men make laws to suit themselves and enforce them at 
gunpoint—’ Dazzle shivered again. He’d heard those words 
before.

‘Look how many people are just scraping by while the 
robber-barons drive Rolls Royces and warlords fly around in 
gold-plated helicopters. Evil has the face of  Ambrose Meddror 
Bishous. It’s time someone did something! Possibly even too 
late. It should have been done ages ago, the only way for evil to 
prosper is for good people to do nothing.’

‘The Lady of  the Lake said that the next final battle 
between good and evil was about to begin,’ Dazzle said. ‘I 
didn’t know she meant us.’
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‘What else did she say?’

‘She said that victory for either side is not a foregone 
conclusion.’

‘Clever Lady!’ Snoot said briskly. ‘Now, off  to bed. I’ve 
made you a sleeping potion — you’d be better to have it, 
otherwise you won’t rest, you’re overtired.’

Dazzle drank the tasteless potion and went to bed. It was 
powerful stuff, he felt it kicking in just as he slipped between 
the sheets. His last conscious thought was that tomorrow he’d 
visit Tabitha’s Aunt and uncle and tell—

*

Bishous stared aghast at Lickspittle.

‘All communications? We’ve lost contact with CCSE4 
completely? But I told you to stop jamming Snoot! And 
CCSE4 is in the opposite direction!’

‘We did stop jamming, it’s nothing to do with Snoot, 
Minister. On all frequencies, even the landlines, there’s just no 
answer. It’s as if  everyone on CCSE4 has disappeared. We can 
hear the phones ringing, but nobody answers.’

‘That means that we can’t get clearances from them to fly 
out there,’ Bishous said thoughtfully. ‘Have the RAF send a 
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fighter over to check it out, but from a safe distance. It might 
have been badly damaged in the hurricane.’

‘Yes, Minister. And we’ll keep trying by radio.’

‘Hold that fighter,’ Bishous said. ‘It won’t be able to get 
close enough. Have the navy send a submarine, instead, tell 
them to keep at least … no, that won’t work either, those 
homing torpedoes on CCSE4 have a long range. Get the 
Americans to take a look with one of  their spy satellites. Set it 
up, will you? They owe me a few favours.’

‘Yes, Minister. Anything else?’

Yes,’ Bishous said thoughtfully. ‘Have the navy build up a 
task force, with aircraft and long range missiles. I have a nasty 
feeling.’

*

‘You know, Mim — I’m beginning to not believe all these 
newspaper reports!’ George snorted in disgust at his copy of  
the Sunday Standard. ‘It says here that there was a solar flare 
last night over Swindelham.’

‘We were certainly woken up by bright lights,’ Mim said.

‘Yeah, but it was night! The sun was round the other side of 
the world … and there’s an article here about Tabitha, press 
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release from the Ministry. Says she never was a hostage. What 
on earth do they mean by that? And that she robbed a bank 
and has gone into hiding. Our little Tabby would never do a 
thing like that!’

‘My friend Rose in the florist’s shop said she saw Tabby on 
television, being taken away by ambulance,’ Mim said. ‘But 
I’ve phoned all the hospitals—’

‘It says here too that she collapsed and was taken to 
hospital, but she escaped and went bad,’ said George. ‘Says she 
had a brainstorm.’

‘You don’t escape from hospital!’

‘And little girls don’t rob banks!’ 

George picked up his biscuit and licked it. He could make 
one biscuit last all day now. ‘It says nobody knows where she is, 
but they think she may have gone to join the rebel Snoot. I’d 
like to have a talk with that bloke, Mim.’

‘I thought you didn’t like hippies, George?’

‘If  Tabby likes him he can’t be all that bad,’ George 
muttered, going pink. He lapped at his tea to change the 
subject.

It was some hours later, after dark, that there was a discreet 
knock at the back door. Mim opened it to see a white-haired 
boy on the step, holding one of  their “missing girl” posters.

‘Yes? Oh, hello, do you know something about Tabitha?’
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‘My name is Dazzle Snoot, Mrs. Templar, can I come in? I 
have some very bad news for you, I’m afraid.’

Mim took Dazzle through to the living room.

‘We have a guest, George—’ George looked up from the 
television, saw Dazzle and his mouth fell open.

‘—young Mr. Snoot here says he has has some bad news for 
us, about Tabitha.’

Dazzle looked around the room, and at George. He’d never 
been in Tabitha’s home before. Auntie Mim looked nice, but 
Uncle George didn’t look anywhere near as fat and nasty as 
Tabitha and the ghosts had made out. In fact he looked quite 
worried, sitting in front of  the television nibbling at a soggy 
biscuit.

‘Would you like some tea, Mr. Snoot?’

Dazzle shook his head. There was a lump in his throat and 
he found it hard to speak, this was the most difficult thing he’d 
ever had to do in his whole life. Where do you begin?

‘Do you know where our little Tabby is?’ George asked. 
Dazzle shook his head again.

‘No. But I do know where she was … until last night she 
was in CCSE4.’

There was utter disbelief  on George and Mim’s faces.
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Mim got her breath back first. ‘No! She’s just a little girl! 
CCSE4 is for terrorists and monsters and murderers!’

‘There must be some mistake! Or are you having us on?’ 
George asked sharply.

‘No mistake, and it’s no joke,’ Dazzle said. ‘Please, think 
about it. The last time anyone saw Tabby she was on her way 
to visit my Dad and me. She was snatched in full view of  
everybody, it was even on television. They took her off  in an 
ambulance. But has any hospital said they’ve got her? Have 
you been able to track her down?’ 

Mim shook her head.

‘The police were no help either,’ she said. ‘They told me 
that if  I didn’t pull my head in I’d be arrested for disturbing 
the peace.’

‘The police are only doing what they’re told by people in 
high places,’ Dazzle said. ‘Don’t be mad at them, they’re just 
pawns.’

‘So where’s Tabitha now?’ Mim asked.

‘I think she’s dead,’ Dazzle whispered.

Mim put her knuckles to her mouth and went white. 
George sat gaping in disbelief, shaking his head.

Dazzle told his tale quickly, in simple sentences. He kept it 
brief. Some things he didn’t mention, like Excalibur, or the 
importance of  Snootmetal. When he reached the part where 
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Tabby fell into the water Mim hid her face in her hands and 
sobbed.

George stared hard at Dazzle when he finished. He was 
shaking.

‘I’m finding it hard to believe,’ he said. ‘Ghosts! Flying 
motorbikes! All that stuff  about the Ministry being behind it!’

‘What would it take to make you believe?’ Dazzle asked. 
‘Would you believe me if  I could produce a ghost?’

George rubbed his sagging face. It now looked as if  there 
were room for two of  him inside his skin. His jowls hung down 
like a bloodhound’s and flapped about when he nodded.

‘Well then—don’t get up out of  your chair,’ Dazzle warned.

George gripped the arms of  his chair tightly. 

‘Yes, I think maybe I do believe you! Definitely! … Er … 
you can put me down, now, please.’ His bulging eyes stared as 
invisible hands gently lowered his chair back to the floor.

‘Cup of  tea, luv?’ Horace’s invisible voice asked in Mim’s 
ear. She jumped, then nodded, bright-eyed. A few moments 
later there was a clanking in the kitchen as Horace poked 
through the cupboards looking for tea things.

‘So it’s all true about Sir Ambrose too? He really did have 
our little Tabby? Why?’
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‘It would be easy to say because she was my friend and he 
was trying to get at us through her,’ Dazzle said. ‘But the truth 
is she knows some of  our secrets, and Bishous wants to use 
them to conquer the world.’

George stared pop-eyed as a tray floated into the room with 
three cups of  tea on it.

‘Made it just ‘ow yer likes it, George, one crumb of  sugar 
and dipped it wiv the tea bag!’

‘Tabitha left something of  mine here,’ Dazzle said. ‘I’ll be 
needing it to help bring Bishous to justice.’

‘Of  course! Anything!’ Mim was very angry. ‘What is it? 
Where? I’ll get it for you!’

‘I don’t think you’ll be able to find it, Mrs. Templar—’

‘You can call me Aunt Mim, if  you like — where, did you 
say?’

‘It’ll probably be in Tabby’s room.’

‘Would you like to come up with me and help me find it?’ 

Dazzle was grateful for that. He’d never seen how Tabitha 
lived and was missing her badly. He never knew that 
bereavement could hurt so much.

Tabitha’s room was off  the landing at the top of  the stairs, 
quite small but cosy. Where would she have put the Snoot-suit? 
Under the bed, perhaps?
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‘What are we looking for, Mr. Snoot?’

‘Please call me Dazzle, Aunt Mim. You can’t look for it, it’s 
an invisible suit. We’ll just have to feel for it.’

It wasn’t on Tabby’s little chest of  drawers, and wasn’t 
hanging up in her cupboard. The lump came back in Dazzle’s 
throat as he sorted through her dresses and coats and things.

Nothing.

Dazzle turned his eyes to Tabitha’s book shelf. For a 
moment the books blurred. Bingo. 

The suit was hanging down in front of  her books, caught at 
the top between two volumes of  Shakespeare.

‘Is that it?’ Mim was surprised. She hadn’t really expected 
the invisible suit to be quite so ... invisible.

‘I’ll need to put it on before I leave,’ Dazzle said. ‘I’d better 
not hang around. Bishous may be having the house watched, 
and I don’t know if  anybody saw me on my way here.’

‘He always seemed such a nice man!’ Mim snorted. ‘I voted 
for him myself  — twice!’

Mim helped Dazzle put the suit on. She marvelled as he 
disappeared, bit by bit, right in front of  her eyes.

George kept watch from the window over the street as 
Dazzle sneaked invisibly out the back. The street was deserted 
except for two men changing a car tyre under a street lamp. 
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They were the same two men with the same tyre they’d 
been working on since early afternoon.
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SHIPSMASH
‘How’s the navy getting on with my task force?’ Bishous 
asked.

‘It will take at least another day yet, Minister,’ Lickspittle 
said briskly. Monday mornings always found him refreshed, by 
the end of  the week he was usually a limp rag. ‘We could send 
it now, if  you want, and build it up out there, bit by bit as more 
units arrive. But we do have a destroyer only a few hours away 
from CCSE4, we could get it to loiter just out of  range.’

‘Do that!’ Bishous leaned forward and doodled on his 
banker’s-bond pad with one of  his solid gold pens. ‘Get the 
destroyer’s captain to challenge CCSE4 by radio, and by signal 
lamp if  he can get that close. I want to know what’s going on.’

‘Did the American satellites show anything, Minister?’

‘No,’ said Bishous. ‘The pictures were clear, everything 
looks normal. Just a bit of  superficial damage to The Turret. 
Nothing to worry about. I wish the Commandant would 
contact me. We should have put some pigeons on board.’
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At CCSE4 the Commandant was regretting not having 
some means of  contacting Bishous. He was on the mat in his 
own office, staring from the wrong side of  his desk at the man 
now sitting in the Commandant’s own chair.

Sir Robert Goodfellow had disappeared some five and a 
half  years ago. He’d first caught public attention when he 
refused a snowballing tax demand. His statement ‘You are 
meant to shear sheep, not skin them’ had become a popular 
rallying cry and in no time he’d found himself  leading the 
fastest growing political movement in history. Unfortunately for 
him it was election year, he was visited in the dead of  night by 
several unmarked cars and had never been seen or heard from 
again. Now he was sitting across from the Commandant, 
watching with cold grey eyes.

The Commandant squirmed, feeling like a schoolboy in 
front of  the headmaster. ‘You won’t get away with this,’ he said 
for the umpteenth time.

‘So you keep telling me. Tell me again, why not?’

‘The Minister will realise what’s happened here and he’ll 
send the navy. You won’t stand a chance.’

‘Don’t treat me like a fool, please. We both know what this 
place is capable of  — it would cost the navy too dearly. Bishous 
isn’t that much of  an idiot.’

‘You’ll need resupply in just a few days—’

‘In forty-one days, to be precise. I read your reports.’
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‘Okay, in six weeks. Then what?’

‘By then,’ said Goodfellow grimly, ‘I hope to have lit a fire 
that will spread around the world. I shan’t be alone.’

‘Who on earth do you think would ever join you?’ 

‘Your Miss Fawcett, for one,’ Goodfellow grinned.

‘Ah, yes, Mouseface! I might have known.’

‘My big question now is — what am I to do with you lot? 
There’s four hundred of  my own people have swapped places 
with the four hundred of  yours. If  I can get rid of  everyone 
that’s not with us, it’ll halve the grocery bills for a start. Stretch 
us out from six to twelve weeks.’

The Commandant shivered. He hadn’t liked that “get rid 
of ”.

Goodfellow leaned forwards on the desk.

‘Why not join us?’ he asked.

The Commandant snorted. ‘Why on earth should I? And 
how could you trust any of  us if  we did?’

‘You’re serving an evil regime,’ Goodfellow said. ‘But you 
don’t know any better. I think that inside most of  you there are 
misguided decent people wandering around lost.’

The Commandant snorted again. ‘I serve the Minister!’ he 
snapped.
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‘Only because you have no real principles. You’re just a tool 
he uses, Commandant, nothing more to him than a disposable 
monkey-wrench. No more worth to him than the money it 
would take from his treasury to replace you.’

‘No! He cares! He’s a good man!’

‘Would you really have cut that little girl’s finger off ?’

The Commandant went white. ‘How on earth could you 
know about that?’

‘I found the recorders in your office here, and listened to the 
last few chats you had with Bishous,’ Goodfellow grinned. ‘Did 
you know that everything said in your office was being 
recorded? No? I didn’t think so … would you really have done 
it?’

‘I’d have followed my orders,’ the Commandant said primly. 
‘I admit I wouldn’t have liked it—’

‘So there is a spark of  human decency left in you! I’ll tell 
you what — I’m addressing your staff  in the dining hall later, 
I’ll be explaining a few things to them. I’m sure they’re not all 
brain dead. I’d like you to come along—’

There was a knock at the door. It opened and a very large 
man stepped in. John Petty had a bushy black beard and eyes 
that glittered when they saw the Commandant.

‘Sorry to interrupt, Rob — there’s a destroyer on the 
horizon. They’ve been flashing us.’
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‘What are they saying?’

‘We don’t know, we haven’t got anyone that can read 
flashing lights.’

‘I can,’ said the Commandant.

It was a cold morning. The wind was still whipping across 
the signals deck, the rebel lookouts in their armoured bins were 
blowing on their chilled fingers to keep warm.

‘It’s an order,’ said the Commandant. ‘They keep repeating 
the same words, “Prepare to receive helicopter. Acknowledge 
acceptance by green flare. Red flare if  something wrong.” 
What are you going to do?’

‘Do you know where the flares are?’ Goodfellow asked one 
of  the lookouts. ‘Good man — send ‘em up a red.’ 

He turned to the big man. The loud PUCK as the red flare 
went up made them both jump.

‘Weapons, John?’

‘Manned and ready. The men are so keen they’re even 
taking their breaks at their posts. We could do with some more 
real gunners, though.’

‘Get those five-inchers trained onto that ship. Don’t shoot 
unless they fire on us first, at this stage I just want ‘em to know 
that we’re ready to fight. Then let’s get below and crank up the 
radios. We have quite a few announcements to make!’
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*

‘The destroyer captain is on the line for you, Minister.’

Bishous picked up the brown telephone. ‘Bishous here … 
yes … yes … are you sure? … … … Alright, contact them by 
radio. Find out what the story is … you’ve already done that? 
What? No, we can’t wait for that! Open fire on them at once! 
No, no warnings, just let them have it with everything you’ve 
got … RIGHT NOW! … Okay, just as soon as you’ve fixed it!’ 
Bishous slammed the phone down and sat glaring at his 
doodles.

‘What is it, Minister?’

‘The ship challenged by signal lamp, helicopter permission 
was denied. So the captain tried again by radio, this time they 
answered. Somehow that fool Commandant lost control of  
CCSE4 during the hurricane, it’s now entirely in rebel hands. 
The Commandant and his men are all prisoners. Their leader 
is trying to make contact with the news media by radio. We 
can’t have that, so I’ve told the captain to destroy them.’

‘There’s still four hundred of  your men on board!’

Bishous glanced sharply at Lickspittle. ‘Four hundred 
failures! Four hundred overpriced useless prats! They had the 
very best of  everything yet they still managed to lose our top-
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security prison to a bunch of  half-starved ragamuffins! Blow 
‘em all away! We’ll tell the media that CCSE4 caught fire and 
was lost after a heroic effort in the hurricane. Put the 
Commandant and two others in for posthumous medals, for 
trying to save the lives of  the prisoners.’

Bishous reached for the phone, stopped halfway and sat 
back.

 ‘Make me a coffee, Lickspittle. And have our people 
contact all the news media. Tell them if  they want to stay in 
business they’re to completely ignore anything coming out of  
CCSE4. Remind them there’s still plenty of  room in CCSE3. 
And tell the navy to hurry up with that task force!’

‘’Yes, Minister!’

*

Goodfellow sighed in frustration. He’d talked to the 
impassive faces for almost an hour, and had fielded questions 
for another half  hour. He just wasn’t getting through to them. 
He knew exactly what the problem was, they didn’t feel 
personally involved, to them it was all just academic.

‘Rob—’

Goodfellow signed for his men to allow the ex-guards to 
have a tea break. He was gratified to see them crowding about 
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in groups, having heated discussions. He turned to the bearded 
man.

‘John?’

‘That ship’s come back. They’re flying battle ensigns and all 
their weapons are trained on us.’

‘Surely they wouldn’t! We’ve still got four hundred of  their 
blokes!’

At that very moment a heavy vibration rattled all the spoons 
in the saucers. The babble of  conversation stopped as 
knowledgeable men gawped up in sudden disbelief; the 
concussion of  two heavy explosions close at hand blended with 
the thunderous racket of  a missile being launched.

‘Get the prisoners back to their cells!’ Goodfellow called. 
‘MOVE IT!’

The solid thumping of  the 5.25” quick-firing guns made the 
whole rig shudder. Goodfellow sprinted for the signals deck, 
John and the Commandant close behind.

A wild scene met their eyes. 

A blue haze of  cordite smoke drifted across the signals deck, 
slightly masking the heavy palls of  black smoke hanging in the 
sky less than half  a mile away, from two detonated incoming 
missiles. Goodfellow and John both ducked as another 
defensive missile blasted up from behind them and roared off  
in the direction of  the smoke-wreathed ship barely visible on 
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the horizon. They stood up again sheepishly and rejoined the 
Commandant as their missile curved towards a bright pinprick 
of  light that was getting bigger every second. There was a 
sudden double flash as their own missile detonated and took 
the ship’s missile with it.

‘The SeaSlam and ShipSmash missile batteries have both 
acquired target and are locked on,’ John shouted. ‘Do we fire?’

‘No!’ Goodfellow barked. ‘Not unless we absolutely have to. 
Get on the radio, warn them to cease fire or we sink them.’

The heavy vibration came again — it was from the 
Australian gun high on the rig. All eyes tracked the departing 
tracer as it hosed first one, then the other of  two more 
incoming missiles which blew up just a few hundred yards 
away with concussive thumps that battered the defenders.

‘Sink them!’ snapped the Commandant. ‘It’s your only 
chance! While they think they’re winning, they won’t give up 
— and there’ll be lots more after them. You won’t have that 
many defensive missiles left, you have to sink them now, or be 
destroyed yourself.’

‘One ShipSmash missile only,’ Goodfellow barked. ‘When 
ready, fire!’

It took a long few seconds. Then with a shattering roar a 
large missile blasted up from CCSE4 and hurtled off  towards 
the distant ship.
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‘They’ll knock it down,’ the Commandant said. ‘You should 
have fired a SeaSlam and two ShipSmash at the same time, 
swamp their defenses, like they’re trying to do to us.’

Far away near the horizon there was a vivid red flash. A pall 
of  black smoke spread out and obscured the ship.

‘Oh no! We hit them!’ cried Goodfellow.

The Commandant snatched up a pair of  binoculars and 
studied the ship.

‘No,’ he said after a few moments. ‘Their antimissile 
missiles don’t seem to be working, I think they knocked it down 
with point-defense gunfire. Too close to the ship, I think they’re 
damaged. At least they’re breaking off  the attack.’

The Commandant turned briskly towards Goodfellow. ‘My 
advice, sir, if  you’ll take it — get all weapons reloaded as soon 
as possible. Replenish all ready-use ammunition and lubricate 
all hoists and rammers. Sponge out the barrels—’

‘Are you joining us, by any chance?’ Goodfellow grinned.

‘YES! And so will my men, now, I think!’

The Commandant called a meeting of  his own men in the 
huge dining hall. It was quickly decided to continue the 
manning and running of  the rig exactly as normal, except that 
the former prisoners were now in charge and were to be shown 
how to work everything. Of  four hundred Commission guards 
there were fifteen dyed-in-the-wool dissenters who refused to 
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admit that their bosses in London had just been trying to kill 
them. They were quickly herded below and locked in secure 
cells alongside the man happily snipping out his little paper 
dolls.

Many friendships were established quite quickly, shared 
dangers breed comradeship. The ex-guards brought the ex-
prisoners up to date on all the latest news.

‘Snoot?’ Goodfellow asked. ‘Delissimo Snoot? Holding off  
the whole Ministry by himself ? Unusual name. How do I 
contact him?’

‘He has a website,’ Miss Fawcett said. ‘I don’t know if  he 
ever looks at it now, probably too busy — but there’s an e-mail 
address on it.’

‘Would you set it up for us please, Miss Fawcett?’ the 
Commandant asked. Actually, that moustache of  hers was 
really quite becoming.

*

‘Don’t know why we bother gettin’ this scandal sheet, Mim.’ 
George glared at his copy of  the Standard in disgust. ‘Says 
here that HMS Hades limped into Aberdeen this afternoon 
and was met by ambulances. Had a missile go off  premature 
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during a practise firing, half  a dozen blokes hurt but none bad. 
I wonder what really happened?’

‘I wonder what young Dazzle’s doing with that suit,’ Mim 
said.

‘I liked that lad. He was so polite, too.’

‘He’s a known terrorist, George; his Dad’s a hippy—’

George went pink. ‘You don’t have to rub it in … ’ He 
waved his paper. ‘Look — it says further down the page that all 
navy leave has been cancelled, but it’s nothing for people to get 
alarmed about. And on the other page it says that there’s been 
huge traffic jams on all the major roads in and out of  
Portsmouth.’ 

‘That often happens since the Ministry took over the roads,’ 
said Mim.

‘Yeah … but on the back page it says that prices have 
jumped for fresh produce, especially cabbages and potatoes, 
due to sudden unprecedented demand in the south. I think 
there’s more going on with the navy than anyone’s admitting, 
Mim.’

‘If  it’s the rebels, they have my blessing!’ Mim said. ‘And 
I’m not the only one! Mrs. Pettle in the florist’s shop was saying 
that the army is going to build permanent barracks around 
Snoot now, it’s getting too cold for the soldiers to live in tents. 
Everyone’s getting tired of  tanks and lorries roaring by at all 
hours day and night.’
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‘Where will it all end, I wonder?’

Wherever it ends, Mim thought, it’s too late for my little Tabby. 
She burst into tears and George put his astonished arms 
around her, muttering ‘There, there,’ awkwardly into her hair.  
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Death Comes 
Calling

‘I’ve had an e-mail from the Commandant of  CCSE4,’ 
Snoot said briskly to his Council of  War in the large dining 
room. All the ghosts were there. So was Tabitha’s imp. He’d 
shown up miserably earlier in the day and had been following 
Dazzle about like a dog.

‘You’ll all be pleased to know that CCSE4 is now totally in 
rebel hands. But it gets better — the Commandant and almost 
all the crew have gone over and joined the rebellion!’ 

There was a loud cheer.

‘They were attacked earlier today by a navy destroyer, but 
they held off  the attack and are undamaged. They’re 
requesting our help, they don’t think they could hold off  a mass 
attack by a modern fleet.’

Horace jumped to his feet. ‘’Ow abaht if  we go out there 
and scare ‘em all silly on any ships wot attack ‘em?’ A roar of  
approval met his words.
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‘I was thinking along other lines,’ Snoot said. ‘I thought we 
might set up a portable Tesla antenna and fields to protect the 
rig. We can then use it as an advanced base to carry the war 
against Bishous. And against his ilk in Europe.’

‘Could we do the same with the other prisons?’ asked the 
Duchess.

‘Makes very good sense,’ said Snoot. ‘There’s three others 
in Britain alone, if  we could take them we’d have four well-
armed almost impregnable fortresses. Any ideas?’

A wraith whispered something nervously in Horace’s ear. 

‘Wot? Naah, nevva!’ The wraith nodded vigorously.

‘What is it?’ Snoot asked.

‘Waif  sez there’s someone at the caravan door, upstairs!’ 
Horace looked very uncomfortable.

‘Can’t be! Not unless it’s a spook of  some kind. Would you 
like to go and check it out? No? Okay, I’ll ask Dazzle.’

‘It is a spook … of  some kind,’ Horace shivered. He pulled 
out a spectral handkerchief  and mopped his brow.

‘You’re being very mysterious,’ Snoot murmured. ‘Did he 
say who or what it is, out there?’

Horace gulped and nodded.

‘Should I go? Okay, I’ll go, the rest of  you wait here.’
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‘Nah! Better if  yer lets Dazzle go, Mr. Snoot — ‘e’s a lot 
younger then you!’

The wraith whispered something else into Horace’s ear. His 
face lit up. ‘I nevva fort of  that! Orl right, Mr. Snoot, I’ll come 
wiv yer!’

‘Come on, Horace, tell us! Who is it, up there?’

‘’E’s Deff, Mr. Snoot.’

‘Deaf ? He’s deaf ?’

‘Yeah. But like the waif  sez, ‘e ‘asn’t come fer nobody, ‘cos 
‘e’s knocked on the door. If  ‘e was ‘ere official like, ‘e’d just 
come in and ‘elp ‘imself.’

‘Oh, works for the government, does he?’

‘Nah — ’e’s Deff !’

Dazzle and Snoot went upstairs to the caravan. Horace 
followed reluctantly in the rear. 

The wraith was right, someone was at the door. 

A heavy shadow had fallen across the threshold. Snoot 
marvelled, it was dark outside, yet the shadow fell inwards. 
Suddenly it seemed icy cold. Snoot went to the door and 
peered out. There was nobody there.

‘Let me, Mr. Snoot — evenin’, yer majesty!’ Horace bowed 
deeply. He waved for Snoot and Dazzle to step back. ‘Please 
come in, sir — and ‘ow can we serve yer ‘ighness ternight?’
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Snoot watched in fascination as the heavy black shadow 
came silently across the floor towards him.

‘Can yer see ‘im at all, Mr. Snoot?’ Horace asked anxiously.

‘All I can see is his shadow,’ Snoot said. ‘Curious!’

‘If  yer can’t see ‘im, then yer’ve got nuffink ter worry 
abaht.’ Horace’s relief  was obvious. ‘It’s when yer sees ‘im yer 
know yer number’s up! ’E wants ter shake ‘ands, Mr. Snoot.’

Feeling slightly ridiculous, Snoot held his hand out and 
almost yelped in surprise when he felt dry, bony fingers grasp 
his and shake firmly.

‘Blimey! I nevva fort I’d see the day!’ Horace said. ‘A mortal 
shakin’ ‘ands wiv Deff  ‘imself  and gettin’ away wiv it!’

‘Death!’ Snoot yapped. ‘Oh, my goodness!’

‘Ask him if  he’s seen Tabby, Dad.’

‘’E’s pointin’ at the door, Mr. Snoot, I fink ‘e wants yer to go 
out.’

Snoot stepped outside, shivering. A few yards away a huge 
pale horse was standing like an ivory statue in the darkness, he 
noted a large scythe hanging down by a quick-release strap 
from the saddle.

‘I fink ‘e wants yer to go to ‘is ‘orse.’

Snoot walked to the horse. Its twinkling black eyes followed 
his every movement.
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‘’E says ‘e’s got somefink for yer, on the back of  ‘is ‘orse.’

With immense dignity the horse quietly got down onto its 
knees, and waited. Snoot walked around the massive head, and 
saw for the first time that there was something wrapped up in 
black blankets on the saddle.

‘Should I, er, take it?’

‘’E says ter carry it into yer ‘ouse, but be careful, it’s a bit 
‘eavy and very precious. Don’t drop it, like.’

Snoot gathered up the bundle. It was heavy, but not more 
than he could manage. He staggered off  with it, sure he’d 
heard Death’s horse snigger behind his back.

‘E says take it dahnstairs and unwrap it in front of  the 
family, like—I fink that means everybody.’

Snoot staggered downstairs with the bundle, wishing he 
were at least sixty years younger. Conversation stopped as he 
tottered in through the door and placed the bundle gently on 
the floor.

He looked up to see the ghosts, wide-eyed, backing across 
the room as the black shadow on the floor followed him in. All 
the ghosts bowed together, Jenny and the Duchess curtsied 
deeply.

‘E says not ter worry, everybody, just carry on as if  he 
wasn’t ‘ere. Yer’ve orl met ‘im before, anyway.’

‘Do I unwrap it?’ Snoot asked.
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‘Nah, Dazzle’s the one ter unwrap it. And be careful!’

Dazzle peeled back the black blankets and carefully opened 
the bundle. He didn’t know what to expect and was aware that 
everyone’s eyes were watching his every move.

‘Tabitha!’

‘Wot?’

‘Dad! Horace! It’s Tabby!’

It was. 

Tabitha’s pathetic little corpse lay perfectly still; white and 
bloodless, not breathing, not moving, on the opened blankets.

‘Is … is she …?’ Dazzle asked. Poor Tabitha looked so tiny, 
he thought his heart would break.

‘’Is Lordship sez y’ may kiss ‘er,’ Horace said. His voice was 
thick too.

Dazzle bent over the silent Tabitha and gently brushed her 
cold blue lips with his own.

WHAM~!

‘Don’t you go taking liberties with me, Dazzle Snoot!’

Tabitha sat up, eyes flashing.

The echoes of  the slap were drowned out by delighted 
hoots and calls and yells as everyone crowded round.

Chuckling quietly, Death let himself  out.
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*

‘It’s getting late, Minister.’

‘I know that!’ Bishous snapped. ‘What’s the latest on the 
fleet?’

‘You have an aircraft carrier, two cruisers each carrying 
three VTOL strike aircraft; five guided missile destroyers, 
eleven frigates, and two nuclear strike submarines. One further 
nuclear and two conventional submarines have been recalled 
from patrol and should be here within forty-eight hours. You 
have three fleet auxiliaries fully supplied and ready for 
replenishment at sea; and an assault ship with Marine 
commandos on board.’

‘Air support?’

‘The Air Force has moved four squadrons of  strike aircraft 
and two of  fighters into easy range of  Devil’s Hole. They too 
will be fully operational in about forty-eight hours.’

‘Assessments?’

‘The admirals say that they have more than enough 
firepower on hand to completely overwhelm the defenses of  
CCSE4 and remove it from the face of  the earth.’

‘Transmissions from CCSE4?’
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‘They’ve been broadcasting steadily since HMS Hades was 
forced to break off  the action. But we’ve been jamming them. 
Very little has actually gotten out. The Ministry of  Truth has 
been countering all their allegations with corrective press 
releases, and on television.’

‘Media?’

‘Newspapers, radio and television have been as good as little 
lambs,’ said Lickspittle. ‘All we had to do was tell them that 
CCSE3 is still only half  full — there hasn’t been a squeak out 
of  them.’

‘Good. So I can sleep well tonight?’

‘Yes, Minister. All your troubles will soon be over.’

‘They’ll be over, Lickspittle, when Snoot is removed from 
the face of  the earth. CCSE4 first, then we’ll sort out Snoot.’

‘Indeed, Minister.’

*

Tabitha walked into the dining room to a tremendous cheer. 
The Duchess and Jenny had shooed everyone away and taken 
her under their wing. Tabitha had been bubble-bathed, 
shampooed, dressed in one of  Dazzle’s tracksuits and given a 
hearty meal. Nobody had been allowed near her. Dazzle had 
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been ordered out by the Duchess, and two ghosts who’d tried 
to sneak in invisibly were sent off  with fleas in their ears.

‘Blimey!’ winced Horace. ‘I didn’t know she noo words like 
that!’

Finally the Duchess decided Tabby was ready to rejoin the 
world and led her by the hand into the dining room. Snoot 
made her sit next to Dazzle and she was given a large mug of  
hot tea. The imp stood behind her chair and refused to budge.

‘Now, Tabby, in your own words, please tell us what 
happened!’ Snoot was twitching to find out.

‘Well, I was on the scoot behind Dazzle. I saw a missile 
coming at us. There wasn’t any time to tell him about it, all I 
could do was grab the handlebars and try to swerve us out of  
its way—’

‘You swerved us alright! Covered a couple of  miles—’

‘Which hand, Tabby?’ Snoot asked.

‘My left hand, Mr. Snoot. Why?’

‘What happened then, Tabby? Exactly.’

‘It was weird! Everything went pink, and I fell off—’

‘You grabbed the control for the Snoot Time-shifter! It was 
just a little grab?’

‘Time-shifter, Mr. Snoot?’
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‘Yes! You two are the first people ever to translocate in time 
and space! I didn’t think anyone could do that by accident — 
I’ll have to nobble it … what then, Tabby?’

‘It felt like I was falling for ever! It must’ve been hundreds of 
feet.’

‘How come the fall didn’t kill you? From that height hitting 
water would have been like hitting concrete!’

‘It was the strangest thing, Mr. Snoot, a huge wave reared 
up under me and burst into foam. I hit the foam and sank 
down through layers and layers of  bubbles. They broke my fall 
completely, it didn’t hurt at all. By the time I reached real 
water I was going quite slowly.’

‘Then what happened?’ Dazzle asked. ‘We spent ages 
looking for you. The ghosts searched the whole area, under the 
surface, too, right down to the sea bed.’

‘I suppose it must’ve been the same as in the swimming pool 
at school,’ Tabitha said. ‘The water must have somehow 
thought that I was being hunted, so it cloaked me.’

‘The Lady of  the Lake! Her gift,’ Dazzle said. ‘Then what?’

‘The water carried me away, right down deep, some sort of  
a current. I just drifted along for hours and hours, most of  the 
day, I think. It got a bit lighter, then hours later it got dark 
again.’

‘More tea, Tabby? Jenny—’
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‘No thank you, Mr. Snoot. Anyway, the current finally spat 
me out through the surf  onto a pebbly beach. Somewhere in 
Scotland, I think. It was dark and deserted, I didn’t have a clue 
where I was. And once out of  the water I began to get cold 
again. That’s when the big horse appeared.’

‘Brrrrrrrr!’ Horace shuddered. 

‘At first I couldn’t see the rider, just a black shape with a 
hood, but when he got closer I saw his fa—’

‘Yer WHAT?’ Horace jumped up in horror. Several of  the 
ghosts clamped their hands over their eyes.

‘He was nice!’ Tabitha said. ‘He offered me his hand—’

‘Yer took it?’ Horace squawked. Most of  the ghosts were 
now covering their ears as well. The Duchess looked horrified.

‘Yes! Should I not have?’

‘Goodness me!’ said the knight with the arrow. ‘I’m having a 
fit of  the vapours.’ He had indeed gone quite wispy.

‘Then what, Tabby?’ Dazzle was enthralled.

‘Then he pulled me up onto his horse and gave me some 
nice warm blankets,’ Tabitha said defiantly.

‘Did he show you his hourglass, dear?’

‘Did ‘e wave ‘is scythe at yer?’

‘Yes! And no! He showed me his hourglass—’
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‘Was the sands runnin’ out?’ Horace yelped.

‘No, And he didn’t wave his scythe at me … why are you 
asking all these questions?’

‘Then wot ‘appened?’

‘Well, the horse started walking, and then it began to trot. 
We trotted through a lovely coastal village. I read the sign on 
one of  the little buildings, it said Findochty Library; and as we 
left the village the horse started galloping, then I fell asleep. I 
only woke up when Dazzle was kissing me. But he hadn’t asked 
first, so I slapped him.’

‘Hard, too,’ Dazzle said. ‘That really stung!’

But it was worth it, he thought, as everyone around him 
cracked up with loud hoots and yells of  laughter. Everyone 
except Tabitha. 

She was looking at him thoughtfully. 

Her eyes were shining.
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The Ministry 
Comes calling  

‘I need intelligence,’ Snoot said. They were sitting on the 
front steps of  the caravan, well rugged up against the chilly 
wind. Snoot wanted them to be seen by the television cameras 
and the world. Dazzle looked at Tabitha and grinned. She 
smiled happily back, tilting her head in Snoot’s direction and 
rolling her eyes.

‘Don’t say it!’ Snoot snapped. ‘I mean, we need to know 
what’s going on out there.’ 

Dazzle buried his face in his mug of  tea, Tabitha looked 
away. Her shoulders were silently shaking.

‘So!’ Snoot said, ‘I’m sending a wraith to London to 
monitor Bishous’s headquarters. We’ll keep a wraith here with 
us, as receiver, and I’m going to also send one invisibly to 
CCSE4 to warn us if  anything goes wrong out there. That Rob 
Goodfellow seems a decent enough sort but we don’t really 
know about the rest.’

‘So?’ Dazzle asked. He knew his Dad well.
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‘Several things. We need to know the mood of  the people in 
town, so I’m sending you two off—’

‘Dad!’

‘In the Snoot Invisibility Stealth Suit mark 2. Each.’

‘Wonderful! I’ll be able to visit Aunt Mim, and let them 
know—’

‘Hmmph. You can do us all a favour there, Tabby.’

‘Oh no! You mean I can’t go to see them?’

‘Not at all!’ Snoot looked quite indignant. ‘I want you to ask 
them to come here and join us!’

Tabitha and Dazzle stared blankly at each other. George 
join them?

Snoot chuckled. ‘The old Mark One suit will fit your 
Auntie, Tabby, and I’ve made an invisibility blanket that will fit 
all sizes for Uncle George to use.’

‘How will we get them through the static field, Dad?’

‘I’ve made two Imperviluce discs,’ Snoot said. ‘They look 
like rusty old bottle-tops. I’ve put one each in pockets in the 
suit and blanket. No problem.’

‘What else have you been working on? How’s the portable 
Tesla set coming along?’

Snoot grinned. ‘The robotic assemblers have almost 
finished the prototype, I’ll be taking it out for a field test later, if 
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it works we’ll set up production. With a bit of  luck I might 
eventually be able to make a person-sized go-anywhere pocket 
unit. For you, Tabby!’

Snoot looked sombrely at Tabitha. ‘One of  the reasons I 
want your family here is because Bishous is certain to move 
against them. Until now he thought you were still on CCSE4, 
but if  he watches TV he’ll know you’re here.’

Snoot stood up and stretched with a series of  satisfying 
snaps, crackles, and pops. ‘I’ve made something else I want you 
both to wear at all times — Tabby, you first. We’ll have to go 
inside for this.’

Snoot led them downstairs to the underground entrance 
hall.

‘Tabby, this goes on next to your skin, there’s one for you, 
too, Dazzle. Once you’ve put them on you’ll feel them move, 
don’t worry. It will be automatically sizing to your waist, then it 
will lock. It’s got Imperviluce threads wound through, so it 
can’t be cut off—’

‘Dad!’

‘—but it can be removed. Only by the wearer, though!’

‘Phew!’

‘What are they, Mr. Snoot?’

‘Mass Multiplier and Mass Reducer units, micro-
miniaturised and set into belts, with inertial power mechanisms 
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— your own body movements will work tiny generators to keep 
my ‘Evercando’ batteries fully charged at all times.’

‘How’s this, Mr. Snoot?’

‘Brilliant! Hoo hoo, great, that’s it! Dazzle?’

‘Done! Er … now what?’

An enormous smile spread over Snoot’s crinkly face. ‘With 
your fingertips, feel down to the belt … no, don’t look down, 
feel for it! That’s right, Tabby. Feel the two knobbles? The one 
on the right will multiply your mass, make you heavier … 
proportional to how long you hold it down, of  course. The one 
on the left will reduce your mass, same way. Press ‘em both 
together to reset to neutral. It’s an exponential increase—’

‘What?’

‘It means the effect gets greater faster, the longer you hold 
the buttons down. There’s no limits, so be very careful!’

‘Does that mean we could float away, Mr. Snoot?’

‘Yes! And it also means that you might make yourself  so 
very heavy you couldn’t move a muscle to stop from making 
yourself  even heavier, and heavier. You wouldn’t be able to 
breathe, or—’

‘Thanks, Dad!’

‘So we don’t need scoots anymore!’

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 307



‘Yes, you do, Tabby. Once you’re floating you have no way 
of  moving about! I still have to invent some sort of  reaction 
engine, yet, so be careful. Go on, try them out.’

‘Yuk!’ Dazzle’s knees buckled as he sogged to the floor.

‘Gently! Both buttons to reset! That’s it!’

‘Oh, wow!’

‘Nice and light, Tabby? Try just a little more — that’s it! 
Hoo hoo! Now you’re floating! Not too high!’

THUD

‘Never reset while you’re floating, Dazzle! Always put 
yourself  back on the ground first!’

‘Now he tells me.’ Dazzle staggered to his feet. ‘How high 
did I get?’

‘About four feet,’ Tabitha said smugly. She’d already 
thought of  that for herself  and landed like a thistledown before 
she reset.

Snoot wandered off  and left them to practise while he went 
to organise the wraiths. He hadn’t mentioned it to Tabby and 
Dazzle but it looked as if  Bishous would act very soon. A lot of 
men were going to die and the rebellion would be defeated 
unless he could get a Tesla unit installed on CCSE4, quickly. 
Was it fair to ask Dazzle to fly all that way again? And how 
about the ghosts? They were exhausted when they returned 
last time, poor things.
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*

Mim opened the door warily. George had told her that the 
house was being watched — but who would come around to 
the back? There was nobody there. Mim stepped outside and 
looked in all directions, nothing. She closed the door and 
locked it. Then she froze in fright, the kitchen curtains were 
pulling together by themselves.

‘It’s me, Aunt Mim,’ Dazzle said quickly. His face appeared 
in Mim’s kitchen as he undid the veil and clipped it back. 
‘Where’s Uncle George? I’ve got a surprise for you both. Will 
you sit down first, please?’

Wondering, Mim sat down. ‘George is at work. He works 
for the railways. Would you like a cup of  tea? Any news about 
Tabitha?’

‘Great news! She’s right here with me—’

‘Auntie Mim!’ Tabitha flipped up her veil, and struggled to 
clip it back. Little popper clips never work properly in a hurry 
and Snoot’s marvellous suit was no exception. Mim jumped up, 
eyes shining. 

Inexplicably she burst into tears.
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Mim and Tabitha fell into each other’s arms and Tabitha 
burst into tears too. Shaking his head, Dazzle wandered off  
and poked through the cupboards to find the tea things.

Over their tea Dazzle told Mim everything he thought she 
and George would need to know. Some of  it Tabby hadn’t 
been aware of, either.

‘So they were going to chop my hand off ! Thank heavens 
you rescued me in time!’

‘It was Bishous’s idea,’ Dazzle said grimly. ‘He’ll stop at 
nothing to get what he wants. Which is why you and Uncle 
George must come and live with us, Auntie Mim! Will you?’

‘Yes! How long have we got?’

‘Straight away, Aunt Mim, Dad says just bring a toothbrush. 
He also says don’t bother to lock the doors, they’ll just bust ‘em 
down if  they can’t get in when they’re ready.’

Two cars pulled to a screeching halt outside and car doors 
slammed. Voices yelled and heavy boots clattered on the 
pavement.

‘They’re ready now!’ Dazzle yelped. ‘How did they know 
we were here?’

Tabitha stared at him with wide frightened eyes.

‘Quick! Tabby, help your aunt with that suit — I’ll hold ‘em 
off ! If  we get split up, you two head for home, I’ll collect Uncle 
George!’
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Tabitha and Dazzle’s faces disappeared as they dropped 
their veils. In seconds Mim was hopping around the kitchen, 
trying to get dressed in something she couldn’t even see. There 
was a furious pounding on the front door as Mim skipped 
about. Now she was trying to put both feet into one trouser leg. 
She fell over with a thump.

‘It’s easier if  you close your eyes, Aunt Mim,’ Tabitha said.

Slowly, far too slowly, bit by bit, Mim began to disappear. 

The banging on the front door was suddenly joined by a 
frenzied pounding on the back. Then the pounding became a 
deep penetrating THUD as whoever it was started using a 
battering ram.

‘The other arm!’ Tabitha called frantically. ‘No! Start again! 
Quickly! No, do it slowly! Quick, quick! Ye gods—’

The back door bulged inwards. It wouldn’t take much more 
pounding, one hinge was already hanging free.

‘Over your head! That’s it! Nearly there — now, drop the 
veil!’

A fire extinguisher lifted from the floor between the fridge 
and the wall. There was a soft ripping sound as the plastic 
safety-thing came off.

Wham-CRASH! The door flew open, bounced once and 
sagged on a hinge. Three faces appeared in the doorway. They 
opened their mouths to yell just as Dazzle hosed them down 
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with sticky foam. The men froze in disbelief, clogged up with 
mouthfuls of  foam and unable to breathe. Dazzle promptly 
kicked the first man hard in the stomach. As he doubled over 
Dazzle gave him a hefty shove that made all three topple 
backwards down the steps and sprawl gasping on the grass.

Mim’s face finally disappeared.

‘Quickly — home! I’ll meet you there!’

A splintering crash from the other side of  the house told 
them the front door had surrendered as well.

Dazzle held his breath as Tabitha and Mim scrunched 
round the side of  the house. Regretfully he decided against 
welcoming the invaders, George was more important.

He stopped by the two cars and helped himself  to the keys. 
Judging by the angry yells and crashes from the house they’d 
now found the detergent he’d squirted all over Mim’s polished 
floors.

Now for George. He would be in a little gatehouse, Tabitha 
had said, working the barrier arms to let trucks in and out. 
How long before Ministry thugs arrived there, too?

A truck roared by, Dazzle had to leap for his life. Being 
invisible has disadvantages, you have to keep a good lookout. 
The truck went around a big brick building and disappeared. 
He heard it slow almost to a stop, then start off  again. That 
way ...
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  … and there was the gatehouse.

And there was George, staring through him through the 
glass. Dazzle ran over and tapped at the little sliding window at 
the side. George jumped and looked round.

‘Uncle George! It’s me, Dazzle Snoot!’

George leaned over and slid the window open.

‘Dazzle! How are you! What are you doing here? Good to 
see … er, nice of  you—’

‘No time, Uncle George! They almost got Aunt Mim, they’ll 
be here any minute for you, too! You must come with me, right 
away!’

George was shocked. ‘Who? What? No! I can’t do that! 
Who’ll let the trucks in and out? I could lose my job!’

‘Please, Uncle George, trust me! You’ve already lost your 
home! If  you don’t come with me now you could lose your life! 
Oh, no—’

They both heard engines screaming in the distance, coming 
from different directions.

‘What’ll I do?’ 

‘I’ve brought you an invisible cape,’ Dazzle said. ‘Just slip 
under it. It’ll go all over you, and drag along the ground — get 
out of  there, quickly.’
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George hesitated. The first of  the cars didn’t sound far 
away, it was moving fast. 

‘What about my switches?’ 

‘Leave the barrier up,’ Dazzle said. ‘That way the trucks 
can still get in and out—’ 

A big black car screeched round the end of  the building. It 
overshot, corrected too much and slid wildly sideways for a few 
yards. 

George needed no more persuading. He scrambled out of  
the gatehouse and disappeared as Dazzle heaved the blanket 
over him.

‘Where’s that cape?’ George squawked, as another two 
black cars arrived, almost colliding with the first.

‘You’re under it!’ Dazzle cried. ‘You’re invisible! Follow me, 
let’s go!’ The three cars had stopped. Big ugly men were 
pouring out and running towards the gatehouse.

‘Follow—! Where are you?’ George called. ‘I can’t see you!’

Wildly Dazzle looked round. Nothing. He hadn’t thought of 
that.

‘Quick, run over to their cars. I’ll meet you at the back one, 
make sure you don’t lose that cape!’
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Dodging and weaving George and Dazzle ran to the rear 
car. True to form the Ministry men had left their engines 
running.

‘Jump in!’ Dazzle called. ‘You drive, I’ll nobble the others.’ 
In seconds Dazzle had the keys to the other cars. Angry shouts 
followed them as he jumped in and the empty car took off  like 
a rocket.

‘You’ll have to take your cape off  as soon as you can, Uncle 
George, we’ll attract too much attention if  people see a 
driverless car!’

‘Where are we going?’

‘New Camelot!’ Dazzle grinned. It was a wasted grin, he 
was invisible and George was watching the road anyway. ‘My 
Dad’s place.’

George nodded. It was a wasted nod … at the side of  the 
road a sweet little old lady stood with her shopping basket, 
waiting patiently for the road to clear so she could cross. She 
dropped her eggs with a loud crunch and gawped open 
mouthed as the empty car swept by.

‘We’ll stop on the other side of  town and leave the car, we’ll 
have to go through the soldiers on foot.’

George swung the car round a corner and lined up on the 
ring road round Swindelham.
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‘What were you saying about Mim, and the house?’ George 
asked. He’d found a hat and put it on so he didn’t look quite so 
invisible. He listened in silence while Dazzle told him all that 
had happened while he drove.

‘I’ve got some very good new too, Uncle George—’

‘It’s just George, Dazzle.’ They slowed while George looked 
for somewhere to abandon the car. He turned into a deserted 
rest area and parked under the trees next to an empty bin 
surrounded by rubbish.

‘Tabitha,’ Dazzle said. ‘She’s alive and well! She’ll be 
waiting for us at home, when we get there.’

The hat got out of  the car. George left the engine running 
and the door open.

‘This way, George.’ The hat turned towards Dazzle. He 
thought that George hadn’t heard him about Tabby, but there 
was a sniff  followed after a few seconds by a honking into a 
handkerchief.

‘Bingo!’ Dazzle snatched up a red leaf. ‘Just follow this leaf ! 
I’ll lead, stay close by me, I’ll try to look like I’m being blown 
along by the wind. And you’d best take that hat off, now.’

The hat fell to the ground. Another loud honk told him that 
George didn’t trust himself  to speak yet.
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Crossing through enemy lines was no problem. Dazzle 
noted the activity around the two huge guns with interest and 
made a mental note to tell Snoot.

‘Why on earth don’t they just hop the fence and raid you?’ 
George asked. Dazzle explained about the Static Field and the 
protection given by Snootmetal while they were crossing to the 
caravan.

‘You live in this?’ George asked. ‘Isn’t it a bit cramped?’

He was astounded when Dazzle led him downstairs to the 
living room, where Snoot, Mim and Tabitha were hard in 
conversation over hot coffee.

‘Tabitha!’ George tore his cape off  — then stood 
awkwardly in the silence that followed while everyone looked 
up.

‘Uncle George!’ 

Tabitha squealed and ran to George, she threw her arms 
around him and George promptly burst into tears.

Snoot waved for Dazzle to follow as he quietly left the 
room, leaving Mim and George and Tabby swept up into a 
huge family hug — their first ever.
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SECURITY 
RECORDS

‘Well,’ said Mayor Bezzla. ‘I’ve called you in for this 
meeting to discuss the present situation.’ He glared at 
Councillor Pillfa who was making a big thing of  lighting his 
cigar. Lately Pillfa did that whenever Bezzla was speaking, it 
took attention away and Bezzla found it annoying.

‘Since we’ve been under martial law and the curfew we’ve 
lost a lot of  revenue from our … from the Council’s pubs and 
nightclubs.’

‘I believe the martial law was your idea, Mr. Mayor?’ Pillfa 
leaned back and blew a stream of  smoke at the ceiling.

‘I didn’t hear any objections!’ Bezzla snapped. ‘And the 
army, too, has overstayed its welcome—’

‘You invited them, I understand? Without consulting the 
rest of  us?’

‘—they’ve been commandeering cars for transport, and 
billets in people’s houses. If  they pay for anything it’s always 
with Government Promissory Notes which are worthless—you 
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have to go all the way to London to cash them, and then you 
get the runaround.’

‘How many soldiers are in your house, Mayor?’

‘Two! I’m putting up that ridiculous Colonel Harekerle and 
his bat-brained batman—’

‘That surprises me.’

‘—that way I get to find out what’s happening, right from 
the horse’s mouth. And let me tell you, it isn’t looking pretty!’

The Councillors leaned forwards to pay closer attention.

‘What I am about to tell you is Top Secret and to be kept 
strictly under wraps.’ 

There was a discreet rustle as Councillor Swypitt pulled a 
tiny voice recorder from his pocket and switched it on. 
Councillor Swypitt’s brother owned the Swindelham Standard.

Bezzla glared again at Pillfa. ‘Do you have any idea what 
I’m about to say?’

Pillfa blew another disinterested smoke ring up at the 
ceiling. ‘Oh! Sorry, you were talking? To me?’

‘As you all know, the last time the army flattened Snoot they 
almost flattened the town instead.’ 

Everyone nodded. It had been a dark day for the Council, 
replacing all the broken glass and making good the damage.
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‘Now they have a theory that Snoot’s protection doesn’t 
extend to straight overhead, so they’re going to lob some high 
explosive shells in, the type come down vertically — that’s why 
they have those two big howitzers.’ There was a loud groan.

‘We just can’t afford any more victories like the last one,’ 
Bezzla said.

‘Right!’ yapped Councillor Snaffle. He was thinking of  the 
huge omelette in the Council-owned egg factory. Insurance 
didn’t cover “acts of  war”.

Pillfa grinned. ‘Then why don’t we just back off, and let 
Snoot keep his land?’ he asked shrewdly. ‘Then the army 
wouldn’t have any reason to stay in Swindelham—’

‘So, as I was going to suggest — before some people rudely 
interrupted,’ Bezzla said, glaring dangerously at Pillfa, ‘I think 
we should back off  and tell Snoot that he can keep his land. All 
will be forgiven. And we can get rid of  the army and go back 
to normal.’

‘There’s elections coming up in a couple of  months, too,’ 
Floggett said nervously.

‘Exactly!’ snapped Bezzla.

‘And some voters might think it’s time we had a new 
Mayor,’ mused Pillfa. ‘Not that I’d want the job myself, mind.’

‘They might also think they need a whole new Council,’ 
Bezzla barked. ‘I’m sure you’re all aware of  what that would 
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mean?’ A shudder ran through the group. It didn’t bear 
thinking about.

The mayor banged his gavel down on the table. 

‘So! It’s decided! We approach the Ministry and ask them to 
withdraw the troops. I’ll be sending Councillor Pillfa as special 
envoy to see Sir Ambrose.’

Bezzla smiled at Pillfa. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. ‘You leave 
this afternoon, and this time, don’t stay at the Ritz!’ He 
whacked his gavel down again, hard, as if  he were wishing 
Pillfa’s head was under it. 

The meeting was dismissed, but everybody sat staring for a 
long time, bleakly contemplating a future of  having to work for 
a living …

*

‘Tabby! Over here, we’ll go this way.’ It was unseasonably 
warm and Swindelham Market was crowded. The invisible 
Tabitha and Dazzle were walking in the gutter to keep from 
banging into people. Dazzle was leading Tabitha by the hand 
through throngs of  shoppers, they were in town as scouts to 
gather Snoot’s “intelligence”. So far they hadn’t heard 
anything useful, everything looked normal and Tabitha was 
dying for an ice-cream.
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‘Look!’ Tabitha felt her hand being squeezed.

‘Where?’

‘Sorry! Over there, that statue of  Mayor Bezzla.’

Tabitha looked at the sculpture behind the dais where 
Bezzla normally stood to address the people of  Swindelham. 
Its nose was missing. Someone had covered the statue in glue 
and poured a bag of  feathers all over it. A boy was leaning 
against the dais, drinking a nice cool shaved-ice raspberry 
slush.

‘Tabby, I’d love an ice-cream!’

‘Me too! I suppose we could eat one under our veils? But I 
didn’t bring any money.’

‘Neither did I … wait, I have something I could swap for 
two ice-creams, and the shopkeeper can keep the change. He’d 
be pounds better off !’

Dazzle waited until the shop was empty and sneaked in. 

Feeling not quite right about it and very nervous, he took 
two wrapped ice-creams from the freezer unit. He went behind 
the counter and left his gold coin from Camelot on the till to 
pay for them. He knew it was worth hundreds of  ice-creams, 
but right now he and Tabby were desperately dry. 

Nobody noticed two ice creams float out of  the shop and 
duck up Schoolhouse Wynd where they promptly disappeared. 
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Nobody heard the blissful slurping and scrunching that 
followed.

‘It seems ages since we had one of  those!’ Dazzle said.

‘Finished yours already? Your Dad was right, you are a 
gannet!’

‘Girls just don’t know how to enjoy ice-creams. You’ve got 
to gobble them, big bites, not those delicate little licks. Anyway, 
we should be moving on.’

There was a contented GLOP then Tabitha felt for Dazzle’s 
hand again. Feeling much better they carried on through the 
marketplace, looking about in all directions and unashamedly 
listening to every word they could overhear. There were still a 
few boarded-up windows about the place and some damaged 
roofs, but mostly people were discussing either the football 
results from last weekend’s game or the shocking price of  
cabbage all of  a sudden.

Later, as the market started closing for the week, they made 
their way back through the army’s encampment.

‘That’s a bad sign,’ Tabitha whispered.

‘What is?’

‘They’ve moved those big guns. They were over there this 
morning, but they’re not there now.’

‘Wonder where they’ve gone — maybe they’re giving up?’
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‘We’d better get back and tell your Dad.’

Once again it was no trouble to climb over the fence and 
stroll to the caravan, the few sentries they’d passed were 
watching little pocket TV sets or making model aeroplanes. 
Some soldiers had earlier started a cricket game, there were 
now two hundred players in each team with five sets of  wickets, 
ten bats and several dozen balls. They were having great fun.

They found Snoot in the Enigma laboratory, beavering 
away on his latest marvellous invention (whatever it was). He 
had a mouthful of  tiny screwdrivers, he couldn’t speak yet so 
he just nodded as they told him all about their walk through 
town, and the missing guns.

Snoot fitted the last little part into place with a satisfied sigh. 

‘I was afraid of  that!’ he said. ‘I think it means they’ve 
finally figured out that if  we have a weakness it will be right 
over the top of  the Tesla antenna. Those big guns are 
howitzers, they lob shells in on a high arc so they come almost 
straight down.’

‘Do we have a weakness, Dad?’

‘Good heavens, no! But they don’t know that. All they’ll do 
is run up another big bill for damages.’

Snoot put down his project and turned to Dazzle.

‘I’ve had a report from London. Are you up to another trip 
to CCSE4?’
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‘No problem!’ Dazzle said at once. ‘Not now you’ve boosted 
the speed of  the scoot and I can get there in fifteen minutes?’

‘Sorry!’ Snoot really looked sorry, too. ‘Haven’t had a 
chance. It’s still eight hours, I’m afraid. Take some sandwiches 
this time, and a book for some in-flight reading.’

‘At least I won’t have to worry about looking after Tabby—
OOF!’ 

Tabitha grinned sweetly up at Snoot and flexed her fingers. 
That poke had hurt her hand, but it was well worth it, Dazzle’s 
eyes were watering.

‘I’m sending Tabby along too, if  she’d like to go,’ Snoot 
said. ‘One of  you can carry the unit, the other the antenna. 
Anyway, you’ll need Tabby to navigate.’

‘What’s up, Mr. Snoot?’

‘The naval task force sailed from Portsmouth last night,’ 
Snoot said, popping a few bits and pieces into a plastic bag. 
‘They’re in a hurry and will be getting to CCSE4 in less than 
twelve hours. You’ve got to beat them there and get the Tesla 
unit working. And I’ll still have to teach you what to do. I want 
you to come back immediately, Tabby, you can leave Dazzle 
out there to set it up. And Tabby, will you ask your Aunt and 
Uncle to sit in on the lesson, please; and can both of  you teach 
them to ride a scoot?
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*

‘What is it, Lickspittle?’

‘This, Minister. It came through the banking system, from 
Swindelham. A shopkeeper there tried to bank it this 
afternoon.’

‘What is it?’

‘It’s a gold coin. The man says he has no idea how it came 
to be in his till. He knows it’s not legal tender, but he didn’t 
know what else to do with it, so he tried to bank it.’

Bishous took the coin and examined it closely. ‘Definitely 
gold. Be more than an ounce, that’s for sure. Worth over a 
couple of  hundred pounds. Unusual design, rampant lion … 
no idea whose face that is on the other side, I’ve never seen 
anything like it. Give the shopkeeper ten pounds, tell him we’re 
confiscating it as evidence and thank him for doing his civic 
duty.’

‘You said it’s possible that Snoot would try undermining our 
currency, Minister. Perhaps this is a start?’

‘The man doesn’t know where it came from?’

‘He said that he found it on his till when he got back from 
the loo. There didn’t seem to be anything missing, so he 
popped it in his till anyway, just in case some tourist might have 
taken something and left it in exchange.’
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‘Where is he now?’

‘Still in Swindelham, Minister. Do you want him arrested?’

‘No, just organise my helicopter, will you? For immediate 
start, and telephone that man, tell him I’ll meet him in his shop 
as soon as we get there.’

‘Yes, Minister.’

‘And what’s the latest on the fleet?’

‘Another six or seven hours, Minister, they’ve had to slow 
down a bit for the supply ships and tanker.’

‘The auxiliaries can catch up later! Send a signal to the 
admiral, full speed ahead. He’s to get there and open fire 
immediately, is that understood? Immediately, with everything 
they’ve got!’

*

‘How much longer?’ Dazzle called across to Tabitha. They 
were side by side in the darkness at five thousand feet, following 
the blue glow that was Horace. Snoot had tied the portable 
Tesla unit to Dazzle’s scoot and covered it with a stealth 
blanket; the antenna and controller were likewise tied to 
Tabitha’s scoot. She couldn’t reach the pedals so draped her 
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legs over the top, it wasn’t very dignified but actually quite 
comfy.

‘About another five hours,’ Tabitha called back.

‘Seems like we’ve been up here forever! I’ve already eaten 
my sandwiches.’

‘Dazzle! You gannet!’ 

Dazzle chortled. ‘Just thinking, I wonder what Sir Ambrose 
is doing right now? Things haven’t been working out for him 
lately, have they?’

Sir Ambrose was right at that moment entering a darkened 
shop in Swindelham. He’d been flying for a couple of  hours 
himself, wondering if  he was on a wild goose chase.

‘This is the shopkeeper, Minister, Mr. Phatlippe.’

‘Good evening, yer honour, such a privilege to have you in 
me shop, sir—’

‘Yes, yes,’ snapped Bishous. ‘That coin — have you seen any 
more like it?’

‘Thank you, sir, thank you! That ten pounds reward is—’

‘The coin, man!’ 

Bishous’s eyes roamed restlessly around the shop. It was the 
usual small convenience store, it had a high counter with all the 
little sweets behind glass to stop people helping themselves, 
grills at the windows, several locks on the door, what on earth 
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was Britain coming to … Bishous blanched. Security! Why 
hadn’t he thought of  it before? He turned quickly and looked 
up. Yes! There was a security camera mounted in the corner, 
monitoring the counter.

‘Does that thing work?’

‘Oh! Yeah, yer honour, I put it in last time they nicked me 
till—’

‘Is it recording, man? Do you still have the stuff  from this 
morning?’

‘Yeah … I keep the discs for a few days before I record over 
‘em.’

‘Lickspittle, the recording!’

‘Yes, Minister.’

Bishous left the shop and hurried back to his helicopter, 
leaving Lickspittle to collect the video recording from the shop 
keeper. The army was going to open fire on Snoot in a few 
hours, timed to coincide with the naval bombardment of  
CCSE4. Excellent. Clear out two headaches at the same time.

Bishous was reading a pile of  reports when Lickspittle 
arrived and popped the recording into the player.

‘There’s no time markings, Minister, so I suggest we fast-
forward through it first.’
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The recording showed the counter and till. People coming 
in through the door were captured fuzzily, as were people 
taking things from the deep freeze and fridges. Lickspittle fast-
forwarded through endless shots of  people coming in and 
buying the little things of  life that a convenience shop sells; 
loaves of  bread, cheese, ice-creams in cones, butter, ice-lollies 
in wrappers, newspapers, eggs, peas, ham … ‘Make a note of  
that, Lickspittle, he’s weighing his thumb as well as the ham!’ 
and endless in-between shots of  the empty shop. Bishous 
suddenly twitched violently.

‘I saw it too, Minister!’

Lickspittle backed it a bit and started it again at normal 
speed. Yes. It definitely looked as if  a fridge had blown open 
when there was nobody in the shop — but two ice-creams had 
floated out of  it.

‘What on earth? Play it again, please … there! See that?’

‘That’s impossible, Minister!’

The ice-creams floated around behind the counter. A coin 
appeared from nowhere and placed itself  on the till, then the 
ice-creams floated off  out the door. Just a few seconds later 
Phatlippe appeared, saw the coin, picked it up, looked at it, bit 
it, then shrugged and popped it into his till.

‘Snoot!’

‘Or his accomplice, Lickspittle. Two of  them, there’s two 
ice-creams. And completely invisible! How on earth does he do 
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that! Can you imagine what it would mean, if  we could get our 
hands on that kind of  technology?’

Lickspittle nodded bleakly.

‘And I keep thinking about that coin! Why would they pay 
with gold worth several hundred pounds and not bother taking 
any change?’

‘Perhaps they heard the shopkeeper coming?’

‘Or maybe our money simply has no meaning to them! 
Perhaps they have too much gold of  their own. Real money! 
Lickspittle, get that coin checked out, I want to know all about 
it. Find out exactly what it is worth, where it is from and who 
mints them. Wake someone up if  you have to.’
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THE SHIELD

‘So this is what it looks like,’ Tabitha said.

‘You’ve been here before,’ Dazzle said in surprise.

‘Yes, but they had me blindfolded.’ Tabitha looked up at 
The Turret with interest. ‘Is that where they had me?’

‘Round the other side,’ Dazzle said grimly. ‘I think I made a 
bit of  a mess of  your room. Improved the outlook, though.’

‘Anyway,’ said Tabitha. ‘We’d better hide this stuff  and 
show ourselves. Mr. Snoot said he was having trouble getting 
through on the phone but they should be expecting us.’

‘You stay over here with the scoots and keep your suit on. 
I’ll go find Mr. Finefellow—’

‘It’s Sir Robert Goodfellow!’ Tabitha said. ‘Honestly! Some 
people …’

Dazzle took his stealth suit off  and passed it to Tabitha. 
Nobody had seen him yet so he strolled nonchalantly out onto 
the main deck. The place was a hive of  activity, men were 
moving briskly about shifting equipment.

‘Excuse me,’ Dazzle said as a man hurried by with a very 
large fire extinguisher.
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‘Gerday, mite, ‘ow can I ‘elp ya?’ An Australian.

‘Can you tell me where to find Mr. Goodfellow, please?’

‘Over thair, on the seegnals deck — not the fella with the 
beard, that’s ‘ees mite, John Petty.’

Dazzle thanked the man and ran to the signals deck. It was 
only when he reached it that he became aware that at least five 
rifles were following his every movement from different places. 
He shivered.

Goodfellow was talking with the bearded giant and a man 
in a smart black uniform.

‘Mr. Goodfellow?’

‘Good heavens! It’s a boy … Mr. Snoot?’

‘Dazzle Snoot. Did my Dad get through okay, Sir Robert?’

‘Please call me Bob, and yes, I’m to give you any help I can. 
Your Dad was pretty insistent. But he didn’t tell me you’d be so 
… young.’ 

His eyes twinkled. ‘I’ll ask my colleague here, John, to work 
with you. He can smooth the way if  you have any problems. 
Some of  our people have been away from civilisation a while 
and may seem a bit rough.’

‘Thank you. We’ve no time to lose, I need to get some stuff  
onto the highest point of  the platform — on top of  that funny 
looking box thing up there would be perfect.’
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The man in the black uniform looked horrified. ‘You can’t 
do that!’ he said. ‘That’s our only hope of  defense if  missiles 
get through our anti-missiles!’

‘You won’t need missiles, or whatever that thing is, once I’ve 
finished,’ Dazzle said crisply. ‘But we don’t have time to argue! 
I flew over the navy coming here, they’re less than two hours 
away. We have to hurry. Sir Robert? I mean, Bob?’

‘What do you need? We don’t have a helicopter, but there’s 
several hundred good keen men ready to carry your stuff  for 
you, just say the word.’

‘Can you make that thing more level? Does it move?’

‘That thing, as you put it, is a gun mounting, Mr. Snoot,’ 
the Commandant said drily. ‘We can set it to any angle you 
want.’

‘Please make it level for me, and turn off  the power. I’ll do 
the rest.’

The Commandant looked at Goodfellow. 

‘I don’t like this—’ was as far as he got before alarm klaxons 
all over the rig drowned him out. There was instant uproar. 
Dazzle had to flatten himself  out of  the way as men came 
running up, slapping on steel helmets and reaching for 
binoculars. His eyes caught sudden movements as guided 
missile launchers came alive. Men swarmed all over the place, 
doors clanged shut, hatches crashed and for several minutes all 
was pandemonium. 
Contents                                                                                                                                              page 334



Suddenly there was silence, with hardly a soul to be seen, 
but the missile launchers were all pointing round to the south 
and seemed almost to be sniffing at the breeze.

Then the lighting went off.

 A phone rang. The Commandant brushed Dazzle out of  
the way and took up a handset. ‘Yes? … Uh oh … All of  them? 
Do the best you can. I’ll pass it on.’ He turned to Goodfellow.

‘There’s a problem with the close-range antimissile system, 
Sir Robert. The maintenance men are working on it, it affects 
all launchers. It looks as if  our only defense worth a hoot is the 
RippleFire mount our young friend here wants to take out of  
action.’

‘How good is your stuff ?’ Goodfellow asked Dazzle.

‘If  you leave it any longer, no good at all,’ Dazzle said 
bluntly.

‘Take power off  that mounting,’ Goodfellow barked. ‘Give 
this man all the help he wants.’

‘I don’t need any help!’ Dazzle said grimly. ‘Just everyone 
get out of  my way!’

‘Go with him, John,’ Goodfellow said as Dazzle hared off  to 
where he’d left Tabitha and the scoots. Petty lagged a bit 
behind Dazzle in the darkness, he arrived in time to see Dazzle 
talking to himself  and wrestling with an imaginary … horse? 
Oh no, the boy’s mad.
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Then he watched aghast as Dazzle swung his leg over 
nothing and shot upwards into the night.

‘Range, fifty miles and closing.’ The pleasant female voice 
over the loudspeaker system sounded almost bored.

‘We could reach them with SeaSlam,’ the Commandant 
said. ‘Take out a few of  them before they hit us. Reduce the 
odds.’

‘No! We’ll defend ourselves as best we can with what we’ve 
got, but I’m not firing first.’

‘There’s over eight hundred men on this rig, Sir Robert, 
and a few women. And now a boy. Think of  them, their 
families.’

‘Is that gun mount safe for the lad yet?’

‘Yes! I’ve had all power taken off  and the mechanical brakes 
applied. It couldn’t move now even if  it wanted to. I only hope 
you know what you’re doing.’

‘Ah, John,’ said Goodfellow. ‘How’s it going? You were 
quick?’

John grinned ruefully and shrugged.

All eyes turned to the RippleFire mounting. Even with night 
vision glasses nobody could catch more than an occasional 
glimpse of  Dazzle as he ran about on top of  the massive block 
of  sculpted steel that was the gun.
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‘Range forty miles and closing. Fleet is launching aircraft.’

‘Are they going to hit us with an aircraft strike first?’

‘No,’ said the Commandant. ‘They’ll take up positions out 
of  range and orbit. The ships will hit us with everything all at 
once; the aircraft will come in to polish off  what’s left 
afterwards. We can still get them with SeaSlam.’

‘No! We’ll keep our own aircraft in their hangars, too. 
When will the ships open fire?’

The Commandant shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as 
mine. I’d expect them to launch missiles at thirty miles, that’s 
well within range of  their primary missiles but will allow their 
secondaries to join the first strike as well.’

‘John—’

‘Yes, Bob?’

‘Have hot coffee sent out to everyone, will you?’

‘Shall do. How’s the kid getting on, I wonder?’

The “kid” was working frantically to tie everything down 
securely. Snoot’s marvellous mechanisms were proof  against 
anything the hand of  man could throw at them but vulnerable 
to storms.

‘Tabby — pull!’

Tabitha strained and the ropes went taut. Dazzle used his 
pliers to tighten the final wires. ‘Now, we plug this into here—’
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‘Range thirty-five miles and closing. Fleet is dispersing 
electronic countermeasures.’

‘What does that mean?’ Goodfellow asked.

‘It means that we’ve missed our only chance,’ snapped the 
Commandant. ‘They are putting up a wall of  jamming signals 
and tinfoil chaff  to confuse our missiles—’

‘Last known range thirty-three miles and closing. Fleet has 
disappeared into bloom.’

‘That means that they have fired so much decoy material 
into the air around the ships they’ve all merged into one great 
big blob on radar,’ said the Commandant. ‘Pointless firing 
anything other than old-fashioned shells at them now — and 
they’re way out of  reach of  our dinky 5.25’s anyway.’

‘Do we have anything like that decoy stuff ?’

‘Not a sausage! All anybody ever thought this prison would 
need defence against was terrorists, not a battle group.’

‘Tabitha,’ Dazzle said suddenly.

‘Yes?’

‘Dad said you’re to drop off  this stuff  and go.’

‘So?’

‘So you’ve dropped it off. It’s time for you to go.’

‘If  you’re staying, Dazzle Snoot,’ Tabitha said firmly, ‘then 
so am I!’
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‘We don’t have time to argue,’ Dazzle said. ‘Let’s get down 
there and tell them what to do.’

‘Missiles have been launched and are closing.’

The Commandant’s eyes were popping out of  his head — 
the boy was flying through the air towards him. He grabbed 
Goodfellow’s arm and tugged, pointing up and saying 
‘Loogloogloog’ in a strangled voice. Dazzle landed beside them 
on the signals platform.

‘Sir Robert — Bob! Whatever you do, please don’t shoot or 
fire any weapons! No missiles! No guns! Nothing!’

‘Is it done? Is it working, whatever it is?’

‘Yes! Trust me! But please, tell your men to hold their fire, 
no matter what happens! They’ll be safe.’

‘Commandant?’

The Commandant walked around Dazzle in a wide circle 
and took up a microphone. His voice, a little croaky, boomed 
around the rig.

‘All Weapons Controllers! Return all launchers and turrets 
to Stow positions. Open all interlocks. Make all missiles and 
guns safe. Do not, I say again, NOT, discharge any weapon!’

‘Enemy missiles now visual. Confirmed, incoming swarm. 
Take cover!’

‘Now what, Dazzle?’
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‘Now we wait and watch, Bob. Sorry it took so long—’

‘LOOK!’

‘Ye gods ...’

The sky to the south was a mass of  dancing pinpricks of  
light. It would have been beautiful if  it weren’t so deadly. Red 
and orange and yellow lights weaved and bobbed and twisted 
as they came closer.

‘What will happen if  we do fire at them?’ growled Petty.

‘We’ll blow ourselves up, I think,’ Dazzle said.

‘You don’t know?’ the Commandant yelped. He was 
sweating.

‘BRACE! BRACE! BRACE! Calculated impact fifteen 
seconds!’

‘Tabby, give me your hand!’

‘Look! He’s talking to himself  agai—’

The sky turned into a brilliant blaze of  red and orange. 

Huge blossoms of  flame instantly became rolling clouds of  
smoke, promptly swallowed by the darkness of  night. 
Interspersed among them were many smaller flashes. Less than 
half  a second later the people on the signals deck felt the 
concussions of  the explosions hit them like a wall of  thumping 
thunder that battered them to their knees.
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‘ALARM AIRCRAFT! Incoming, arrival less than one 
minute!’

‘Stay down!’ Goodfellow finally found his voice. ‘What 
happened?’

‘It was the protective field we set up,’ Dazzle said. His ears 
were ringing like bells and he felt sick. ‘Tabby?’

‘I’m okay, Dazzle. Hic!’

‘A girl! Who said that?’ The Commandant looked round 
wildly.

‘Aircraft have launched missiles, impact fifteen seconds.’

‘Here we go again! Keep down! Put your fingers in your 
ears!’

For the second time the gates of  hell opened. The rig shook 
and rattled to the crashing and booming of  missiles detonating 
against the Snoot screen.

As suddenly as it started, the racket stopped.

More than five hundred miles away the little town of  
Swindelham was also being rocked by explosions. There were 
two loud bangs as the 155 mm howitzers fired from their new 
position in the woods some distance from Snoot’s Camelot. 
They were followed some seconds later by a much deeper 
boom as a 155 mm howitzer shell exploded amongst dozens of 
neatly parked army lorries, having bounced wildly off  of  
Snoot’s defensive screen. Nobody knew where the second shell 
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went although some people did claim later to have heard a 
noise far off  in the distance.

In his helicopter Sir Ambrose read the reports on his screen 
in disbelief. The fleet had engaged with huge amounts of  the 
latest in modern missilery in a single massive launch that had 
failed to damage CCSE4 in the slightest. The follow-up air 
strike had succeeded only in somehow knocking down one of  
its own aircraft. Bishous ground his teeth together. The pattern 
was familiar, the rig was under the same kind of  protection as 
Snoot’s encampment. 

Snoot!

Somehow Snoot had succeeded in exporting his technology 
to CCSE4. Any further attack was pointless. Furiously Bishous 
hit the keys and ordered the admiral to stop firing; his mind 
raced.

On the bridge of  his flagship the admiral read the new 
signal from Bishous in disbelief. Stop firing he could 
understand — but “Ram CCSE4 at once!” didn’t make any 
sense at all.

‘Signalman!’

‘Sir?’

‘Make to the Minister: Request confirmation.’

‘Aye aye, sir.’
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Admiral Nozeark peered out through the windscreen on his 
bridge and scratched his ear. If  he did have to ram, possibly 
one of  the destroyers would be the better bet, bigger and 
heavier than a frigate. Might as well waste a ship properly.

‘Admiral, sir, from Minister; “Confirm RAM. Expedite.” Sir.’

‘Very good. Make to Dainty: “Prepare to ram CCSE4. 
Await my command.” Make to Jellyfish: “Prepare attend 
Dainty on ramming, possible evacuation of  crew. Await my 
command.” Clear?’

‘Clear, sir.’

The admiral’s mind was racing. Going anywhere near 
CCSE4 was suicide. How far out did the defensive minefields 
stretch? Would Jellyfish be able to evacuate the crew from 
Dainty? What had triggered all those missiles? Why weren’t the 
defenders firing back? Was there any truth to what that fellow 
Snoot had been broadcasting about Bishous wanting to set up 
an evil empire? How did one define ‘evil’? Was it evil to send 
men into a minefield? Evil terrorist or freedom fighter, where 
did the one stop and the other begin? Is beauty truly in the eye 
of  the beholder? What is truth? Would “Coronation Street” 
ever end?

‘Dainty and Jellyfish both confirm ready in all respects, 
Admiral.’

‘Very good. Make to both: “Execute!”’
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The admiral watched bleakly as water whitened at the stern 
of  Dainty. She heeled as she turned. Nozeark noted 
approvingly that there were a lot of  men on the upperworks, 
obviously Captain Keelson was keeping below just the bare 
minimum needed to work the ship. Jellyfish slipped in astern of 
Dainty and both vanished into the darkness in the direction of  
CCSE4.

‘Two ships range twenty-five miles, line astern, closing at 
speed.’

‘Now what?’ the Commandant sounded quite ratty.

‘Surely they realise there’s no point in firing anything else at 
us? Unless they are going to get in range and try with guns? 
Will that thing of  yours stop shells, Dazzle?’

‘Of  course! It’ll stop anythi—’

‘Dazzle! What is it?’ Tabitha asked, suddenly concerned.

‘There’s that girl’s voice again! Who said that?’ the 
Commandant twitched furiously. A girl had disappeared from 
under his nose recently, and that voice was familiar. ‘Did 
anyone else hear a girl?’

‘I don’t know if  it will stop a charging ship!’ Dazzle yelped. 

Everyone went quiet, even the Commandant stopped 
feeling round in the darkness for Tabitha.

‘SeaSlam! You must take them out!’ he barked.
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‘No!’ Dazzle jumped up and thumped the console for 
emphasis. ‘We CAN’T fire through the force-field, we’d have to 
deactivate it first! And they might shoot at us again, any time.’

‘How long have we got, John?’

‘I reckon about forty minutes before they get here.’

‘Okay. Tell the men to divide into two shifts of  fifteen 
minutes each, take a break. I want everyone back at their posts 
in thirty minutes.’

Sir Robert turned to Dazzle and the Commandant.

‘That applies to us, too, Commandant. You take first break.’

Goodfellow waited until the darkness had swallowed the 
Commandant. 

‘Okay, Dazzle. Tell me everything. And the girl can show 
herself  now.’

Tabitha slipped up her veil. Petty and Sir Robert both 
gasped in surprise. They didn’t say a word while Dazzle told 
them about Snoot, his inventions and the rebellion that was 
now developing. He also mentioned that Snoot didn’t fully trust 
everybody on CCSE4, but he kept quiet about wraiths and 
ghosts.

The two men couldn’t take their eyes off  of  Tabitha.

Suddenly the bearded giant seemed to realise. ‘Oops! Sorry, 
Miss Tabitha, didn’t mean to stare. It’s just that we haven’t seen 
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a girl in years, we both have daughters who are about your 
age.’

‘Bishous was going to have your hand cut off, wasn’t he?’ 
Sir Robert sounded very grim. ‘You haven’t told us why?’

‘It’s no big deal,’ Tabitha said breathlessly. ‘I’d better do 
what your Dad wanted, Dazzle. I’ll leave now. Or would you 
prefer me to stay?’

‘I think the Commandant is coming back,’ Dazzle said. 
‘Go! Quickly!’

Tabitha dropped her veil and her face disappeared. Out of  
the darkness came the unmistakable sound of  a squelchy kiss, 
followed by a rapidly departing giggle as Dazzle swept his hand 
to his face and went pink. He looked around. John was 
studying the horizon through binoculars and Goodfellow was 
intently peering at his watch; but Dazzle was sure their 
shoulders were shaking.

‘Your turn,’ the Commandant said as he set foot on the 
signals deck.

‘I’ll be staying here,’ Goodfellow said affably, ‘John, would 
you and Dazzle bring me back a black coffee, please?’

‘Do we need to put a sentry on that thing of  yours?’ John 
asked casually as they made their way to the big dining hall.
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‘No,’ Dazzle said. ‘It’s fully protected. Only I can get 
anywhere near it—it puts out two fields; long range to protect 
this rig and a local one to protect itself. And it’s self-powered.’

‘I see. No loopholes, eh?’

They helped themselves to coffee from one of  the dozen 
huge urns in the crowded hall and went back.

Everybody was back at his station in plenty of  time, most 
were still excitedly discussing the exploding missiles. Some had 
very sore ears.

‘Range eight miles and closing.’

‘Can you see them yet?’ Goodfellow asked. He was enjoying 
his coffee, hot and strong. There was still only a partial moon 
in a patchy sky, not the best for seeing darkened ships speeding 
towards you.

Nobody said a word. They all peered nervously into the 
darkness while Sir Robert finished his coffee.

‘Do you have a visual on the rig, yet?’ Captain Keelson 
asked. He’d been head down over the charts, trying to figure 
out where he would have laid mines if  he’d been in charge. 
Dainty had worked up to full speed and was now knifing 
through the water at thirty knots, her bow rising to the swells 
before plunging down and bursting them into great sheets of  
white. The windscreen wipers were working overtime but 
hardly coping.

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 347



‘Jellyfish to break off, please!’ Keelson called. The signals 
passed and Jellyfish dropped away to the rear, swinging 
broadside on to starboard.

‘Visual sir, target dead ahead, range three miles.’

‘Very good. Maintain course and speed.’

‘Captain, sir — sonar reports two torpedoes closing from 
dead ahead!’

Captain Keelson cursed under his breath. But he hadn’t 
really expected to get even this close, the intelligent mines 
should have taken them out long before now.

‘Countermeasures?’

‘Torpedoes are ignoring countermeasures, sir, still closing!’

‘Alter course ninety degrees port!’

‘Port wheel on, sir!’

HMS Dainty heeled hard over in a growling full-power 
turn. All over the ship men held on tightly with both hands to 
stay upright. The horizon sped across the sloping bows as the 
ship shuddered around.

‘Midships!’

‘Wheel’s amidships, sir!’

Dainty straightened up on her new course — would the 
correction be enough to throw off  the torpedoes?
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‘Torpedoes still closing — now three torpedoes!’

On CCSE4 many pairs of  eyes finally saw the ship as the 
moon came out from behind a cloud. Not everyone knew why 
the destroyer was performing such violent manoeuvres, but the 
people on the signals deck did.

‘Is there nothing we can do?’ Goodfellow was watching with 
his heart in his mouth.

‘Not a thing. Those mines are automatic, independent of  
us,’ said the Commandant. ‘That ship is doomed.’

The sea abeam of  the speeding ship suddenly went white 
like a large circle of  spreading cream. And again. Then it 
erupted into a towering column of  solid white water, and 
another; the waves flattened and erupted for a third time. 
Three distant booms thudded the ears of  the watchers.

‘Our screen!’ said Dazzle. ‘Set off  the torpedoes. If  you’d 
fired your missiles the same thing would have happened, we’d 
have blown ourselves to bits!’

‘Your screen works both ways?’ Goodfellow was staring as 
the ship staggered away, obviously damaged by the nearness of 
the horrendous detonations. If  the captain hadn’t thrown it 
about like that—!

 Captain Keelson was ecstatic. His ship was damaged and 
losing way, but still afloat and with nobody hurt. ‘Make a signal 
to flagship, for Admiral Nozeark: “If  they touch me there again I’ll 
scream.”’
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‘Damage reports, sir. Down to twenty percent starboard 
engine, complete loss of  power port engine … and the Chief  
Cook reports that all the sponge cakes have collapsed. He’s 
hopping mad, sir!’

Admiral Nozeark read the signal from Dainty and grinned 
grimly. There was no way he was sending Dainty or any other 
ship in there again.

‘Signalman please, make to all ships: “Assume defense watches. 
Secure armaments.” We’ll just lollop about out here and keep an 
eye on things. Have all the captains come over and meet me in 
my sea cabin in one hour’s time — sub skippers too.’   
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GO NUCLEAR
‘This meeting of  the Swindelham Council will come to 
order!’ Mayor Bezzla thumped his gavel down hard and everyone 
jumped. Councillor Pillfa’s seat was empty.

‘As you know, the Ministry has stationed the army in town and 
has caused many thousands of  pounds worth of  extra costs.’ 
Bezzla was almost spitting as he spoke.

‘The Ministry refuses to pay, of  course. They say that they’re 
performing a necessary policing action against a known criminal. 
And they are billing us for rations, ammunition used, wages and 
“fair wear and tear” on military equipments — including several 
dozen cricket balls and a number of  bats.’

‘They keep bashing the balls close to the fence, Your Worship. 
It hurts too much to get them back, so they just requisition a new 
one each time.’ Around the table councillors nodded wisely. 

Bezzla glared. ‘They say they won’t leave until the terrorist 
Snoot has been brought to heel. In the meantime our coffers are 
empty, we can’t even afford to replace what’s left of  last year’s 
Rolls Royces with the new models!’

Murmurs of  horror went round the table.

‘It gets worse!’ Bezzla gnawed at his gavel in frustration. ‘We’ve 
raised rates and license fees twice already in the last month. People 
are refusing to pay — when I sent the bailiffs round to close down 
the supermarket the shoppers pelted them with eggs, milk, raisins, 
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and bags of  flour, if  they’d gone anywhere near the foundry they’d 
have turned into giant cakes. When I sent them to the pillow 
factory they came back covered in glue and feathers.’

Shudders of  outrage ran round the table.

‘YOU!’ Bezzla pointed at Councillor Snitch, who was 
innocently cracking a walnut. ‘Taxing people’s windows was your 
bright idea!’

Snitch cringed. ‘Well, they did it in the Middle Ages.’ 

‘Yes! But sending the bailiffs round to the church?’

‘The church has lots of  windows …’ 

‘The worshipers scragged them!’ Bezzla thundered. ‘They were 
lucky to get out in one piece! I’ve had to double their wages and 
now they want Sundays off !’

Snitch slid down in his seat and tried to hide. Only the top of  
his head was visible. A loud crack came from under the table.

‘We need some new way of  raising revenues, and fast!’ Bezzla 
was fuming. ‘I want ideas! And YOU, stop cracking those walnuts!’ 
Snitch jumped in fright, his walnut shattered and bits went 
everywhere.

‘How about—? Naaah,’ said Floggett.

‘What? Let’s have it!’

‘How about if  we pass a bylaw, that from now on all rubbish 
must be in special Council-approved rubbish bags only? No more 
bins. People will have to use Council bags that they can only buy 
from us?’
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‘So?’

‘So we tell them that the landfills are almost full, and that 
dumping rubbish is a privilege, not a right—’

‘I think I’m beginning to see,’ Bezzla said thoughtfully. ‘We 
own the only tips—’

‘My cousin has a paper bag factory, Your Worship. He could 
make the bags at three pence each for us—’

‘And we could charge the people five pounds each! Cost to 
cover maintenance and replacement of  the landfills, blah blah 
blah—’

‘Exactly! And anybody not using our bags, or otherwise 
disposing of  rubbish will be visited by the bailiffs and end up in 
CCSE4!’

‘And,’ Bezzla added, eyes gleaming, ‘We can pass a law making 
all garbage grinders illegal! They foul the waterways and choke the 
little crested spotty duck, or something!’

‘And,’ said Councillor Perloin, ‘We can make it illegal to burn 
rubbish, any sort of  rubbish, because of  global warming—’

‘Yes! Brilliant! We can make it against the law for food to be 
sold in anything except tins or bottles!’ Bezzla was smiling again. 
‘How soon can we have those bags?’

‘Immediately, Your Worship,’ said Floggett. ‘My cousin has a 
warehouse full of  sugar bags he can overprint. A bit small, but 
people will just have to buy more of  them. Serves the selfish 
blighters right for not recycling!’
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‘I’ll issue the notices right away,’ Bezzla said joyfully. ‘And we’ll 
backdate it. That way we can fine everybody for using bins last 
week … say, fine ‘em ten pounds a household?’

‘What shall we call this new initiative, Mayor?’ Councillor 
Swypitt asked. ‘I’ll let my brother know, he’ll put it in tonight’s 
Standard.’

‘Call it … hmmmmm.’ Bezzla’s brows furrowed in deep 
thought. ‘Has to be something those mugs will buy,’ he muttered. 
‘Has to sound plausible … hmmm … BINGO! Call it “System 
Conserving User-Pays Practical Environmental Resources 
Economic Management” ... that should do it!’

Bezzla beamed around the chamber. ‘An excellent morning’s 
work, gentlemen! Now, who’s for morning tea?’ He pressed a 
button on the table in front of  him. Two doors opened at once and 
the liveried flunkies came in, one carrying a tray with a dozen 
champagne bottles, the others with beautiful crystal glasses and 
plates piled high with caviar-covered crackers.

*

‘You’re probably wondering why I’ve convened this meeting, 
gentlemen.’ Admiral Nozeark’s large sea-cabin was crowded with 
skippers, a wide selection of  captains and commanders. The one 
lieutenant commander sat uncomfortably on the floor, surrounded 
by polished shoes.
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‘My purposes are somewhat historic,’ Nozeark continued. ‘As 
you know, in Swindelham a madman has cocked his Snoot at the 
entire British system.’

The admiral’s statement was met by a wall of  stony stares and 
a grim silence. Captain Chandler puffed hard on his pipe, sending 
up clouds of  blue smoke. 

‘But here in the North Sea a dedicated force of  four hundred 
men has gone over and joined him. Why?’

More silence. More smoke.

‘Like all of  you, I’ve been monitoring the air waves. Some of  
the stuff  coming out of  Snoot’s Camelot has been quite at 
variance with what we are being told by the Ministry of  Truth.’

Puff  puff.

‘CCSE4 could have sunk any number of  our ships, long before 
we’d gotten close enough to strike. But they didn’t. Why not?’

A commander shifted position and fell off  the arm of  the 
admiral’s couch with a muffled yelp.

‘As you know, when Dainty went in to ram, they detonated 
their own torpedo protection rather than hurt her. Why?’

‘They did shoot down one of  our aircraft,’ said Commander 
Triquetra.

‘No, he ran into one of  our own missiles!’ said the admiral. 
‘With what they have on CCSE4 they could have shot down quite 
a few more, but they didn’t. And they didn’t launch their own 
aircraft, either, why not?’
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‘Perhaps they just don’t want to hurt anybody,’ said Captain 
Wiseman of  HMS Perspicacity.

‘Indeed!’ Admiral Nozeark leaned back against the bulkhead. It 
was the only leaning space left in the whole cabin. ‘Why don’t they 
want to hurt anybody, I keep asking?’

‘Bunch of  wimps?’ Captain Chandler had taken his pipe out of 
his mouth to speak, a first for him.

‘No — these are the creme-de-la-creme of  hardened misfits, 
and the guards are mostly ex SAS or marines. There’s more to it 
than that!’

‘Against their religious principles?’

‘Exactly!’ The admiral waved his gold sleeve (with a few blue 
rings on it) at the crowded room. ‘Perhaps not religious principles, 
but most definitely principles.’

The door slid open and the admiral’s steward poked his head 
in. They heard him say ‘Shiverin’ cats!’ very softly as he withdrew. 
After a few moments his hand reappeared with a bone china cup 
of  steaming tea in it.

‘’Oi, you! Sir! Pass it on. Please.’

The admiral watched quietly as two dozen teas entered the 
room and passed from hand to hand to hand until everybody had 
at least one. There was a few moments kerfuffle as people with 
sugar swapped with people without. Finally everyone was happy, 
another triumph for the “can do” Royal Navy attitude.

‘Principles,’ Nozeark said quietly. ‘Something generally lacking 
in the world today.’

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 356



A swell of  agreement muttered through the slurping of  hot tea.

‘And now, this signal I personally decoded earlier on. It’s 
marked for my eyes only and it’s from the Minister himself.’

There was a crunch as Captain Rock leaned forward and put 
his shoe down on top of  Lieutenant Commander Tisane’s tea. At 
the other side of  him Captain Hardplace shifted his feet restlessly.

Rock passed down his own cup in apology.

‘Gentlemen,’ Nozeark said bleakly, ‘my orders were—’

Everybody’s ears pricked up at the dismissive use of  the past 
tense.

‘—that if  the attacks failed for any reason, I was to immediately 
order HM Submarines Brownon and Resolution to launch 
successive nuclear strikes against CCSE4.’

There was a stunned silence.

‘The one-megaton missiles, in detonating, would of  course 
have loosened up our own good selves, as well as erasing Dainty 
and Jellyfish from the lists, to say nothing of  the damage the fallout 
would cause to Scandinavia, Scotland, and the entire region.’

Lieutenant Commander Tisane spat out bits of  bone china 
from the cup he had just bitten through. Captain Chandler looked 
round absently for the schlogg of  burning tobacco he’d puffed 
right out of  his pipe; Commander Olfact of  HMS Foetid tapped 
him on the shoulder and politely held out his smouldering hat. 
Everyone stared aghast at the admiral.

‘Before you go making snap judgments,’ Nozeark said grimly, 
‘I’ll tell you that the rest of  the signal was an order — a command, 
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for heaven’s sake! — for another nuclear strike, later on tonight, on 
Snoot’s encampment at Swindelham.’

This time naval decorum and a thousand years of  tradition 
went out the porthole in a great roar of  outrage. Cups and saucers 
crashed and tinkled as officers jumped to their feet, faces livid with 
anger.

Nozeark buried his face in his still warm tea and left them to it.
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STUNG
Dazzle was worried. Tabitha was in great danger, somehow 
he knew it. He’d never had feelings like these before in his life, 
gnawing steadily at his insides. It was now six hours since 
Tabby had sneaked that kiss and flown off  but the feelings had 
just grown steadily worse.

Talking with John and Sir Robert wasn’t helpful. They both 
slapped him heartily on the back and made jokes about the 
kiss; but the Commandant had seen that something was 
troubling him and had asked. Dazzle, not sure yet that he 
trusted the man, told him anyway.

‘I’ll tell you something you probably don’t know yet, 
Dazzle,’ the Commandant said. ‘Come with me to the Ops 
Room.’

The Operations Room was the nerve centre of  CCSE4, 
buried behind armour, deep in the structure. It was a peaceful 
place of  dimmed red lights with many orange radar screens 
and missile designation consoles. Women with headsets sat 
about quite relaxed, watching the displays in front of  them and 
sometimes talking into microphones. A background hum of  air 
conditioning and forced ventilation added to the general 
tranquility.
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‘See this?’ The Commandant pointed over the shoulder of  
a uniformed woman who was moving a small joystick to 
position a circular trace over an echo on the screen in front of  
her.

‘We are at the centre of  that display. All those blobs out 
there are the navy’s ships. See how they have us surrounded?’

Dazzle nodded.

‘Well, John and Sir Robert don’t completely trust them yet, 
but all those ships are now on our side. Admiral Nozeark and 
the fleet have come over and joined the rebellion.’

Dazzle was flabbergasted.

‘Those ships are now part of  the defenses of  CCSE4. 
They’ve put themselves in a ring around us. We still don’t know 
why, but we’re not complaining!’

The Commandant’s eyes were twinkling, for the first time. 
‘So, young Mr. Snoot — don’t you think that your work here is 
done?’

Dazzle thought about that. ‘There’s no reason for me to 
stay,’ he said finally. ‘The static zone will protect CCSE4, and 
itself. Nothing can get in or out, and I’ll be back before you 
need supplies … okay, I’m off !’

*
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It was a long, lonely, saddle-sore flight back. At times the 
feelings about Tabitha grew stronger, other times they ebbed 
into the background. The closer he got to Swindelham the 
more ridiculous they seemed. What on earth could possibly be 
a threat to Tabby, now that she was back with his Dad and 
surrounded by vigilant ghosts?

But something was happening in Swindelham. 

Dazzle saw angry crowds in the Market Square as he flew 
silently overhead on his way to Snoot’s Camelot. On a sudden 
whim he banked over and landed in the school grounds. He 
picked the scoot up bodily and popped it behind the bike racks, 
between the bars and wall where it would be safe. There was 
nobody about so he clipped up his veil (having it down was a 
nuisance, it made everything fuzzy). He was terribly tired, but 
had to know what all the fuss was about, that crowd had looked 
quite hostile as he flew over the top of  it.

He let himself  out of  the small gate into Schoolhouse 
Wynd. The narrow street was deserted, quite gloomy with 
buildings overhanging each side. Around the next corner was 
that little shop where he’d bought the ice-creams. Dazzle 
chuckled at the thought of  the shopkeeper’s face when he’d 
found that coin.

He stepped round the corner and saw two men leaning 
against the wall reading newspapers. They didn’t even look up 
as he tiptoed invisibly past, though he did notice that one of  

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 361



them was shivering. Why on earth didn’t they go inside if  they 
were cold? And there was the shop—

‘Hey! YOU!’

Dazzle spun round in shock — they couldn’t mean me — and 
then he remembered, his veil was up! As he reached frantically 
to unclip it something whirred into his face and stung 
ferociously. 

A bee. 

No, bees don’t usually have a glass body with a tuft of  
feathers at the end. Dazzle looked stupidly at the syringe in his 
hand, he was getting cold. The two men had dropped their 
newspapers and were running towards him, one of  them was 
raising a blowpipe to his lips and aiming it as he ran.

Frantically Dazzle scrabbled for his belt. 

His rapidly numbing fingers found the button and pressed 
hard, and held it down as his world spun into a blurred nothi
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BISHOUS 
LEARNS

‘Tabby! Yer up at last!’ Horace was overjoyed.

‘Where is everybody?’ Tabitha asked. It was late in the day 
and she was a bit grouchy. She’d just stepped into the 
Munchery and was thinking breakfast, or lunch, or maybe 
both. She was ravenous.

‘Out and about,’ the Duchess said. ‘Actually, Mr. Snoot is 
down in his workshop and nobody is allowed to disturb him—’

‘Yer Aunt and Uncle ‘ave gorn off  to CCSE2 and—’

‘CCSE3!’ snapped the Duchess, glaring at Horace.

‘What for?’ Tabitha asked in surprise.

‘They bofe of  ‘em bin in touch wiv CCSE4,’ Horace said. 
‘They’re goin’ ter join the rebellion. Mim and George are out 
there settin’ up static defense fings for Mr. Snoot, like wot we 
got ‘ere, and like wot you done on CCSE4.’

‘What about CCSE1?’ Tabitha asked.

‘Mr. Snoot ran out of  ‘elpers,’ Horace said morosely. 
‘Didn’t fink ghosts was a good idea.’
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‘If  we showed up, everyone would run away screaming,’ the 
Duchess said. ‘It can be a pain, you know. Sometimes I wish 
people would just accept us for what we are, dead.’

‘Well, I’m not a ghost!’ Tabitha said. ‘I’ve had a nice long 
sleep, I can be ready as soon as I’ve had a good meal and 
brushed my teeth.’

‘Mr. Snoot did leave the fings for SE1 in the caravan. Are 
yer sure yer knows ‘ow to set ‘em up?’

‘I helped Dazzle on SE4 — I know!’

‘Duchess?’

‘Yes! We’ll come with you too, Tabitha, if  that’s alright.’

Tabitha nodded, her eyes shining.

‘We’ll leave Mr. Snoot a note, dear. Is there a quill and some 
parchment?’ 

Horace poked about in the drawers and came up with a 
pad and a ballpoint pen, while Tabitha heated herself  a tin 
that had been hand-labelled ‘might be beans’ and made some 
toast. The Duchess was delighted when she finally figured out 
how to make the pen work. Tabitha took her beans (?) to the 
table and left them squabbling over who was going to be first 
with the pen.

*
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‘Great-giddy-gurgling-ghastly … LICKSPITTLE!’

‘Yes, Minister?’

‘Have a word with the pilot! Get this thing airborne at once! 
I have to get to London, MOVE IT!’

‘Yes, Minister!’

Bishous sat staring at his screens in disbelief  as the turbines 
started whining. He still didn’t believe as the big rotors began 
turning, slowly at first with a soft whoosh - whoosh - whoosh 
that quickly became a steady whop-whop-whop-whop.

‘Belted in, Sir Ambrose?’

‘Yes! Take it!’

The big helicopter lifted from the grass and turned, aiming 
at distant London.

‘What is it, Minister?’

‘The fleet! The task force!’ Bishous was so upset he was 
spluttering.

‘What about the task force? Did they destroy CCSE4?’

‘NO!’ howled Bishous. ‘No! They didn’t! The whole ruddy 
battle group has gone over and joined the rebels!’

Lickspittle sat down in the seat next to Sir Ambrose. He 
wanted to be sure he was hearing correctly.

‘What?’
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‘The whole fleet!’ Bishous’s eyes were wild and glaring. 
‘That fool Nozeark has put himself  under Snoot’s command! 
The fleet has formed a ring around CCSE4 and will defend it 
against all comers! They’ve threatened to shoot down any Air 
Force planes that go anywhere near.’

‘What about the rest of  the navy, Minister?’

‘That’s why I must rush to London, stop the rot before it 
spreads. Trouble is, the admiral has ordered a change of  codes 
and only he holds the major keys. More ships are sailing to join 
him as we speak.’

‘I see.’ Lickspittle licked his dry lips. ‘So I don’t suppose 
you’re interested in that coin any more?’

Bishous laughed. It was an unpleasant sound. ‘Why not! 
Let’s take my mind off  things while we fly! What have you 
found out?’

‘In the first place, the coin is about a thousand years old and 
it is 999 pure gold. In metal alone it is worth well over eight 
hundred pounds.’

Lickspittle dug the coin out of  his pocket and handed it to 
Bishous.

‘The Royal College of  Heralds says that the lion on the 
reverse is believed to be the crest of  one mythical Arthur 
Pendragon, whose legendary castle was called Camelot and is 
reputed to have been sited somewhere along the coastal strip 
we are now flying over.’
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Bishous looked out the window at the countryside a few 
hundred feet below. Rough country, really rough, just rocks—

‘Lickspittle! Get the pilot to turn and go back, slowly! I saw 
something down there, I want a closer look!’

Yes — there was something down there. A fresh scar on the 
side of  a hill, a large chunk of  hillside had fallen away. 
Revealing what? It couldn’t be — those stones were too regular, 
too artificial.

The helicopter landed on a flat bit of  ground.

‘I want you to stay here and work on some press releases, 
Lickspittle. Come up with good reasons for the fleet to be 
deployed on sudden long exercises.’

Bishous got out in a hurry and scrabbled around the 
hillocks. Freshly thrown earth and stones were everywhere, 
there was still the hint of  a tang in the air, a fume that stung 
the nostrils. Bishous grinned suddenly. High-explosive! Now he 
knew where the missing 155mm shell had come down. It had 
blown a substantial amount of  dirt away from what looked to 
be a wall.

It was a wall.

The fresh disturbance was huge. What a pity the shell 
couldn’t have done this to Snoot instead! 

The wall was mostly intact. Wall of  what? Bishous paced 
restlessly along the fresh scar to where some stones had fallen 
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out ahead. There was a hole, he might just be able to squeeze 
through.

Not caring what happened to his immaculate suit Bishous 
scrambled up the scree and bent down to the hole. The air 
inside seemed quite breathable — and the little daylight that 
got past his shoulders revealed a flat floor. Bishous forced 
himself  into the hole, hauling in with his elbows until the toes 
of  his elegant brown shoes got a grip and made it easier.

Sir Ambrose stood up slowly, careful not to knock his head. 

He seemed to have penetrated a thick wall by means of  a 
collapsed arrow slit. He stepped carefully to one side to let the 
light in. Gradually, as his eyes got used to the gloom he saw he 
was in what might be a passageway in an ancient castle. Other 
than the bit of  wall revealed by the blast, there had been no 
sign of  it from the air. Could this be where that coin had come 
from?

Regretfully Bishous decided against going further without a 
light. But he would be back — oh, yes — he would be back.

‘More bad news I’m afraid, Minister … good gracious, 
what happened to you? Did you have an accident?’

Bishous sprang into the helicopter and strapped himself  
into his seat. The more he thought about it, the more certain 
he was that he had found the source of  that coin.

‘What bad news?’
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Lickspittle licked his lips. ‘There are dozens of  messages for 
you, came in while you were away. I’ve read some of  them, but 
thought I’d better wait for you before replying.’

As the helicopter reached cruise altitude Bishous took a 
final look at the scar on the hillside. He had been very lucky to 
have seen what he saw. He doubted that anyone else would see 
it yet. He turned to his screens as the helicopter lined up once 
more on London.

‘Sweet shivering hog breath! Did you verify these, 
Lickspittle?’

‘Just the first few, Minister. The rest seemed repetitive.’

‘It says here that the entire navy has now joined the 
rebellion!’

‘Further down you’ll see it says the Air Force has gone over 
to them, too. And so has the Army. I checked the website of  
The Times, they said the same under the ‘breaking news’ 
section. All the tanks and guns have been turned around and 
are now defending Snoot’s camp!’

‘Slobbering slugs! What else?’

Lickspittle coughed, and hid a nervous grin in his 
handkerchief. ‘The Police have declared for Snoot and the 
rebellion, too, Minister.’

‘They can’t do that! It’s illegal! It’s immoral! They’re my 
police!’
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‘I think they’re meant to be the British Police, Minister—’

‘But I spent years on them! And the armed forces! I poured 
hundreds of  millions into them … why, Lickspittle? Why?’

‘If  it’s any consolation, Minister, I don’t think it’s principles, 
I think they’re just going with the flow.’

‘What about the people?’

‘The Times said there’s angry mobs marching on 
Parliament. London Bridge and Waterloo are closed to traffic. 
We’re going to have to land on the Ministry roof.’

‘What’s their grief, the mobs?’

‘Snoot’s banking system has demolished our currency. 
Snoot’s money is gold, his online ‘banknotes’ are promissories 
for gold. Real money. The pound is worthless by comparison. 
People who were too slow in changing over are now bankrupt. 
Only gold speaks.’

Bishous leaned bleakly back in his plush seat. Outside the 
rotor blades still turned, beating the air with a leisurely whop-
whop-whop. In the cockpit up front the pilot at least was still 
loyal. But then, he hadn’t heard the news yet.

‘What else, Lickspittle?’

‘There’s been a Parliamentary coup, Minister. The Prime 
Minister is under arrest, and so will you be the moment we 
land in London. The people are clamouring for Snoot to be 
made Prime Minister—’
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‘Turn the helicopter round! Go back!’

‘Yes, Minist — Sir Ambrose! But don’t go too close to 
Swindelham, the soldiers are still smarting over their recent 
victories — and they now have a couple of  Rapier antiaircraft 
missile systems set up.’

‘And yourself, Lickspittle? Are you still with me?’

Lickspittle grinned mirthlessly.

‘I serve the legitimate government, Sir Ambrose. I’ll stop 
and let you out, if  you like. But then, as your deputy, I’m taking 
over.’

There was silence for a few minutes as the helicopter 
returned and landed in the same place. If  the pilot was puzzled 
he didn’t show it, just gave Sir Ambrose a respectful salute as 
he strode off  with the torch and the small axe he’d taken from 
the crash-box.

Overhead, speeding north at an altitude of  roughly two 
thousand feet and climbing fast, Tabitha saw the ministerial 
helicopter on the ground by a small coastal hill. A tiny human 
figure was hurrying away from it on foot, she couldn’t see who 
it was. She watched the helicopter take off  again and turn 
towards London.

Suddenly CCSE1 didn’t seem as important as finding out 
who it was on foot so close to Snoot’s New Camelot, and why. 
Tabitha swooped low and followed the distant figure that had 
now vanished — obviously into that hole in the hillside.
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‘Tabby—’

‘Sorry, Horace! I want you and the Duchess to go on ahead 
to CCSE1 and let them know I’m coming but may be a bit 
late. I have to find out what’s going on here — please!’

Grumbling, the laden ghosts carried on whilst Tabitha 
peeled off  and landed. She parked the scoot on top of  an 
awkward boulder where it would be safe and continued on 
foot.

Sir Ambrose Meddror Bishous switched on his torch and 
looked about with interest. Everything he had worked for all 
his life had been snatched away in the last few hours but 
Bishous wasn’t one to dwell on might-have-beens. If  that coin 
had come from here, there could well be a stash of  them. And 
a stash of  them would be worth many millions, easily enough 
to set himself  up and try again — or at worst, retire to 
comfortable obscurity and finance a new generation into a 
renewed attempt.

One day a Bishous would rule the world.

And one day Snoot’s guard would be down. He would get 
careless, and Bishous would strike without warning. If  he did 
nothing else with his life, he would get even with Snoot and his 
little helpers. One way or the other, they were going to pay; the 
thought cheered him immensely.

The passageway opened into what looked like a great hall. 
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Some sort of  huge wooden thing almost filled the place. 
Bishous looked more closely at it and swore out loud — it was 
a giant round table! That clinched it. He was in the right place. 
Possibly, somewhere within a few yards of  where he now stood 
there had to be a hoard worth many millions. 

Where to start? Over that way, perhaps.

Tabitha made a snap decision. 

She would have to leave the scoot with its powerful Tesla 
lamps on the rock, there was no way she’d be able to get it 
through the hole. Passing through the static screen on the way 
out had charged up her ring, the light was weak but it would 
have to do. She scrambled in, holding her breath and listening 
hard.

A passage — which way had that man gone? 

Tabitha’s blood suddenly ran cold as goosebumps came up 
all over. She now knew where she was — this was old Camelot!

Perhaps the man had gone to the left, along the passageway. 
The ring seemed brighter now that it wasn’t competing with 
daylight. She had never been this far, and marvelled, it was just 
as Dazzle had described it, there were flagstones under her feet 
and torch brackets of  iron set into the walls, much as in Snoot’s 
underground passageways.

There was a spiral stair ahead, twisting to the right. Tabitha 
shielded her ring with her other hand and crept silently up the 
steps, straining her ears into the darkness. Another passageway 
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stretched out in front of  her — a stone floor and no hint of  
light. So the man hadn’t come this way, bother, she’d guessed 
wrongly.

She turned to go and froze in horror as a momentary flash 
of  electric torchlight reflected on the round wall below, and she 
heard cautious footsteps coming up the stairs. She turned back 
and hurried along the passageway, perhaps there was another 
way out. 

There were doorways to her right, the wooden doors were 
all shut. Ahead of  her the passage ended abruptly. The last 
entry on the right was closed off  by a solid wooden door with a 
heavy iron ring handle. 

She couldn’t go back, the man behind had almost reached 
the top of  the steps. Tabitha grasped the iron ring, turned it 
and pushed. 

Nothing happened. The door was as unmoving as a rock. 

A flicker of  reflected light glittered on the iron, the man 
would be at the top of  the stairs in seconds. Desperately 
Tabitha threw her weight against the door. It burst open with a 
hideous screech that echoed in the passageways. She heard a 
gasp of  alarm from the stairs but then she was through the 
door; she slammed it behind her with a solid THOOMP that 
echoed in the silent spaces of  old Camelot.

There was no lock!
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Tabitha ran into the room and peered wildly about. The 
glow from her ring showed what looked like an ancient bed 
and several chests. She flopped herself  desperately behind the 
bed and tried to silence the pounding of  her heart.

The screech of  rusty iron jolted Sir Ambrose badly. He 
threw himself  flat against the inner wall, snapped out his torch 
and pressed against the stonework. He held his breath, 
straining his ears into the darkness.

Nothing.

What would cause a noise like that? 

Cats—? No, ridiculous. 

Ghosts of  the dead king and his retainers? No, even more 
ridiculous, there’s no such things as ghosts.

Humans, then — but doing what? It was a metal-on-metal 
sound. A door closing, or opening? Opening, and in a hurry — 
why? The loud thud would have been the door being slammed 
shut. Why not quietly? Someone was there, moving in a great 
hurry to close a door; someone who was afraid of  him, 
avoiding him, locking him out.

Fear.

It was Bishous’s stock-in-trade, he’d grown fat and sleek on 
other people’s fear. Good old fear, it had never let him down. 

If  they were afraid, then he needn’t be.

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 375



With a mirthless grin Bishous snapped his torch back on 
and went hunting.
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DAZZLE’S 
SAND RUNS 

OUT
It was the intense cold that woke him. Dazzle opened his 
eyes but the fierce chill stung them shut again. His head ached 
and he was shivering violently, covered in goosebumps.

What was happening?

Ah, yes. Two men had stepped out of  a newspaper. One 
had pointed a bee at him and he’d been stung …

Dazzle’s eyes jolted open. Stung! 

Drugged! 

He glared round in fury. Everything was still out of  focus; 
fuzzy; white and blue, touches of  green and brown— 

Horror hit like a fist.

He was icy cold because he was floating far above the 
ground — far above the planet, in fact. He was in the 
stratosphere, drifting lazily on the fringes of  space. He could 
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see the curvature of  the earth itself, spread out before him like 
a giant blue-white plate.

No! 

Impossible!

He wouldn’t be able to breathe at this altitude, he’d have 
long been frozen to dea—

He wasn’t alone. 

He was being watched, he could feel it. 

He tried to turn round, but nothing seemed to work. He 
finally managed to turn by flipping his body over—

                                                  —and groaned out loud.

Standing on nothing right beside him was a large pale 
horse. Seated on a black saddle with a huge scythe hanging 
from it, with an hourglass in his hand, was a human-like figure 
wearing a heavy black cloak. The hood was up, Dazzle 
couldn’t see the face.

Surely not now! There was still too much to do! Tabitha? 
Snoot? Camelot? He was too young, this couldn’t be right!

‘It is right,’ the figure on the horse said. His voice sounded 
like the wind that shrills all night through waste lands.

The horse stepped closer. Dazzle would be able to touch the 
rider’s foot if  he reached out. He shuddered.

‘NOT NOW!’ Dazzle cried in desperation.
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‘That’s what they all say,’ said Death. ‘Every time.’ 

He reached down and unclipped the scythe. Dazzle 
watched in horror as the glittering blade rose high above the 
black-cloaked figure’s shoulder.

‘You still have a few seconds left,’ said Death. ‘Any last 
words?’ 

He held out the the hourglass, and leant down from the 
horse so that Dazzle could see it. No mistake, his name was 
clearly written on the top in bright gold letters; and the last few 
grains were just tumbling into the neck.

Without thinking, Dazzle lunged.

He grabbed the hourglass and flipped it over. The final 
grain had actually reached the neck — and then it became the 
first grain back into the chamber. The sands flowed again.

Death stared aghast. 

For a long moment he simply gaped. Then he threw back 
his head and laughed, a rich sound like a bathtub of  old bones 
being stirred with a wooden paddle, a hearty rattle that 
clattered among the clouds far below.

‘In all my years dealing with Mankind,’ Death roared, ‘you 
are the only person that’s ever tried that one!’ 

He clipped the scythe back to the saddle and felt about 
under his cloak with a bony hand.
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‘Have to look it up,’ he said, with a twinkle in his sockets. 
Dazzle realised that he was staring Death in the face, 
something that only the dead themselves (and Feys) could do. 

Was he dead? No, he didn’t feel dead.

Death pulled a black book from under his cloak and began 
leafing through it. ‘Haven’t been in here for years,’ he 
muttered. ‘Ah! Here we go … oh, yes … yes … hmmmm … 
yessss … right!’ 

He snapped the book shut and popped it back under his 
cloak.

‘I have to offer you a choice, Mortal,’ he said formally.

‘You can call me Dazzle, if  you like,’ Dazzle shivered.

‘I know that!’ Death said testily, ‘but this has to be done 
properly.’

‘What choice?’ Dazzle shivered again.

‘Don’t rush me! Now, you’re to be given the choice of  
immortality; that is, absolute immortality, with no time off  ever 
for good behaviour; or—’

‘Or I die now? That’s not a real choice!’

‘You didn’t let me finish!’ Death yapped. ‘Or, you can 
recycle, every twelve and a bit years!’

Now Dazzle really was confused. 
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‘What on earth do you mean by that — recycle every twelve 
and a bit years?’

Death pushed his hood right back and scratched his skull. It 
sounded like beavers gnawing a log. ‘How to explain it … let’s 
see, now. You are twelve and bit years old, yes?’

Dazzle nodded.

‘And you’ve just restarted your clock, so to speak, yes?’

Dazzle nodded again. It was beginning to dawn on him.

‘So! Every time your sand runs out, expect a visit from me. 
You’ll have to reflip your hourglass, and it won’t always be this 
easy. You may actually kark it next time … follow?’

‘I see! Immortality, or risk my life every twelve and a bit 
years?’

Death nodded, pleased. ‘Got it in one. Right! No time for 
thinking, quick answer, what’s it to be? C’mon, chop-chop!’

‘Recycle!’ Dazzle said promptly.

Death chuckled in delight. ‘Kismet!’ he boomed. 

A single clap of  thunder rolled across the heavens far below 
them.

‘Why?’ Death asked. ‘You don’t have to tell me, just 
curious.’

Dazzle smiled. ‘What would you have chosen?’ 
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‘The same!’ Death said promptly, with a huge grin — but 
then, he always had a huge grin (without lips, he had no 
option.)(In fact, he hated his grin. He believed that people 
thought he wasn’t taking his job seriously enough).

‘And now,’ Death grinned, ‘I’ve got work to do. I’m going 
back, would you like a lift?’

He stuck a bony hand out from under the heavy black cloak 
and reached down. Dazzle took it and was swung easily up 
onto the huge horse. He reset his belt to neutral and held 
grimly onto Death.

‘You wouldn’t happen to be going near Mr. Snoot’s place, 
by any chance?’ Dazzle asked, as the horse jumped downwards 
with a sickening lurch.

‘Quite close, actually,’ Death answered. ‘There’s an old 
ruined castle near there, I have to make a pick up!’

Dazzle’s blood ran cold.

‘Not Camelot?’

‘Ah, yes — that’s the place! Camelot.’
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BISHOUS 
GETS GOLD

Bishous’s torch revealed a passageway leading to a dead 
end. There were doorways to the right, all of  them closed by 
wooden doors. There was a cloud of  dust hanging in the air 
around the door at the far end, the last one. That one!

Sir Ambrose walked silently to the door and pushed at it 
with his fist. Solid. He shoved the handle of  the little axe into 
his belt and swapped the torch to his left hand, so he could try 
the ring with his right. The ring turned easily enough, but the 
door seemed stuck. Locked? Ambrose leaned back, then 
barged the door hard with his shoulder.

WHAM! 

It gave way.

More dust clouds blew out as the door flew open with 
another loud screech. Bishous jumped through and scanned 
the room rapidly with his torch. A shelf, an old bed, some 
boxes. Nobody.

Wait — footprints in the dust.
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Bishous knelt close to the floor and aimed the torch under 
the old bed. Two frightened eyes stared back at him — then he 
laughed. It was just a young girl.

‘Come out!’ Bishous snapped. ‘I can see you! Come out or 
I’ll come under and get you!’

Heart pounding, Tabitha stood up. She was covered in dust 
and there were cobwebs hanging from her long dark hair.

‘You!’

Tabitha couldn’t see past the torch, but the voice was 
familiar.

‘Sir Ambrose?’

‘In the flesh! Miss Tabitha Templar, isn’t it?’

Tabitha nodded. At last the beam of  the torch dropped 
from her face as Bishous checked her out. Then it flickered 
once more around the room. It stopped for a few moments on 
the chests.

‘What’s in those boxes, girl, do you know?’

Tabitha shook her head. ‘I haven’t been in this room 
before,’ she answered truthfully.

‘Hmmm. Don’t move — on second thoughts, back up! Back 
into that corner and don’t move a muscle. You might just live a 
little longer.’ 

Tabitha backed into the corner.
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‘Not for very much longer, though,’ he added. ‘How did you 
escape from CCSE4?’

Tabitha shook her head.

Bishous stepped closer. He was fingering the blade of  the 
little axe in his belt. 

‘Come on, you can tell me,’ he said in his vote-winning 
voice. ‘The more you talk, the longer you live.’ He laughed, it 
was a ghastly sound. ‘You could say you’re buying minutes with 
words. Now TELL!’

Tabitha’s mind spun. No weapons, and Bishous had that 
axe. She was just a girl, tiny for her age, he was a grown man; 
and he was between her and the only door. There was no other 
way out. So keep him talking, perhaps one of  the ghosts would 
come looking for her … some hope!

‘I can make you rich, Sir Ambrose?’

Bishous laughed. Her words jolted him, what did she know? 
Could she save him hours, maybe even days, of  searching?

‘I am rich! What could a mouse like you offer me?’

Tabitha winced. In the half  light she’d seen him draw the 
axe part way from his belt, he kept fondling the cutting edge 
with his thumb. The reflected highlights that marked his eyes 
hadn’t wavered from hers.

‘Gold, Sir Ambrose.’
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‘Keep talking, girlie.’

‘I can give you gold, heaps and heaps of  gold coins—’

‘Coins! Where?’

‘But you’ll have to let me go—’

‘I don’t have to do anything, girl! Keep talking, you’ll live 
longer. Is the gold near here? Perhaps—’

Tabitha shuddered. Sir Ambrose had stepped closer. He 
was standing right by the huge chest at the foot of  the bed.

‘—perhaps it’s in … THIS BOX!’ 

Bishous whipped out the axe and smashed it down hard on 
the lid of  the ancient chest. The wood, brittle for centuries, 
shattered under the blow. The floor creaked as splinters and 
bits of  wood flew in all directions.

‘What is in here, anyway?’ Bishous stirred the old garments 
with his axe. ‘Just rags—’ Something went TONK.

Bishous shoved the axe back into his belt and rummaged in 
the rags. Suddenly he whistled. Tabitha’s heart fell with a 
sickening lurch as Bishous pulled the heavy gold crown out of  
the chest. Fire flashed from the ancient rubies as he turned it 
over and over in the light from his torch.

‘This is worth millions!’ he said in awe. He put the crown 
on his head and got down on his knees. He felt about inside the 
chest, throwing out the rags in his hurry.
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‘Aaaah!’ 

Tabitha flinched as she heard the unmistakable sound of  
fingers rattling gleefully through a huge heap of  coins.

‘GOLD!’ 

He was almost cackling. The sophisticated politician was 
gone, in his place was a greedy, grasping, thug.

Bishous stood quickly. He placed the torch on the bed and 
left it shining on Tabitha while he pulled out handfuls of  coins 
and stuffed them in his pockets. He lifted his trouser legs and 
stuffed coins into his socks. Then he undid the top buttons of  
his shirt and shovelled coins inside, forcing in more and more 
as he jiggled about, shivering, to make more room.

‘Cold!’ Bishous cried ecstatically. ‘Cold! Ha ha! Cold old 
gold! With this lot I can buy my way back! I can—’ His eyes lit 
on Tabitha again. ‘I can do anything … but first, girlie, I have 
a mouse to exterminate!’

Tabitha’s eyes widened in fear. Sir Ambrose, now looking 
almost as fat as George at his worst, had drawn the axe and 
was striding towards her. 

Her heart pounded and she felt sick.

‘You have no idea how much I’ve been looking forward to 
this, Miss Templar! YOU ARE GOING TO DIE!’

Bishous raised the axe and sprang forward.
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And disappeared.

His scream faded rapidly into a shattering smash far below, 
followed by a ghastly silence broken only by the sounds of  
falling bits of  wood and coins rolling about. Some of  the coins 
dropped further and tinkled onto stone.

The torch was gone too.

By the light of  her ring Tabitha saw a huge hole in the floor 
where Bishous, the chest, and the bed had been. The hole 
stretched all the way across the room from the doorway almost 
to her feet, with splintered boards around its edges. There was 
still a huge beam partly crossing the room, but it was well out 
of  reach.

Trembling with shock Tabitha felt for the Snoot belt and set 
it to make herself  lighter — not quite light enough to float, just 
light enough to make the floor under her feet stop groaning. 
She didn’t dare float, she’d have no way of  controlling herself.   
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BEDEVERE 
RELEASED

    Dazzle looked around in a blind panic. Death had 
dropped him off  in a little hollow at the foot of  a steep hill. He 
could hear the sea in the distance, surf  crashing onto a rocky 
reef, but there was no sign of  the castle. Death had pulled an 
hourglass from under his cloak, checked the name on it 
carefully, given him a cheery wave and slowly disappeared. As 
he faded from sight Dazzle saw him reach down and unclip the 
scythe.

Dazzle set off  at a run. He didn’t know where he was going, 
but anything was better than standing there waiting for 
Tabitha to die. In front of  him as he emerged from the hollow 
was a huge fresh scar in the hillside. Dazzle saw the same bit of 
wall that Sir Ambrose had seen earlier and drew the same 
conclusions.

In seconds he scrambled up the loose gravel and stuck his 
head in the hole. Someone else had been there recently — 
Tabitha? Not caring that he didn’t have a light, Dazzle 
slithered in. As his eyes accustomed to the gloom he knew 
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where he was, it was definitely Camelot Castle and he was in 
an old passageway. Left or right? Oh, left; anything, just keep 
moving!

His ring was glowing. It was shining in the dark and lighting 
the passageway, a bit dim, but usable. Dazzle marvelled. It was 
many unknown hours since he’d passed through a Snoot field.

The passageway looked familiar. They must all look pretty 
much the same in old castles — there was a fork — continue to 
the left, or take the spiral stairs to the right? Dazzle took the 
stairs and emerged into a long passageway with doors on the 
right. This had to be the same passage … the last door was 
open. Strange. He’d left it shut … Tabitha! Of  course, who 
else? Dazzle ran eagerly forward but Tabitha’s voice suddenly 
lanced through the gloom and called out his name.

‘Dazzle! STOP!’

Dazzle stopped at once, in the doorway.

He peered in, not able to believe his eyes. There was just a 
big empty space where the floor had been. No chest, no bed — 
just Tabitha, standing on a piece of  board no wider than her 
own feet, peering at him with frightened eyes.

‘Tabitha!’

‘Dazzle! Is it really you?’

‘Are you okay? What happened?’
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‘It was Bishous — I think he’s dead! He tried to kill me; 
there’s a hole, don’t come in—’

‘Tabby! Tabby—’

‘I’m alright, Dazzle … can you get a ladder?’

‘Tabby — use your belt!’

‘I am using my belt! Otherwise the floor would have given 
out by now!’

‘Set your belt to make you float!’

Tabitha winced at the thought. ‘Then I won’t be able to do 
anything, I’ll just hang around in space—’

‘No, Tabby! Float up to the ceiling! Make yourself  float 
hard against the ceiling, then you can crawl along it upside 
down! When you get over here, crawl down the wall and I’ll 
grab you.’

Tabitha went pink. She hadn’t thought of  that.

It worked. 

As she crawled down towards his head Dazzle set his own 
belt to make himself  extra heavy then reached up and grabbed 
her. He hauled her down like a balloon on a string. Tabitha 
promptly threw her arms around him and burst into tears.

‘What happened, Tabby?’ Dazzle asked hoarsely, an 
awkward lump in his throat as he stroked her hair. She smelled 
of  cobwebs.
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‘It was Bishous,’ Tabitha said, wiping her eyes. She reached 
down and reset her belt. ‘He had an axe! He found the gold 
and got greedy, fell though the floor—’

‘Ah! So that’s why Death was here, to collect Bishous! I 
thought he’d come for you. I was going to challenge him if  he 
tried to take you—’

Tabitha’s eyes sparkled. ‘You were going to fight Death, for 
me? Wow!’

‘It probably would have been just a very brief  fight,’ Dazzle 
said as he reset his belt. He took her hand. ‘Come on, let’s go 
down and see what sort of  a mess he’s made.’

The combined light of  their two rings was scarcely better 
than one alone, so they were extra careful as they made their 
way down to the great hall.

The pale horse snickered as they crept into the room. Their 
eyes flew straight away to the crumpled heap in the middle of  
the round table, surrounded by fallen debris and scattered 
coins. Torches were burning in their brackets along the walls of 
the great hall, the place looked almost cosy. 

‘I got tired of  waiting,’ Death’s voice wheezed behind them. 
‘So I lit the lights and made up a fire.’ He stepped away from 
the fireplace which burst into life with a sudden WHOOMP. 
Warm air blew into the room for the first time in centuries.

‘Sir Ambrose?’ Tabitha asked.
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‘Oh, him!’ Death grinned as he remounted. ‘Don’t worry 
about him, he’s good and dead. You can have a quick word 
with him if  you like, before I send him off  … it’ll be a long 
time before he becomes a ghost, I tell you! Want to?’

Tabitha and Dazzle looked at each other and nodded.

Death waved at the crumpled heap on the table. The heap 
stayed but Sir Ambrose drifted out of  it and hung unsteadily in 
the air above. He peered at them, as if  not quite able to focus.

‘Ah! Young Mr. Snoot, and Miss Templar. My 
congratulations to you both.’

‘No hard feelings then, Sir Ambrose?’

‘None at all. There was nothing much left to live for anyway 
… just hunt you down and kill you both, and old Snoot … 
then go to South America, get married, have lots of  children, 
train them up, buy them power and privilege, get them into 
high places, take over small nations, then bigger nations, then 
create a modern empire and rule the world.’

‘Brrrr! Why, Sir Ambrose?’ Tabitha was shivering. She held 
Dazzle’s hand tightly.

‘Why do people climb a mountain? Because it’s there. I 
would have succeeded but for you two and that old nuisance 
Snoot. Why did you stop me? Why didn’t you join me, 
instead?’
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‘Because what you were doing was wrong!’ Dazzle was 
angry.

The shade of  Bishous laughed, more like his old self. ‘Evil! 
What is evil? One man’s meat is another man’s poison! Evil is 
in the mind of  the beholder, like beauty. People fear an 
arbitrary notion of  “evil”, perhaps in the form of  a so-called 
evil magician but they ignore the creeping genius who steals 
their freedoms and makes them slaves. And I so nearly 
succeeded!’

‘Are there more like you?’ Dazzle asked.

‘Of  course!’ Bishous’s voice was pure scorn. ‘There always 
have been and always will be! This great castle, this Camelot, 
fell because of  one like me — a distant ancestor, in fact. After 
me there will be others. You won’t recognise us, our names are 
legion. But we all want the one thing, you! The battlefield, the 
front line, is your mind. With whips and chains you can make a 
person a slave, but always the spirit rages free.’ 

Bishous’s voice dropped to a deadly hiss: ‘But if  you can 
steal their minds, you will make of  them willing slaves. Slaves 
who rush to fulfil your every whim — they will feed and clothe 
themselves at their own expense, and even die for you!’

‘Start them while they’re young, do you?’ Dazzle growled.

‘Yes! Why else do you think I gave that idiot Crabgrass a 
bonus for that disgusting exhibition of  incompetence? Why 
else do you think I took your time away from learning and put 
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valuable tuition periods into compulsory sports? I have no use 
for people who can think! I want slaves, fit slaves, healthy 
slaves! My next move there was going to be to fire Rorkus and 
promote Crabgrass to headmaster in his place … oh yes, 
Rorkus could see right through me, but he was too close to his 
pathetic little pension to make any waves.’

 Dazzle was trembling, Tabitha could sense an explosion 
coming. She squeezed his hand.

‘I think you’ve had about enough of  this,’ Death 
murmured. He moved his scythe and two portals appeared in 
the air above the round table. One was deep black, so black it 
was almost red, the other turquoise and gold. Doors quietly 
opened in both. Silence fell in the great hall except for a log 
settling in the fire with a little sputter of  gas.

Death moved his scythe again then pointed with a bony 
finger.

Tabitha and Dazzle looked to where the finger was 
pointing. 

A darkness gathered around the skeleton that was still 
leaning on its forearms. The darkness deepened and solidified 
as the shape of  a knight in battle armour slowly took form. 
The knight pushed the carved seat backwards and rose stiffly to 
his feet. Features began to appear as his movements became 
more fluid. The knight walked towards them, his blue eyes 
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flickering grimly from one to the other. He had a neatly 
trimmed full beard and an old scar on his cheek.

‘Sir Bedevere!’ Death’s voice cracked like a whip. ‘These are 
friends of  Camelot, Sir Dazzle of  The Eastern Reaches and 
his Lady Tabitha La Fey.’

Bedevere stopped. 

He smiled, and bowed deeply. He reached forward and took 
Tabitha’s free hand, raised and kissed it with icy lips. Tabitha 
blushed a bright pink and Dazzle felt a momentary pang of  
jealousy. He bowed back as the knight clapped him firmly on 
the shoulder, almost driving him into the flagstones like a tent 
peg.

‘Sir Bedevere—’ The knight looked up again as Death 
pointed. His eyes lit on Sir Ambrose and blazed. Without a 
word he jumped onto the round table, feeling for the sword 
that wasn’t at his belt. With a shrug he gave away the idea of  
the sword and grabbed Bishous firmly by the throat instead. 
Bishous gave a loud squawk as Sir Bedevere flipped him over 
and took a two-handed grip (scruff  of  the neck and seat of  the 
pants).

‘Sir Bedevere,’ Death said sombrely. ‘You have cursed 
yourself  needlessly this past thousand years. No person has 
ever judged you ill. No man in the course of  human events has 
better served his king than you. Perform this last service for the 
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Fellowship of  Camelot … then get thee hence and join them, 
with the blessing of  Death.’

Tabitha felt the great weight of  sorrow pressing her down 
again. She would have collapsed under it but for Dazzle’s 
strength through his hand. Through tears she stared at Sir 
Bedevere.

With tears in his own eyes Sir Bedevere swung the 
whimpering Bishous back then ferociously fired him headfirst 
through the black portal. The scream echoed long after 
Bedevere had burst into a shower of  golden stars that vanished 
into the other portal. The gloom lifted at once from Tabitha 
and she felt wonderfully at peace.

‘And now, Tabitha the Fey, I have a request from Sir 
Bedevere.’

‘Anything,’ Tabitha breathed. Dazzle gave a jealous twitch.

‘Bedevere asks only that you take his poor old bones and 
give them decent burial on the banks of  Lady Eleanor’s lake. 
Will you do him that great honour?’

‘Of  course,’ Dazzle and Tabitha chorused. They looked at 
each other and giggled. Tabitha glanced towards the carved 
seat. It hadn’t moved, the skeleton was still there, still leaning 
on its forearms.

‘What about Sir Ambrose’s body?’ Dazzle asked.
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‘Oops! Nearly forgot! Sorry …’ Death flicked his scythe and 
the body disappeared. The crown fell onto the table with a soft 
CLONK, masses of  coins spilled and rolled in all directions.

‘Dazzle, a final message for you, from Sir Bedevere. You are 
to take up the crown of  Camelot, the crown that once was 
graced by the head of  Arthur Pendragon, and convey it to a 
safe place. When you reach the age of  eighteen years the Lady 
of  the Lake herself  will place it upon your head. You will be 
King of  the ancient Realm. If  all goes well the spirit of  
Camelot will rise again in you. The treasury of  Camelot will 
then be yours to use as you both see fit.’

Death grinned, a real grin this time. ‘He also mentioned 
something about Camelot one day needing a queen … but I 
told him that such things take time.’

Death clipped his scythe back to the saddle and took up the 
reins. After he had faded from sight his voice came once more, 
much as an afterthought. ‘And he said that when the time 
comes to give back Excalibur, it’s easier if  you keep your eyes 
shut!’

Death was gone. Tabitha and Dazzle were alone in the 
great hall, which was now at peace and felt like home.

‘I think, Lady Tabitha, that we should take the crown and 
some of  these coins, and start making our way back.’

Tabitha’s face held a puzzled frown.

‘Okay, Tabby, what is it?’
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‘What did he mean by that — “Camelot one day needing a 
queen?”’

Dazzle grinned. ‘Haven’t a clue,’ he said breezily, ‘I imagine 
it’s a standing joke from old Camelo—OOF!’ 
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FUNERAL
The western waves of  ebbing day lapped gently at the 
shoreline as the tiny funeral party wound its way down the side 
of  the lake to bury the mortal remains of  Sir Bedevere, the last 
of  the Fellowship of  the Round Table.

‘Here!’ Tabitha said suddenly.

‘Why just here?’ Snoot asked.

‘Because it was right here that Sir Bedevere stood when he 
threw Excalibur into the lake all those years ago.’

Dazzle shuddered. He knew that one day, he too, would 
have to return the mighty sword. A long way off, yet — many 
sets of  hourglass flippings, hopefully. He was wearing Excalibur 
in a scabbard of  Snootmetal. He’d been in two minds about 
bringing it but it seemed the proper thing to do.

Nobody said a word as Snoot and Dazzle dug a little hole 
just big enough for the box of  bones and deep enough to be 
safe. The ghosts were with them, floating silently while shovels 
clinked in the rocky ground. Horace and the Duchess each 
held a single long-stemmed black rose, the knight had polished 
his arrow till it gleamed. The wraiths turned themselves black 
in honour of  the dead Sir Bedevere.
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‘Ready,’ said Snoot.

‘How do we do this, Dad?’

‘You stand over there with Tabby, and Horace will help me 
lower the casket. Once it’s in, I’ll say a few words. Anyone else 
with something to say may then do so, after that we’ll cover it 
over.’

‘I’ll cover it over, Mr. Snoot,’ Tabitha said. Snoot nodded.

Together Horace and Snoot placed the wooden box in the 
hole. The Duchess sniffed. All the ghosts lowered their heads as 
Snoot stood back and bowed to the grave. Dazzle drew 
Excalibur and raised it high, the sword flashed fire as Dazzle 
swept it down in a salute to the long dead knight. It made a soft 
SNICK as he resheathed it afterwards with a trembling hand.

‘Friends,’ Snoot said. ‘We are here this evening to pay 
tribute to a gallant knight, a man who was loyal till death, and 
beyond.’

The Duchess burst into spectral tears. Horace put his arm 
around her and pulled her close, patting her gently through the 
back.

‘But as every sunset is somewhere else, sunrise; this noble 
knight whose bones we now return to the earth is … 
somewhere—’ 

Snoot broke off, choked with emotion.
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‘—somewhere once more with his King and the 
Companionship he loved, and served so well,’ Tabitha finished 
for him.

Snoot nodded gratefully. ‘This ancient Kingdom of  
Camelot is reborn, and shall never again pass from the face of  
the earth,’ he said more strongly. ‘The Old Evil that brought 
Arthur’s realm to its knees is alive today, but so long as true 
justice lives — Camelot lives.’

‘LOOK!’ Dazzle cried. He pointed across the lake.

‘Ye gods!’

‘Blimey—’ Horace was lost for words.

Tabitha stared.

The evening mists over the lake parted. The last rays of  the 
setting sun lit up a sight that hadn’t been seen since the passing 
of  the great age of  chivalry. 

Standing in silence were ranks and ranks of  men in armour, 
their spears upright and their shields resting on the ground 
against their knees. They were flanked by masses of  armoured 
knights on horseback, battle pennons hanging limply from 
upright lances. In the centre, proud and alone, was a mounted 
knight resplendent in armour made more golden by the sunset. 
He had a circlet of  gold about his helm; the device on his 
shield was a single rampant lion.

‘Arthur!’ breathed Tabitha.
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‘What are they waiting for?’ Dazzle asked softly.

‘Now, Duchess?’

‘Now!’

Together Horace and Duchess approached the little grave 
and gently dropped their long-stemmed black roses on top of  
the casket. Far off  in the distance a too long roll of  thunder 
boomed, melding into the unmistakable sound of  a galloping 
horse getting closer by the second.

‘Look!’ Tabitha called, ‘Isn’t that—’

It was. 

The lone knight in armour slowed his horse as he 
approached Arthur and the waiting Fellowship.

Arthur raised his visor—even from across the lake the 
funeral party could see an inspiring noble face — and spurred 
his horse forward; the two met in front of  the assembly and 
gripped forearms tightly. A great cheer went up as Sir Bedevere 
greeted his King for the first time in a thousand years.

‘They’re all looking this way,’ Dazzle murmured shiveringly. 
‘Now what?’

‘Me ... ’ Tabitha said. 

She took a shovelful of  earth, knelt down and gently 
sprinkled it over Sir Bedevere’s box of  bones. Another shout 
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went up across the lake as the evening mist swirled strongly 
back and like a curtain closed the armoured host from sight.

The sun had gone.

All they had now to finish burying Bedevere by was the 
closing dusk and the long glories of  the winter moon.
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DIAL-A-
GHOST

‘It’s a huge undertaking,’ Snoot said. 

They were all at the long table in the dining room. For the 
first time ever they had a real guest, one reluctantly escorted in 
whilst bemusedly clutching an old rusty bottle-top, by Dazzle 
and Tabitha.

‘Nothing you can’t handle,’ Lickspittle said.

‘I’m not going to London to live, Wilber. I’m staying here.’

‘Of  course! You have all you need, right here. But Britain 
needs you. The world needs you.’

Snoot slurped at his tea. Jenny made lovely tea. The 
Duchess, Dazzle and Horace were still staring at Lickspittle in 
distrust.

‘A written set of  laws based on principles of  human rights 
and justice, for a start.’

‘You’ve got it! You draft ‘em, I’ll get them written up in 
plain English and published—’
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‘Good start — then, Wilber, government by representation, 
not dictatorship by representatives! Voters direct their 
representatives how to vote in the House.’

‘Please explain, Prime Minister?’

Snoot shuddered. ‘Come on, Wilber, call me Del, or Snoot! 
Anything but that, brrrr!’

Lickspittle grinned. ‘Sorry! Force of  habit, had to grovel for 
too many years.’

Dazzle stared aghast. His Dad was consorting with the 
enemy! He gulped and glanced at Tabitha, she was bewildered 
too.

‘I mean,’ Snoot said briskly, ‘Government of  the people by 
the people for the people; not government of  the people by 
elected dictators.’

‘I understand.’

‘Likewise local government. Charters to state that the aim 
of  any form of  government is to further the interests of  the 
voters, not those of  officials!’

‘Oh, yes!’

Dazzle couldn’t stand it any more. ‘WHAT DO YOU 
MEAN?’ he yelled, jumping up and glaring.

‘Dazzle — manners!’ Snoot said in surprise. ‘Mr. Lickspittle 
is a guest in our home!’
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‘Quite right, though,’ Lickspittle murmured. ‘I’d feel just 
the same in his place.’

A wraith dropped down and whispered in Tabitha’s ear. 
Her eyes went wide and she gazed at Lickspittle with sudden 
respect. He’d just taken one of  Jenny’s muffins and was 
nibbling at it gingerly. He’d never been this close to real ghosts 
before and was still a bit nervous, especially as Horace was 
glaring at him, giving himself  huge blood-dripping fangs every 
time Snoot wasn’t looking.

‘I think I should explain,’ Snoot said, grinning round, ‘—
please don’t do that!’ Horace gulped and sucked his fangs back 
in. 

‘Mr. Lickspittle was one of  my students when I was 
lecturing in philosophy at Camford University. My very 
brightest student, in fact—’ Lickspittle blushed and bit right 
through his muffin.

‘And Mr. Lickspittle has been working tirelessly on our 
behalf  these last few months. It’s mainly thanks to him that 
CCSE1, 2, and 3 came over to our side. He co-ordinated the 
defection of  the rest of  the armed forces, too.’

Lickspittle choked on his muffin. Horace reached across and 
thumped him sympathetically right through the back, which 
made it worse.

‘Anyway!’ Snoot beamed at Dazzle and Tabitha. ‘Today is a 
school day, and life goes on. This afternoon, Sir Dazzle and 
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Lady Tabitha, you are going back to school. I have a lot to 
discuss with Mr. Lickspittle and there’s a great deal to be done 
… if  he survives Horace’s careful nursing, that is.’

Dazzle stood up. He held his hand out to Lickspittle. 

‘I apologise, Mr. Lickspittle,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry I was so 
rude.’ Lickspittle shook his hand, his face red and his eyes 
popping.

‘Glop glop, caff  … HAK!’ he said, forcing a watery smile.

*

It was still “early days” but already things were different. 
The army had gone, returned to barracks. The fleet was once 
more at sea upon its lawful occasions and George and Mim 
had moved back into their own home.

And there had been a by-election in Swindelham.

A whole new council had been voted in, the ex-Mayor and 
Councillors were kept on as council workers (it was either that 
or prison). Bezzla was tasked with metals recovery and 
recycling. He was often seen about town with Perloin, one of  
them pushing the barrow, the other busy with hacksaw and gas 
torch, chopping up the myriad bronze statues of  Mayor Bezzla 
that still littered Swindelham.

Ex-Councillor Bergell was the new street sweeper, along 
with his brother the ex-judge; they spent more time squabbling 
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over who was going to push the cart than they did sweeping. 
Honest work didn’t appeal to them, they had to do lots of  
unpaid overtime to make up for all the hours they spent noisily 
fighting.

The old tramp had been elected to a Councillor’s seat. He 
only woke up long enough to request more fish (once he 
surprised everybody by asking for a cucumber) but the people 
were overjoyed with his performance.

School, too, was just the same, only different.

Mr. Rorkus stayed on as headmaster but now he smiled a 
lot. There were still compulsory sports, but only on one 
afternoon a week, and the new emphasis was on 
sportsmanship. People now played for fun and winning became 
simply a bonus, a reward for honest effort.

‘You wanted to see us, Mr. Rorkus?’

‘Ah! Snoot and Miss Templar. Yes please, sit down.’ Rorkus 
waved them to chairs in front of  his desk. ‘How’s your new 
teacher?’

‘Miss Fawcett? She’s brilliant!’ Tabitha said at once.

‘Really knows her stuff, too,’ added Dazzle.

‘Did you know she will be taking a brief  holiday, soon?’

‘No!’ Dazzle and Tabitha chorused in dismay.
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Rorkus grinned. ‘Yes! For that week I’m afraid you’ll have to 
make do with a temp — me!’

‘Oh! … Er, why is she going—?’

‘Miss Fawcett is getting married, Dazzle. Nice chap, I’ve 
met him — he used to be the Commandant of  CCSE4, would 
you believe!’

Dazzle and Tabitha looked at each other and grinned in 
delight.

‘And now, to business. Sport!’

‘What?’

‘Come, come — busy man, and all that rot. Out with it, 
what sport was it you wanted to play that wouldn’t cripple my 
staff ?’

‘Oh!’ Tabitha giggled while Dazzle went pink.

‘Hardly seems relevant now, sir—’ Dazzle said in a small 
voice, ‘—tiddlywinks!’

*

Snoot glared at the mountain of  paperwork on his desk. 
The first elections under the new systems were still months off. 
Like it or not, he remained the interim boss.

He looked enviously at his new house guest who was 
beavering away, clearing papers with the natural ease of  a well-
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ordered mind. The next Prime Minister (if  the polls were 
anything to go by) Sir Robert Goodfellow looked up and 
grinned. The grin faded as the door opened and John Petty 
came in and plonked another huge load of  papers down on his 
desk.

‘And there’s a visitor for you, Mr. Snoot, waiting at the gate.’

Snoot stood up thankfully and stretched with all the usual 
snaps, crackles, creaks, twangs, plunks and pops. ‘Thanks, John 
— would you take over here, please?’

Goodfellow grinned. ‘Now you know what it’s like,’ he 
gloated as Petty sat down in Snoot’s chair and dubiously 
accepted the pen.

Snoot approached the gate, clutching a Snootmetal bottle 
top for his visitor. Ah, there he was, standing well back from 
the static zone.

‘Mr. Harvey Dogleish?’

‘Just Harvey — Mr. Snoot, I presume?’ 

Dogleish shook hands and peered at the bottle top Snoot 
left in it. So this was the famous Delissimo Snoot. And the New 
Camelot that seen so much of  on television. No, they couldn’t 
possibly all live in that tiny caravan!

Dogleish grinned as he stepped into the caravan and saw 
the steps leading down inside. His grin became disbelief  as 
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Snoot ushered him into the magnificent dining room with its 
long table and many chairs.

‘You advertised on your website for someone with a business 
idea suitable for ghosts, Mr. Snoot?’

‘Yes! And yours, Harvey, was the only sensible reply. That’s 
why I’ve invited you here today. So good of  you to come! You 
do believe in ghosts, of  course?’

‘No, not at all, not really, well maybe not … er … perhaps I 
do — most certainly, yes!’ Dogleish said, watching pop-eyed as 
two mugs of  coffee floated through the air towards them.

‘Good!’ Snoot said briskly. ‘I’ve more than a dozen ghosts 
here, and they want to speak on behalf  of  all the spooks in 
Britain. Would you like to meet them?’

Dogleish sipped his coffee. It was perfect. He shivered.

‘Yes?’ he answered, in a tiny voice.

Snoot had told the ghosts to fade in slowly for his visitor, not 
just pop in. Dogleish watched wide-eyed as ghosts formed out 
of  nowhere, right in front of  his eyes. He gasped as the knight 
with the arrow took a seat further down the table and waved 
cheerily at him, he hiccupped nervously as Horace sat down 
beside him.

‘Duchess,’ Snoot hooted, ‘will you explain for our guest, 
please?’
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‘Certainly, dear,’ the Duchess’s voice came out of  the empty 
air. Snoot grinned as she made her usual grand entrance, this 
time in a lady’s business suit topped with an elegant tiara. She 
took her place at the head of  the table next to Snoot.

She smiled graciously at the visitor. 

‘There are millions of  homeless ghosts in Britain, Mr. 
Dogleish. For thousands of  years we’ve been dwelling 
peacefully alongside the living, mostly unseen, unfelt and 
unheard.’

Dogleish gulped and nodded. He’d never spoken with a 
Duchess he could see through.

‘But lately our habitats have been destroyed by the march of 
progress. Here in Swindelham we’ve lost a graveyard, an old 
manor, a haunted pub; the list goes on. Ghosts are being driven 
into the foul and filthy weather with nowhere to go.’

Dogleish glopped. He’d meant to swallow.

‘None of  us wants charity, Mr. Dogleish. We simply want 
somewhere to rest in peace. But if  the living keep destroying 
our environment, we shall soon have no option but to move in 
and share their homes with them.’

‘More coffee, sir?’ 

‘Thank you—’ Dogleish held out his cup and gave a huge 
twitch when he realised the very attractive young lady filling his 
cup was a ghost.
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‘In short, Mr. Dogleish, we spirits would really like to come 
in out of  the cold, to rejoin society and be accepted once more 
as a normal part of  everyday life … er, existence.’

‘’Ere, ’ere!’ called Horace. ‘Just ‘cos we’re dead don’t mean 
we ‘ave nuffink to contribute—’

‘The success of  the recent rebellion was due largely to the 
daring and tenacity of  ghosts,’ said Snoot, beaming proudly all 
round.

‘So, Mr. Dogleish, we want to take our rightful place in this 
modern world, and pay our own way.’

‘Does everybody feel the same?’ Dogleish asked. He was a 
lawyer, after all. Addressing ghosts was no different from 
addressing a crowded courtroom — maybe just a bit, the 
ghosts were awake.

‘Oh, yes!’ several of  the ghosts chorused.

‘And we ghosts ain’t the only ones,’ Horace said. ‘It’s the 
same fer orl spooks. I bin torkin’ wiv some ghouls (the Duchess 
gave a genteel shudder) and they sez the same. I met a vampire 
over ‘ere on ‘oliday from Germany, and ‘e said it’s the same fer 
them. And fer ogres, and fer trolls.’

‘Let me see if  I’ve got it right,’ Dogleish said. ‘You’re 
spooks, and people are afraid of  spooks, so it’s going to be next 
to impossible to get jobs for any of  you.’ A loud groan went 
around the room. Someone rattled a chain, everyone looked at 
everyone else and whispered ‘Shhhhh’.
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‘Which means you’ll have to go into a business of  your own. 
Hmmm. But what sort of  business? And you’ll need a mortal 
as your agent, people won’t be wanting to deal directly with the 
dead, at least not in the early days.’

‘Would you be our agent, Mr. Dogleish?’

Dogleish hesitated. 

He gazed around the room at the sea of  expectant faces. 
There was a gentle tug at his sleeve, he looked down and saw 
the imp peering hopefully up at him.

‘Yes!’ he barked.

A great ghostly cheer went up. Everyone turned and 
slapped his neighbour through the back in delight.

Snoot grinned and stood up. ‘Can I leave you with it? You 
don’t need me any more, and I have a nation to run — sort of.’

*

Snoot was morosely poking through yet more heaps of  
paper when Horace appeared looking very happy. Goodfellow 
and Petty were deep in conversation at the other desk which 
was covered in books and bits of  scribbled paper.

‘Yo, Dude,’ Snoot said, delighted to be disturbed.

‘Fink it’s orl settled, Mr. Snoot. We ‘oped yer could make 
some time t’ come and ‘ave a word, like.’
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WHOOSH

Dogleish looked up as Snoot galloped into the room. Snoot 
was full of  surprises. 

‘We’ve got the core ideas thrashed out, Mr. Snoot — details 
can come later.’ Snoot nodded like a panting pup, he was so 
happy to be parted from his pestiferous piles of  pesky papers.

‘I’m going to sell my share of  the practise in London and 
use the proceeds to lease premises in a small town somewhere.’

‘Good, good, yes, yes,’ Snoot nodded.

‘Horace and the Duchess, if  it’s acceptable, would like to 
stay here with you and your son. Jenny too.’

‘Yes!’ Snoot was delighted.

‘All the other ghosts will be coming with me, except the imp. 
He’s asked if  he can stay on with Miss Tabitha.’

‘I think that will be quite alright with George and Mim, and 
Tabby,’ Snoot said. He wasn’t surprised, he’d been going to 
suggest it himself  if  no one else did.

‘But the imp is going to ask his impi — that’s a tribal group 
of  about thirty or so — if  they’d like to join us. He thinks they 
will; they’d be very handy.’

Snoot nodded.
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‘We’re going to set up a shop. We’ll advertise our services in 
the local newspaper, charge just enough to clear expenses to 
begin with—’

‘What services?’ Snoot hooted. He couldn’t stand the 
suspense any longer.

‘Mr. Snoot, we’re going to hire out manifestations of  the 
supernatural, which is spooks, and call ourselves Dial-A-
Ghost!’

Snoot fell back on to his seat in relief. Brilliant! That should 
work!

‘It will take some time to iron out all the creases. I think 
there’s a Ministry of  Supernatural Affairs in London. For 
obvious reasons nobody’s ever heard of  them, I’ll have to check 
with them first.’

‘Of  course! Must do things properly.’

‘And there’s my twelve-year-old son, James. I’d like to bring 
him here to meet everybody, as soon as possible—’

‘Dazzle and Tabby can take him round and do the 
introductions,’ Snoot said.

‘And I will have to do a lot of  studying. I’ve never dealt with 
spooks before. I’d also like to meet with some ghost lawyers and 
get a wee bit of  guidance. The Duchess will organise that for 
me, but we should be up and running in just a few months.’

Snoot nodded in delight.
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PINCHTHORPE

The little rural town of  Pinchthorpe had no inkling of  
what was about to happen to it. Mostly quiet, reliable, salt-of-
the-earth people of  good yeoman stock they paid scant 
attention when the “To Lease” sign disappeared one blustery 
day from the window of  the vacant shop in High Street.

As decent country folk do they kept themselves to 
themselves and stayed a discreet distance away while removal 
vans unloaded, and tried hard not to watch as sweating 
delivery men staggered in with huge crates. 

Some people thought the new shop would be dealing in 
secondhand goods, they based their judgment on glimpses of  
many stone jars. The sight of  a particularly magnificent 
mahogany box with brass handles being carried in by the new 
owner and his twelve-year-old son upgraded their guesses from 
junk to antique; but nobody really knew, and nobody wished to 
intrude, or be thought ‘pushy’.

It was because nothing much ever happened in Pinchthorpe 
that the new shop was a welcome topic for people with 
curiosity piqued, curiosity that was piqued even more by the 
arrival, at sunset, under wraps, of  what looked suspiciously like 
coffins.
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Strolling casually past the shop after dark didn’t help either. 
Although the lights were on someone had rigged curtains 
across the windows, leaving not a chink to accidentally see 
through. People would just have to sleep on it until the official 
opening, still a few days off. It was infuriating.

Inside the shop Harvey Dogleish and James worked late 
into the night. They shifted the huge crates from here to there 
and back again, they set jars on shelves, they hustled and 
bustled. One particularly intriguing box went along the wall 
under a window. The highest shelf  was reserved for the 
mahogany box with the brass handles.

The stone jars survived the trip from Snoot’s underground 
home and were now lined up neatly on the lower shelves, along 
with an old cigar box which had been mysteriously included 
with some other bits and pieces from the Spook Depot in 
London.

Dogleish and James arrived early the next morning, bleary-
eyed and grumbling to open the doors for the final delivery. 
They helped the men until James suddenly realised that he was 
almost late for his first day at his new school. With just a 
muffled goodbye James snatched up his heavy schoolbag and 
galloped out, watching over his shoulder as two men tried to 
make more room by wrestling a coffin.

He didn’t see it coming. 

Contents                                                                                                                                              page 419



He just felt something soft hit him with a loud gasp. Off  
balance already, the impact spun him across the pavement.

James picked himself  up. 

Just a few feet away a girl was likewise picking herself  up, 
rubbing her elbows. She glared at him with wide blue eyes as 
he sat and rubbed his stinging knees.

‘You great clumsy oaf !’

“Me—?”

‘Yes, you! Why can’t you watch where I’m going? Are you 
blind?’ 

She scrambled to her feet in a ferocious hurry. She was 
wearing jeans and a sweatshirt; her long blonde hair had 
flopped over her face and she had to toss her head to clear her 
eyes. 

‘Coming, Gadget?’ she called.

‘You go on,’ a boy’s voice said. ‘I’ll just tidy up here first.’ 

James gulped as a huge boy, bigger than any he’d ever seen 
in his life, handed the books he’d been picking up to the girl. 
Was he her boyfriend … the jealous, protective type? Uh-oh, 
he was coming over. Grinning, too.

The girl took her books and shot off  like a rocket as the 
huge boy loomed over James. He reached down and hauled 
him to his feet.
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‘Sorry about that! Sophie gets a bit excited when she’s 
running late.’

James stared.

The big boy grinned again and held out his hand. ‘ I’m 
Gadget Brown, you’ve just met my sister, Sophie.’

James shook hands. It was like shaking hands with a tree. 

He grinned. If  this amiable giant were anything to go by 
Pinchthorpe must be a nice friendly town — just the right 
place for a few unwanted spooks to finally find a home and 
settle down.

The ideal test site, in fact, for the newest firm in Britain, 
Dial-A-Ghost — and if  the good citizens of  Pinchthorpe 
could learn to live with ghosts, there would be hope for all the 
other homeless ghosts and spooks in Britain.

And after Britain … the world …

THE END
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