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For Beatrice and Maisie – I hope you always bring out the best in each other.
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DAY 1 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Wednesday – 8.17 p.m.

Eiffel Tower, PARIS

Charley Parker stood on the viewing platform of the Eiffel Tower and gazed out over the Paris skyline. Red, white and blue fireworks exploded above her, and (because she was up so high) below her as well. The evening sky was cloudless, and from her vantage point Charley could see some of the most famous Parisian landmarks – the Louvre Museum (home to the Mona Lisa), the Arc de Triomphe and the majestic Sacré-Coeur church, peering down from the hill of Montmartre like a proud mother.

Below Charley a procession of boats drifted past on the River Seine, all part of the Opening Ceremony of the Paralympic Games. One vessel looked like a giant croissant, while another seemed to be an enormous red beret. Each was a floating stage for singers, dancers, acrobats and athletes, and somewhere among them all was her best friend George.

Charley’s phone vibrated in her pocket and she knew exactly who the message would be from. Sometimes she only had to think of George and he would immediately send a text.



Just passing Notre-Dame. It’s so beautiful but the bells are so loud! You should be able to see me soon (binoculars emoji)
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Charley grinned. She loved that George still remembered their in-joke about describing emojis rather than using them. They had known each other for less than two years and yet they had been through so much together. Like, SO much. She peered into the distance and made out the two turrets of the famous Notre-Dame cathedral, which was still being renovated after an awful fire. The river alongside Notre-Dame was obscured by buildings, but Charley giggled at the thought of George on a boat, dressed up as something he had promised would be funny.

Charley closed her eyes for a second and took in the evening sounds and smells. Her cheeks felt the cool breeze of the French air; her ears picked up the music from the boats below as it made its way through the chatter of various VIPs around her; and her nostrils detected the faint whiff of the lilies that decorated the viewing platform.

A tap on Charley’s shoulder suddenly overrode all her other senses and her eyelids popped open. Turning to her left, Charley saw an overly smiley woman carrying a microphone. She was shadowed by a cameraperson, whose lens was pointed directly at her.

‘Charley Parker is here!’ said the woman, seemingly to no one in particular but presumably for the benefit of viewers. She then thrust the microphone in Charley’s face and waited expectantly for a reply.

‘I know,’ said Charley, confused. ‘I saw her in the mirror.’
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The woman laughed overly loudly, then said, ‘And I thought your best friend George was the comedian!’

She then put the microphone back in front of Charley, who still hadn’t been asked a question yet. Charley laughed weakly, which caused the smiley woman to laugh awkwardly, which then made Charley laugh genuinely. And there they stood, two people atop the Eiffel Tower, in front of a camera, laughing at each other. Charley wondered how long this was going to last and decided to keep laughing until the smiley woman actually asked her something.

It was like a game of chicken but if the chickens were slightly hysterical. The more Charley laughed, the more the smiley woman laughed, but every time she did Charley could see her expression becoming more and more desperate. The smiley woman clearly wanted Charley to say something, but Charley wasn’t quite sure what the smiley woman wanted her to say.

Eventually the man holding the camera coughed awkwardly, which seemed to shake the smiley woman into action.

‘So, Charley,’ she said finally, ‘tell us why you’re here.’

Charley began to wonder if the smiley woman knew why Charley was there and whether the smiley woman was even a journalist. At this point Charley didn’t know what the interview was for but decided not to stop and ask questions, just in case they were live on air. She took a deep breath and decided to be the more professional of the two.

‘Well,’ said Charley, ‘as I’m sure you’re aware, my friend George and I recently made a movie, which has been a bit of a hit.’

That was an understatement. Rockstar Detectives had topped the box office in seven different countries, won a Nickelodeon Kids’ Choice Award for ‘Best Cameo Appearance By A Massively Famous Actor’, and had been given five wedgies out of five by the esteemed movie review website PantsPantsPants.com.

‘Of course,’ said the smiley woman, while giving the camera a glance that seemed to say, Did you know that?

‘Thanks to that movie, George has become quite the star,’ continued Charley, ‘which is why the International Paralympic Committee asked him to be part of the Opening Ceremony.’

‘George is part of the ceremony?’ asked the woman incredulously. ‘What’s he gonna be doing?’

Wow, thought Charley, has this woman done any research at all?

‘He’s down there on one of the boats,’ replied Charley, ‘but he won’t tell me what he’s dressed as. He wanted to keep it a surprise.’

‘Are you jealous that George is getting all the attention?’ asked the smiley woman suddenly. ‘After all, you were the original rockstar.’

Charley was a bit taken aback by the question. She had been the one who first became famous as a rockstar when George filmed her singing in the classroom. And, sure, she was originally meant to be the star of their movie until George stepped up and found his voice. And maybe, just maybe, Charley felt a tiny pang of weirdness at not being the centre of attention. But she was never going to admit that on camera.

‘Not at all,’ she replied. ‘George is my best friend, and if something great happens to him, then I’m happy for him. Besides, I am still singing in the Closing Ceremony.’

‘Are you? I didn’t know that!’ exclaimed the smiley woman.

‘Oh yeah,’ said Charley. ‘There’s a lot of things people don’t know.’

Like how we were accused of stealing valuable pieces of art during my European tour and had to solve the crimes to prove our innocence. Or that someone tried to kill me while we made our movie and we had to find the culprit to save the film.

Charley kept all that to herself, though. Very few people knew any of those things, and now was not the time or place to blurt them out.

‘OK, well, enjoy the ceremony and good luck for the Para-Olympics!’ said the smiley woman.

‘Actually it’s the Paralympics,’ said Charley. ‘The “para” is short for “parallel”.’

The woman gave Charley a confused look, like when you tell a puppy off but it doesn’t know why. She then turned to the cameraperson and motioned that the interview was over. He immediately dropped his camera and she immediately dropped her smile.

‘That was great,’ said the woman, apparently to herself. ‘Oooh!’ she suddenly shrieked. ‘There’s that guy from Heartstopper!’ And, with that, they were gone.

Charley stood alone for a second, wondering what had just happened. Her phone vibrated again and she returned to the moment.



I can see the Eiffel Tower. Can you see me?
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Charley fumbled in her pocket for the stash of coins George had given her and popped one into the slot of the telescope directly in front of her. She put one eye up to the glass and scanned the river below for her best friend. All Charley knew was that George would be on a giant floating dinner plate.

Charley quickly spotted the plate, then went from dish to dish, trying to identify her partner in solving crime. There was a young girl dressed as a dancing baguette, another as a chocolate eclair, and a whole bunch of smaller children dressed as fries. Finally the sight of the telescope landed on a wheelchair, and Charley knew straight away she had found her target. She could see George’s beaming face but couldn’t work out what was so funny about his costume.
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George was wearing a black sweater with a black beret and even black gloves. Charley pulled back from the telescope and wondered if the joke was that George hadn’t actually dressed as anything at all. She pressed her eye back to the glass and slowly scanned down. Then she saw the punchline. The reason George was beaming. The funny costume he had promised her.
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Above the waist, George was dressed in all black. Below the waist, though, he was wearing an enormous pair of chicken legs.



★

DAY 1 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Wednesday – 8.30 p.m.

River Seine, PARIS

George Carling smiled his biggest smile in the direction of the Eiffel Tower. He couldn’t see his best friend Charley, but he knew she was looking back at him, and he could almost hear her laughing. He knew Charley would be thinking the same thing as he was – how did he end up here?

Two years ago he was filming Charley singing in a classroom. Now he was sitting on a boat floating down the River Seine in Paris, as part of the Opening Ceremony of the Paralympic Games. On top of that, he had been signed up to appear as a co-presenter on a nightly TV show about the Paralympics called Ramped Up. George felt strange being the centre of attention but he knew Charley was happy for him.

When Rockstar Detectives was released, George was thrust into the spotlight. His performance was deemed to be ‘warm and authentic’ by PantsPantsPants.com and his Instagram followers now included David Beckham, Whoopi Goldberg and a YouTuber called Mr Buttcrack.

When the Paralympic Committee had asked if George would appear as part of the Opening Ceremony, he didn’t think twice. When they asked him to dress as an item of food, he did think twice, but then he thought a third time.

What’s the funniest food for a guy in a wheelchair to dress as? George had asked himself. He had then replied to himself with the words ‘chicken legs’. The Paralympic organizers were understandably concerned about whether or not this was ‘tasteful’, but George responded by saying, ‘It’s coq au vin, a classic French recipe! And it’s about time my legs were actually used for something.’ He wasn’t sure if this had reassured the organizers or shocked them further, but either way they agreed.

George’s phone dinged in his pocket and he slyly removed it.



Chicken legs? As a vegetarian I’m appalled, but as a friend I’m highly amused
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George grinned, then looked in the direction of the Eiffel Tower and shrugged his shoulders. He was about to put his phone away when it dinged again.



Have you seen him yet?
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George looked back towards the Eiffel Tower and shook his head. At this point it was the easiest way to communicate.

The ‘him’ in Charley’s message was the British sprinter and Paralympic gold medallist Alfie Eagles. George liked to think of himself as Alfie’s biggest fan, and he remembered watching in awe, glued to the TV, when Alfie won his first gold medal eight years ago. George had never seen someone with a disability be treated like a hero before, and he thought Alfie’s single-leg running blade was the coolest thing he’d ever seen.

Four years later, George had watched again as Alfie fought off a challenge from his main rival, the German sprinter Gerhard Guntenschreiber, to win his second gold medal. A few years after that George had blown a sizeable proportion of his time watching, then voting for Alfie as he took part in the TV show Dance Like Everybody’s Watching. Alfie’s appearance on that show had propelled him into a TV career, which George had also followed with borderline obsession. He almost applied to be in the series Alfie had hosted to find Britain’s next top Paralympian – Flying With Eagles – but backed out when he remembered he had no sporting prowess whatsoever.

Alfie Eagles was not only the biggest name at the Paralympics, he’d become one of the biggest names in Britain, and George was dying to meet him. Or at least see him.

Overhead, the red, white and blue fireworks continued, reflecting the colours of the French flag. All around George music blared, and the other bits of ‘food’ on the ‘plate’ danced to the beat. George suddenly remembered he was meant to be performing as well and joined in. As the French fries did a flamenco, the baguette boogied and the eclair did whatever an eclair does, George spun his wheelchair round in a circle, fluttering the chicken legs behind him.

George’s 360 became a 720, then a 1,080 as he spun round for a third time. Deciding not to push for a 1,440, George took a moment for his brain to catch up with his eyes. As his dizziness subsided he focused on the barge that was pulling up alongside him and realized it contained the entire Great British Paralympic team.

George’s heart skipped a beat and his stomach did a backflip. Was he about to see his hero? Would his hero see George? And would it be weird for all this to happen while George was wearing a giant pair of chicken legs?

George scanned the boat opposite him for that familiar face. He had studied the team in preparation for the TV show he was due to appear on and recognized most of them. Some were also well known to George due to their own appearances on Dance Like Everybody’s Watching, and he waved at triathlete Ivy Greenwood, who had come third in the dance competition and now had her own line of cosmetics.
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One face in particular beamed back at George and even waved at him. George searched the databanks of his memory and identified the waver as an athlete but couldn’t quite remember his name. The waving man pointed at George’s legs, then gave two thumbs up and clutched his belly to indicate laughing. George was flattered and put his fist to his heart. The man then pulled out a phone, tapped a few buttons, and waved it around.

George’s gaze went from face to face, then from leg to leg, trying to spot the one person he admired more than anyone at these Games. Occasionally he’d spot a prosthetic leg, then pan up to find it belonged to a cyclist or a long jumper or even a swimmer – but not the sprinter he was looking for.

George was almost desperate now. He knew some athletes would skip the Opening Ceremony if their event was in the next couple of days, but the heats of the 100-metre sprint weren’t until Day Six. Besides, Alfie was one of the most famous athletes on the planet. The whole world was expecting him to be on that boat with his team.

Over the cacophony of music, cheers and fireworks, George heard a tiny ding from his pocket. He reached in and pulled out his phone.



Seen this?
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George’s mouth hung open. His shoulders sagged. Even his chicken legs seemed to go limp.

The biggest athlete at the Paralympics, one of the best-known names in Britain, George’s hero, had just pulled out of the Games.

George turned from his phone and looked towards the top of the Eiffel Tower. He knew Charley was looking back at him, and he knew they were both thinking the same thing: Something’s not right.
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DAY 1 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Wednesday – 9.55 p.m.

Ramped Up TV studios, PARIS

George’s car pulled up outside the TV studio approximately five minutes before he was due to go on air. The Paris traffic had been particularly heavy and George had spent the majority of the hour-long ride glancing worriedly at the clock, checking the route on his phone and messaging Charley. Their messages could be summarized as:

What happened to Alfie Eagles?

The chicken legs were hilarious.

And Let’s meet up at the show.

The producers of Ramped Up had provided George with his own chaperone, Arjen, whose job it was to make sure George was accompanied at all times by a responsible adult. George wasn’t sure Arjen was either responsible or an adult. He looked like he was in his late teens and had spent the entire journey from the ceremony to the TV studio playing games on his phone while listening to music through his headphones.

So engrossed was Arjen in his game that he remained sitting in the car while the driver retrieved George’s wheelchair from the boot, wheeled it to George’s door and stood glaring at Arjen as George slid from the car to the chair. Even as George wheeled himself to the stage door, he could hear the beats bleeding from Arjen’s headphones, who was only now reluctantly exiting the car.

‘George! George!’ he heard someone cry.

Spinning in his chair, George saw a middle-aged woman running towards him, covered head to toe in British regalia. She was wearing a Union Jack hat, Union Jack shoes and some sort of Union Jack running tights. Red, white and blue bunting was draped round her shoulders, and she seemed to be wearing an actual Union Jack as a cape. She was also wearing a home-made T-shirt, with a photo image of Alfie Eagles on the front in the middle of a giant love heart. The woman’s hair hung in two plaits on either side of her rosy cheeks, and George thought she looked like a patriotic fifty-year-old schoolgirl.

‘Could you sign this please?’ the woman asked, as she shoved a photo of George’s face in front of his actual face. She then laughed loudly and nervously, even though nothing funny had been said.

‘Sure,’ said George, grabbing the pen that was also on offer. ‘Who should I make it out to?’

‘Jane Flags,’ came the reply. ‘Hahahaha.’

George was thrown by the laughter. Was this woman’s surname actually Flags? He thought for a moment, then scribbled on the photo.
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Jane laughed again for no apparent reason.

‘I love your outfit,’ he remarked, returning the photo.

‘Thanks,’ said Jane Flags with a grin. ‘I made it myself.’ George thought he saw her red cheeks go even redder.

‘I don’t suppose you know where Alfie Eagles is?’ asked George half jokingly.

‘Oh yes,’ said Jane energetically, ‘I’ve got him locked up in my basement.’ She then cackled in a way that made George wonder if she might actually be telling the truth.

‘George!’ came a voice from the doorway. ‘Thank God you’re here! You’re on air in three minutes!’

George spun again, smiling warily at Jane, and headed through the door and into the studio.

There’s an old saying George had once heard about the movie industry: the closer you get to the Hollywood sign, the more you realize it’s just metal pipes and wood. George felt the same way about the Ramped Up TV studio. When George had first entered the building two days ago, he thought it looked like someone had found an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of Paris and had hurriedly tried to convert it to something that could house a TV show. He later found out that’s exactly what had happened.

Flimsy makeshift walls had been erected to create ‘offices’, and in some cases only curtains separated one room from another. The whole thing reminded George of a military hospital he once saw on TV that had been set up in a war zone. At the far end of the building, however, was the set for the TV show – and that’s where all the effort had been made.

Anyone watching the show at home would think it was filmed in a quaint Parisian cafe, with the chairs rearranged so that an audience of thirty or so people would be watching George and his colleagues chatting about the day’s events. Flowers lined the windows and red-and-white-checked cloths adorned every table, upon which sat the occasional small black coffee.

When George had wandered around the set earlier in the week, he had noted that the flowers were plastic, the tablecloths were stapled into place, and the view of the Seine behind the windows had been painted on to large sheets. As for the coffees, they were real, leading George to wonder if they had accidentally been left there by the set builders.

‘Let’s get some make-up on quickly,’ said the young lady ushering George, as she indicated a small curtained-off room to George’s right.

‘Nein!’ came a shout from the room, followed by: ‘Was hast du gemacht?’

George stopped wheeling halfway through the curtains and froze.

The shout had come from Gerhard Gunten-schreiber, Alfie Eagles’s main rival, who was now sitting in the make-up chair.

‘What did you just put in my eyes?’ he asked angrily.

‘Eye drops,’ said the now shaking make-up artist. ‘To make them look sparkly on camera.’

‘You must never put anything in an athlete’s body without their permission,’ Gunther continued. ‘It might have a chemical that shows up on a drug test.’

‘It’s just a saltwater solution,’ said the make-up artist. ‘I promise.’

The lady ushering George tapped him gently on the shoulder. ‘Maybe we’ll skip make-up tonight,’ she said softly. ‘Follow me.’

George did as directed, glancing back over his shoulder to see the make-up artist picking up a small bottle of eye drops.

The murmurs of the studio audience grew louder as George approached the cafe/studio, and when he pushed through the doors to enter the room, the assembled crowd broke into a small round of applause. George looked round to see why they were clapping, then realized the applause was for him. It made him feel good to think he could make people happy just by arriving, so he gave a small wave then navigated his way between the tables, cameras and cables and headed towards the stage. Once there he positioned himself in the empty space between the host and the guest.

The host was a well-loved British sports presenter by the name of Arabella Hampton-Bampton. Dressed in her trademark stylish trouser suit, she looked like she could be in her late thirties, mid-forties or even early fifties; no one seemed to know the exact figure. She wore her hair in a short blonde bob that was so perfectly styled it looked like it wouldn’t move in a hurricane. Arabella spun a pen between the fingers of her left hand in a way that almost hypnotized George, as she gazed down at the notes on her lap.

The guest was a northern English comedian called Mikey Majors. Mikey had been performing stand-up comedy for twenty-three of his forty-eight years and had shaggy black hair atop a lined, weather-beaten face that made George think he had partied for at least thirty of those years. He was dressed casually, in blue jeans, a plain T-shirt and a black-leather jacket. Measuring four foot three inches in height, Mikey had recently found fame on the TV talent show Reach for the Stars as ‘Britain’s Smallest Comedian’.

Arabella and Mikey both nodded at George, who took a breath in then exhaled.

‘OK, everyone, here we go,’ said the floor manager. ‘Ten seconds to air.’

The doors of the cafe creaked open and George saw Charley shimmy in and take her place behind the audience. He had made sure Charley was given permission to be on set whenever he did the show. Neither of them had performed without the other one in the room, and they weren’t about to start now.

Charley gave George a sneaky thumbs up and he reciprocated.

‘And five, four, three, two, one …’

Music played, lights flashed, and a red light on top of the main camera lit up.

‘Welcome to Ramped Up, the Paralympics highlights show. I’m Arabella Hampton-Bampton, and with me tonight are comedians Mikey Majors and George Carling.’

George still got heart flutters whenever anyone introduced him as a comedian. He glanced at Charley and could see she felt the same way.

‘Let’s start with the big news that the Great British hope, dual gold medallist Alfie Eagles, has seemingly pulled out of the Games.’ A photo of Alfie Eagles appeared on the TV screen next to Arabella. He was in his mid-thirties with long strawberry-blond hair swept back into a ponytail. George noticed it was the same photo that Jane Flags had on the front of her shirt.

‘As I’m sure you’re aware,’ continued Arabella, ‘Alfie is not only the face of these Games, he’s one of the great ambassadors for disability awareness. His athletic achievements have set a new standard for competition, his TV appearances have gained him millions of followers, and his charity foundation Wings of Eagles has benefited hundreds of thousands of children with disabilities all around the globe. This is a massive blow for the Paralympic movement, and for sport in general. Mikey, George, how do we feel about this?’

‘Well, it’s good news for me,’ said Mikey with a smirk. ‘My new TV show debuts at the same time as the hundred-metre final – on an opposin’ channel.’ Mikey emphasized the last four words with a cheeky grin. ‘If Alfie’s not racin’, maybe I’ll actually get some viewers.’

Mikey looked around the room as if to say Am I right? but, to use a comedy term, he got doughnuts.

‘I’m kidding,’ he added. ‘Obviously it’s sad news. I’ve been lookin’ forward to these Games for months. Me whole house is covered in buntin’.’

Mikey paused for comic effect, then added, ‘But if you do wanna watch me show, it’s seven thirty p.m. next Tuesday – on an opposin’ channel.’ He then turned to the camera and gave a wink.

This time he got a laugh, and George had to admit that Mikey’s brazenness was funny.

‘What about you, George?’ asked Arabella.

‘Something’s not right,’ said George. ‘Why would the world’s best sprinter pull out of the Games on the eve of a three-peat?’

‘What are you saying?’ probed Arabella.

‘I’m saying there must be more to it than this,’ said George, before joking – ‘Maybe Mikey kidnapped him to make sure people watch his show.’
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All eyes turned to Mikey, who ran with the joke.

‘You caught me,’ he said, putting his hands in the air. ‘But good luck tryin’ to find a pair of handcuffs that’ll fit these hands.’

There were laughs all round, but George thought he saw Mikey shoot him an angry glance.

‘Let’s welcome two people now who are both affected in different ways by Alfie’s withdrawal,’ said Arabella, spinning her pen as she spoke. ‘His main rival for the gold medal, Gerhard Guntenschreiber, and Alfie’s best friend and training partner, Blake Evans.’

The two new guests took their seats on the opposite side of Arabella, and while Gerhard’s face seemed to be still steaming, it was the face next to him that drew George’s attention. It was the same face that had waved at George earlier and given him a thumbs up. A face full of freckles and the occasional wrinkle. A face that struggled to grow a beard but was having a crack regardless. A face that seemed to be in its early thirties but was topped by a curly mop of sandy-brown hair that looked like it belonged to a toddler.

As Blake Evans sat down, he gave George another thumbs up.

‘So, Gerhard, let’s start with you,’ said Arabella. ‘You’ve never beaten Alfie in all the times you’ve raced against him, so you’re now the odds-on favourite to win gold. You must be kinda happy to hear he’s pulled out?’

‘Nein!’ spat the German in the same tone George had heard him use in the make-up room. ‘Alfie is the best in the world. And I want to beat the best in the world. It gives me no joy to hear he has pulled out. It will make my gold medal less special.’

‘That’s assuming you win,’ said George slyly.

Gerhard glared back at him without a hint of humour and said plainly, ‘I will win.’

George gulped comedically, and looked towards Charley, who tried to contain a laugh.

‘He’s right,’ said Arabella. ‘The third-fastest time this year was by Leon La Fleur, but he’s nowhere near as fast as Gerhard.’

Gerhard sat back smugly, still glaring. The look on his face was as harsh as his haircut, which was short, sharp and humourless. Even his red, black and yellow German team tracksuit somehow seemed stiff.

‘What about you, Blake?’ asked Arabella. ‘You compete in the same event as Alfie. You live near each other. You’ve been friends for years. You even train together. Did he drop any hints he might pull out of the Games?’

‘Well,’ said Blake, sitting back in his chair, ‘he has been talking about retiring for a while now. He kept complaining that the constant stress and attention was getting to him. But I never thought he’d actually do it. Not right before the Games.’

‘So now that you don’t have to race against Alfie, do you think you’ve got a chance at gold?’ asked Arabella.

Blake laughed. ‘Ha! I’ll be lucky to make it to the final!’

‘What do you mean?’ asked George.

‘The heats are on Monday night,’ explained Blake, ‘and the fastest eight runners from those heats will go through to the final on Tuesday. Based on my times, I doubt I’ll make it. Although that hasn’t stopped my parents from covering their house in bunting too.’ Blake’s eyes seemed to twinkle when he spoke, as if he was permanently amused by everything.

‘All right, mate,’ joked Mikey. ‘It’s not a competition – The Great British Bunting Off.’

There were laughs all round.

‘Nah, I’m just here for the fun of competing,’ Blake said, then he nodded towards George. ‘And for George’s funny legs.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ said Arabella indignantly.

‘On the boat,’ clarified Blake. ‘He was wearing chicken legs.’

‘Ah yes,’ said Arabella, turning to the camera, ‘that brings us nicely to the Opening Ceremony, in which our own George Carling played a small but important part. If you missed it, here are the highlights.’

There was a pause, then a video appeared on the TV monitor below the camera.

‘And we’re clear,’ said the floor manager. ‘Two and a half minutes on tape.’

George took the opportunity to wheel over to Charley, high-fiving a few audience members along the way.

A waterfall of whispered words suddenly fell from his mouth, as everything he’d wanted to say to Charley for the last few minutes came tumbling out at once.

‘Oh my God, did you hear all of that?’ gushed George, covering his microphone so he wasn’t overheard by everyone in the studio. ‘Alfie Eagles has pulled out of the Games, and Mikey, Blake and Gerhard all stand to benefit from it. Plus, there’s a woman out the front dressed in flags who said she’s got Alfie in her basement! This is huge. We could crack this case wide open!’

Even George had to admit he was a little overexcited. The massive adrenaline build-up of the Opening Ceremony plus the excitement of the TV show had sent his heart rate soaring, and although he knew he was being overdramatic, he felt like he couldn’t really control it. His mouth was like a runaway truck careering down a hill without any brakes.

‘Just hold on a bit there, big fella,’ said Charley with the calm attitude George normally used on her. ‘Mikey was joking, Blake said he wasn’t gonna make the final anyway, Gerhard said gold doesn’t mean anything if he doesn’t beat Alfie, and I have no idea what went on between you and the woman out the front.’

‘But, but, but …’ George spluttered, ‘something’s not right. The biggest star in the world doesn’t just pull out of the Paralympic Games during the Opening Ceremony! Not when there are so many people with motives. You might be right about Blake, but Mikey needs an audience, Gerhard wants to win and Jane is an obsessive fan.’

‘Who’s Jane?’ asked Charley, exasperated.

‘The woman out the front dressed in flags!’ answered George. ‘Even her last name is “Flags”!’

Charley shook her head. George thought it looked like she was trying to reset her brain.

‘We don’t even know if there is a case,’ said Charley. ‘It is possible Alfie has just left the Games. And we’ve both got enough on our plates as it is. You’ve got a TV show to do, and I have to rehearse for the Closing Ceremony. Plus, we’re kinda famous now; we can’t just snoop around unnoticed like we used to.’

George could hear his own voice coming from the video that was being played and was aware of the audience laughing at the right spots. Weirdly, though, getting laughs wasn’t his main priority right now.

‘Thirty seconds left on tape!’ called the floor manager.

George looked at Charley pleadingly.

‘I’ll admit you’ve got a whole bunch of suspects, all with solid motives,’ said Charley eventually.

‘Thank you,’ said George.

‘You’re just missing one thing.’

‘What’s that?’ said George.

Charley looked at him matter-of-factly. ‘A crime.’

George sank back into his chair, as if reality had just come crashing down into his lap.

‘Ten seconds!’ came the call.

George suddenly remembered where he was, and what he was meant to be doing, and quickly wheeled himself back into position on set.

‘Back from VT in five, four, three, two and one …’
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DAY 2 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Thursday – 11.45 a.m.

Champ-de-Mars Arena, PARIS

CRUNCH!

Charley had never really wondered what sound two wheelchairs would make as they collided, but even if she had, she wouldn’t have imagined it would be quite so brutal. The sound coming from the sold-out crowd in the Champ-de-Mars Arena suggested they hadn’t expected the level of brutality either. A well-dressed woman to Charley’s right put her hands over her eyes, then peeked between her fingers, before wincing and turning away.

From what Charley could tell, one team of five players was doing whatever they could to get a round ball from one end of a court to the other. Their opposition were doing whatever they could do to stop them. And that seemed to be the extent of the rules.

‘So you’re gonna try this later?’ she said to George, who was sitting nervously to her right.

‘Yeah,’ he said hesitantly. ‘The producers thought it would make good television if they filmed me taking part in a few sports.’

SMASH!

‘Is it a wise move to start with wheelchair rugby, though?’ asked Charley. ‘You know, in case …’ She trailed off, but George knew where she was heading.

‘In case it’s the last piece of television I ever make?’

‘Yep.’

‘I’ve managed all right with one disability,’ said George. ‘I reckon I’ll be OK with a couple more.’

Charley laughed but was genuinely worried for her friend.

George had been so exhausted after last night’s TV show that he had fallen asleep in the car back to the hotel where they were both staying. Unfortunately it was a forty-five-minute drive from the studio to the hotel, and by the time they arrived George was almost impossible to wake. Thankfully Charley’s Mum was on hand to help. She had insisted on joining her daughter in Paris since she had missed all the excitement of the last two adventures, but she also knew when to keep her distance.

At the Eiffel Tower Charley’s Mum had given her some time to herself, and although she had accompanied Charley to the TV studio she had watched the show on a TV in the green room. Charley appreciated her mum’s consideration. After all, no self-respecting rockstar wants their mum following them everywhere.

Sometimes, though, you did need your mum around, and last night was one of those times. Charley and her mum had somehow managed to pour the half-conscious George from the car to his chair (while Arjen continued to play a game on his phone) then wheel him to his room and dump him on his bed still fully clothed.

George had spent most of the morning in bed, and even when he had woken up, he was barely able to string sentences together. It was only now, with a croissant in one hand and a cup of tea in the other, that he had started to come to life.

‘So how was the Opening Ceremony?’ asked Charley.

‘Well, I dressed as a pair of chicken legs on an enormous floating plate, while people around me danced as snails, fries and baguettes,’ answered George.

‘The usual Saturday night then?’ asked Charley.

‘Pretty much,’ responded George with a wink.

‘I’m sorry Alfie’s pulled out of the Games,’ said Charley.

‘I just don’t think he has,’ said George.

‘Are you still on about that?’

‘Something is definitely not right,’ said George. ‘I can feel it in my wheels.’

Ever since George had become semi-famous, Charley had noticed he’d become more comfortable making jokes about his disability.

‘What if your wheels are on the wrong track?’ said Charley with a smirk.

‘They’re not!’ snapped George before he caught himself. ‘I’m sorry,’ he added. ‘I’m just really tired.’

‘It’s OK,’ said Charley, noting that it was possibly the first time George had ever been openly snarky to her.

A ripple of excitement made its way round the arena, as one of the wheelchair rugby players made a break. The ripple became a wave, which then crashed into a roar, as the player made his way to the other end of the court and scored a try. The well-dressed woman next to Charley stood and applauded, while shouting encouragement in French. Charley waited for the ovation to subside before asking her next question.

‘Let’s say there is a mystery to be solved,’ she posited, ‘why should we get involved? It doesn’t even concern us.’

George looked stung. ‘It might not concern you,’ he said, ‘but it concerns me! Alfie Eagles is one of the most important people in world sport, and for people with disabilities generally. He’s shown the world that you can push your body to its limits and not let anything stop you achieving your dream. If people think he just decided to quit when it all got too hard, that would undo everything he stood for.’

Charley could see George was getting emotional now.

‘Is it also because he’s your hero,’ she asked, ‘and you don’t want to face the possibility that he’s pulled out of the Games of his own accord?’

‘A little bit,’ said George reluctantly.

Charley decided the best thing to do was to indulge George’s suspicion, like he had done for her so many times before.

‘OK then,’ she said, ‘let’s do this. What do you think has happened to Alfie?’

‘I don’t know,’ said George glumly. ‘But I do know there are loads of people who would like something to happen to him.’

‘Go on then,’ said Charley, reaching into George’s backpack and grabbing his iPad. ‘I’ll write it down.’

George’s eyes lit up ever so slightly. He took a bite of his croissant and a slurp of his tea and let them mix together in his mouth. He half chewed, half drank the concoction, then swallowed. The pastry, sugar and tea all combined with the phrase ‘write it down’ to give George a slight tingle of excitement. As much as he was enjoying being a TV star and a movie star, he had kinda missed being a detective too.

‘OK,’ he began, ‘when I got to the studio last night, there was a woman dressed head to toe in British paraphernalia.’

‘Para-lympic-phernalia,’ joked Charley. She was beginning to wonder if she and George had swapped personalities for the day.

‘Indeed.’ George chuckled weakly. ‘She joked that she had Alfie trapped in her basement, but what if it wasn’t a joke? I mean, she was wearing a T-shirt with Alfie in a love heart on the front.’

‘But why would she turn up to the studio?’ probed Charley. ‘And why tell you she had done it?’

‘Good point,’ admitted George. ‘Well, what about Mikey? His new TV show goes to air on the night of the hundred-metre final. If Alfie races, no one will watch his show.’

‘True,’ said Charley. ‘But how would he convince Alfie to pull out of the Games?’

‘Maybe he threatened him somehow.’

Charley didn’t want to tell George he was clutching at straws, but her silence did it for her. This time he dipped his croissant into his tea, then took a mushy bite.

‘Maybe it was Gerhard?’ said George eventually. ‘He stands to lose the most if Alfie races.’

‘Yes, but you heard him. He said he wants to beat Alfie for real.’

‘Of course he’s gonna say that,’ said George. ‘He’s not gonna do a dance and say “Yippee for me, my main rival is out of the race”.’

‘He might,’ said Charley with another smirk, ‘but with a German accent.’

George sighed. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said wearily. ‘Maybe I’m just trying to convince myself something has happened to Alfie, rather than accept that he’s actually pulled out of the Games.’

‘I mean,’ Charley began, ‘normally we’d ask three questions about suspects. Why do we suspect them? What was their motive? And how did they do it? Mikey and Gerhard have motives, but there’s no reason to suspect them; the woman with the flags is just weird; and we don’t know how any of them might have done it, because we don’t even know what “it” is.’

George sat silently for a second. He contemplated both the croissant and the tea but didn’t seem sure what to do with them. ‘Maybe we should go and talk to Blake.’

‘But he’s got no reason to want Alfie out of the race,’ said Charley. ‘You heard him. He said he wasn’t gonna make the final anyway. He doesn’t have a motive or a reason to suspect him.’

‘I know that,’ said George tersely. (Charley noted the tone but again she let it go.) ‘He’s Alfie’s best friend. Maybe he can give us some information that we can use.’

Charley was hesitant. George’s hunch was all well and good, but there wasn’t even any evidence of a crime. She looked at George and thought of all the times he had jumped into an investigation on the flimsiest piece of evidence just to keep Charley happy. She decided that she definitely owed him one, regardless of how far-fetched it seemed.

‘OK then,’ she said, ‘let’s go talk to Blake.’

KERRASH!!!

Charley was jolted back to the sport in front of her by the sound of metal on metal. She peered at the court to see a man lying on his side in a wheelchair (the wheelchair was also lying on its side) while two assistants tried to put him back upright. The well-dressed woman to Charley’s right looked like she was about to cry. Or throw up. Or both.
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Charley turned to look at George, who had dropped the remainder of his croissant in what was left of his tea and was now stirring it all together with a spoon.

Charley shook her head. ‘I still can’t believe you’re gonna give this sport a go.’

★

DAY 2 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Thursday – 1.58 p.m.

Athletes’ Village, PARIS

‘Hold it,’ said Charley, aiming the phone at George and an adoring fan. ‘And done.’

‘Muchas gracias,’ said the Spanish Paralympian, who was crouching next to George.

‘I took a few,’ said Charley, returning the phone. ‘Just to be safe.’

The moment Charley and George had entered the Athletes’ Village, George had been mobbed. They were currently on the edge of a large grassy area just inside the security gates, and were surrounded by at least thirty athletes, all wearing different-coloured tracksuits. There was the green and gold of Australia, the gold and green of Brazil, the red, white and green of Italy, and the orange, white and green of Ireland. There were athletes with prosthetic legs, prosthetic arms, wheelchairs, white canes and walkers, and every one of them was beaming in George’s direction.

Oh sure, Charley had her fair share of fans coming over as well, but it was clear George was the main attraction. His appearance alongside Charley in the movie Rockstar Detectives meant that there were a lot of people with disabilities in the world who suddenly felt seen. More than that, they finally felt represented. And a lot of those people were at the Paralympic Games. Watching fan after fan wearing tracksuits representing nations from across the world queueing up to meet George, Charley couldn’t decide whether he looked like a member of One Direction, the Beatles or a K-pop band. Either way, he looked like a rockstar.

Much like Charley’s Mum, Arjen was giving them some space. Unlike Charley’s Mum, though, his distance came less through consideration and more from disinterest. Once again he had spent the half-hour journey from the wheelchair rugby arena to the Athletes’ Village playing a game on his phone. Only once did he even speak to George, and even then all he had said was: ‘All right, bruv?’

‘George!’ came yet another voice, but this time it had a more familiar ring to it. Charley followed the sound and saw that it came from the freckled and slightly creased face of Blake Evans, who was bounding towards them like an overexcited four-year-old. His red, white and blue Paralympics GB kit appeared to be a couple of sizes too big for him, making him look even more like a toddler.

‘I heard you were looking for me,’ said Blake with a literal bounce in his step. ‘Do you need an on-air comedy partner? I do a cracking impression of the prime minister.’

Blake paused, cleared his throat, then put on a vaguely posh accent. ‘Hello,’ he said stiffly, ‘I’m the prime minister.’ He then laughed, and asked, ‘Whaddya think?’

Charley wasn’t sure what voice Blake was doing, or even what prime minister he was trying to impersonate.

‘I’ve got a partner, thanks,’ said George, glancing in Charley’s direction.

‘Oh, hi,’ said Blake. ‘Sorry. I didn’t see you there, Charley.’

Charley smiled politely, then said, ‘We were hoping to talk to you about Alfie.’

‘You sound like actual detectives,’ said Blake with a chuckle. ‘I thought they were just characters you played in a movie.’

Charley and George gave each other a knowing glance. Sometimes they forgot that the rest of the world saw them as just a couple of teenage actors, without realizing they had actually solved a series of International Art Thefts and uncovered a potential murderer on a movie set.

‘We’re not detectives,’ said George, stony-faced. ‘We just wanna … well, I just think …’

Charley wondered if George was losing faith in his own theory. Or maybe he felt foolish saying it to Alfie’s best friend.

‘George wants to be well prepared for tonight’s show,’ said Charley, interjecting. ‘In case they talk about Alfie again.’

‘Makes sense,’ said Blake. ‘It is the biggest story of the Games.’

‘Did he really say he wanted to retire?’ asked Charley.

‘All the time,’ said Blake. ‘Training for the Paralympics is hard work, especially as a sprinter. You have to get up early in the morning, every morning, go to the gym, eat the right food, train constantly. You have to eat, sleep and dream sprinting. Alfie threatened to quit at least three times a week.’

Charley looked at George, who seemed stung by the possibility he was wrong.

‘But why now?’ George asked. ‘Why wait until the Opening Ceremony?’

‘Well, he does love the attention,’ said Blake. ‘You don’t become the fastest sprinter in the world without having some sort of ego. Like I said, he’s the biggest story of the Games, and he doesn’t have to do any work.’

Charley could see George was still unconvinced.

‘He’s also really impulsive,’ added Blake. ‘One minute he wanted to rack up his third gold medal – or a three-peat, as he called it – the next he said he wanted to go live in the country with his dogs and read spy novels.’

‘He does love his dogs,’ said George, nodding slowly. ‘And spy novels.’

There was a pause as both Charley and Blake looked at George. ‘What?’ he replied. ‘I’m a fan! I read in an interview that he loves spy novels. And all he ever posts on Instagram are pictures of his dogs.’

Suddenly George felt like he was a suspect.

‘So where do you think Alfie is?’ asked Charley, returning her attention to Blake.

‘No idea,’ said Blake. ‘I was supposed to meet him the day before the Opening Ceremony to do a bit of sightseeing, but he never showed up. I assumed he’d be at the Opening Ceremony but he wasn’t there either. Next thing I know he’s posting to say he’s left the Games. He didn’t even pack up his kit. It’s all still in his room.’

‘Have you tried calling him?’ asked Charley.

‘Yeah,’ said Blake, ‘it just went straight to voicemail.’

Charley decided it was time for a summation. ‘So it sounds like Alfie has been talking about retiring for years and impulsively pulled out of the Paralympic Games during the Opening Ceremony as a way of making sure he was still the big story of the event.’

‘Pretty much,’ said Blake.

George was now frowning so hard Charley thought his forehead was going to collapse in on itself.

‘Hey,’ said Blake suddenly, ‘do you reckon you guys could give me some tips on how to get into TV? These are gonna be my last Games, so I need to tee up something for when I retire.’

‘Well,’ said Charley, ‘George is the one to talk to about television.’

‘What?’ said George, who was clearly distracted.

‘Blake wants to get into television,’ said Charley.

‘Or any media job,’ added Blake. ‘To be honest, that’s the only reason I’m here. I won’t even make the final, so I need to get a profile somehow. Maybe we can do a show together. We could call it, um … ah …’ Blake was clearly searching for a snappy title. ‘Ooh, I know – The George and Blake Show!’

‘Let me have a think about it,’ said George.

‘Ace!’ said Blake with a beaming grin. ‘We can talk about it over some chicken legs. Yours!’

George chortled politely and Charley thought it was the closest he’d come to a laugh all day.
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‘Gotta bounce,’ said Blake, who then glanced down at the prosthetic running blade on his left leg. ‘Literally!’

George chuckled weakly again.

‘I’ll DM you,’ said Blake, as he bounded off.

‘I like him,’ said Charley, trying to bring George back to life.

‘Yeah, me too,’ said George half-heartedly.

‘What’s up?’

‘I still don’t buy it,’ said George. ‘It just doesn’t add up.’

‘I dunno,’ said Charley. ‘It kinda adds up for me. It sounds like a pretty brutal lifestyle. Not to mention all the pressure. There are times I’ve felt like throwing it all in. Sometimes I think I’d happily move to the country and read spy novels while playing with my dogs. If I had any dogs.’

George looked sullen. Charley watched as he reached into his backpack and retrieved his phone. He tapped at it a few times and Charley saw Alfie’s last post appear on the screen.

‘Something’s just not right,’ said George. ‘Even the way he worded the message is weird. Hi, Everyone. Left Paralympics. More Eventually.’

George looked back up at Charley. ‘If I was gonna pull out of one of the biggest events on the planet, which I was the star of, I reckon I’d at least give some information as to why.’

‘He did say “More eventually”,’ offered Charley.

‘Alfie normally uses longer sentences in his messages,’ said George. ‘Or at least full sentences.’

Charley gave George the same look she and Blake had thrown at him earlier.

‘What?’ said George, half offended. ‘I told you, I’m a fan. I know what kind of messages he normally sends.’

‘Maybe it’s a secret code,’ said Charley teasingly.

George’s expression changed to one of intense seriousness. For a second Charley thought he was about to shout at her.

‘That’s it!’ said George suddenly. ‘It’s a code!’

‘I was kidding,’ protested Charley.

‘I’m not.’ George now stared at the message. ‘Hi, Everyone. Left Paralympics. More Eventually.’

Charley watched as the cogs in George’s brain slowly turned.

‘Hi, Everyone,’ he repeated. ‘Left Paralympics. More Eventually.’

George’s eyes seemed to unfocus for a second, and Charley thought he was going cross-eyed.

Charley closed in and peered over George’s shoulder.
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‘Is it weird that every word starts with a capital letter?’ she asked.

‘Yes, it is,’ answered George. ‘I bet that’s a clue.’

Charley ignored every other letter and concentrated solely on those in capitals. She saw it at the exact same moment as George.

‘I was right!’ George blurted. ‘The first letter of every word spells out a message. Read them!’

Charley obliged. ‘H … E … L … P … M … E.’

George was beaming now. ‘It’s a coded message,’ he said, ‘written by someone who loves spy novels.’

‘You’re right,’ said Charley. ‘It says “Help me”.’
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DAY 2 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Thursday – 4.33 p.m.

Champ-de-Mars Arena, PARIS

George tenderly strapped himself into a wheelchair that looked like it had been designed for a gladiator. The wheels angled outwards from the top of the chair and were completely solid. Round the bottom was a welded-on bumper that gave it the feel of a Roman chariot.

‘Why are the wheels like that?’ George asked his teammate.

‘So there’s less chance of tipping over,’ came the reply.

George looked towards the camera that was positioned to his left and gulped. ‘And why are the wheels solid?’

‘So there’s less chance of breaking your finger in the spokes.’

George mega-gulped. He was about to film a segment for Ramped Up in which he tried to play wheelchair rugby. The film crew were taking advantage of a break between actual games to squeeze in a two-on-two match. George had been paired with a former British Paralympian, while their opposition comprised a couple of local French players. The whole segment was due to feature on that night’s show, and although it was meant to focus purely on George, Mikey had insisted on being part of it.

‘It looks like an accessible bumper car for people with a death wish,’ said Mikey, edging his way on to camera.

George tried to put on a brave face but was pretty sure he was failing.

‘You know, this sport used to be called murderball,’ said Mikey, who seemed to be enjoying George’s discomfort, ‘but the International Paralympic Committee changed the name cos they were worried it might turn people off the sport.’

George enormo-gulped.

‘It’s accurate, though,’ added Mikey with a laugh, before patting George on the back. ‘Good luck, mate. Don’t break a leg.’

Charley was worried. She’d seen George in all sorts of precarious situations, but this one seemed to have more chance of leading to injuries than the others.

They had come straight back from the Athletes’ Village to the arena, where a few hours earlier she had shuddered at the collisions of the wheelchairs. Their chat with Blake had been helpful but made them late for the filming, plus they were also slowed down by the amount of people who stopped George for selfies and autographs.

When they finally made it to the Arena, George had been immediately whisked off to have make-up applied, which meant they had hardly even spoken about Alfie’s post. Was he really spelling out the words ‘HELP ME’? Was it a coded message? Or a coincidence? Charley was starting to wonder if George really was on to something.

She stared off into the distance, trying to think what could possibly cause the world’s greatest Paralympian to leave the Games, then post a coded message that said ‘HELP ME’.

KERRUNCH!

Charley was jolted back to the present by the horrific sound of metal crashing into metal. Again.

George was thrown back in his chair so violently he thought he was going to get whiplash. No sooner had the referee blown his whistle to start the game, than an enormous Frenchman in a jet-black chair had careered into him.

‘Welcome to the party, mon ami,’ said the man, who smiled, slicked back his bright blue mohawk, then wheeled back into position.

George did a quick check of his limbs and noted that they were all present and thankfully pain-free. Good thing I’ve got that bumper.

‘George! Heads up!’ came a call.

George followed the direction of the voice and saw a round ball, not unlike a volleyball, headed towards him. He caught it instinctively, placed the ball in his lap, then tried to push the wheels of his chair.

KARRRAUNG!

This time George was hit by the same guy that had hit him before but from the side. George tried to focus, but his head was now spinning, and all he could see was a blurred view of a craggy face, a long beard and a lot of tattoos.
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I may have misjudged this, he thought to himself.

Charley squeaked. Actually squeaked. Her best friend had been smashed into twice, and there was nothing she could do about it.

Alongside her, Mikey chuckled. He had sidled over when the game began and now seemed to be enjoying the action.

‘Someone’s just learned an important lesson,’ said Mikey. ‘If you wanna be a comedian, you’re gonna need to develop a thick skin. Literally.’

‘How long have you been doing comedy for?’ asked Charley, trying to focus on anything else but George’s pain.

‘Twenty-three years,’ said Mikey.

‘Are you excited about having your own TV show?’ asked Charley.

‘What do you reckon?’ said Mikey with a snarky tone. ‘Do you know how hard it is to get your own TV show? We can’t all just make a movie and become an overnight sensation.’

Charley couldn’t tell if Mikey was being comedy snarky or real-life snarky. His jokes sometimes had a bit of a mean edge to them, but there was always a sparkle in his eye. Right now, though, there didn’t seem to be even the tiniest sparkle.

‘Well,’ said Charley diplomatically, ‘George has been working pretty hard, and he is talented.’

‘There’s a lot of talented, hard-workin’ people out there without TV shows,’ said Mikey. ‘It’s not enough these days. Ya gotta be ruthless. Ya gotta stand out. Have a point of difference.’

Charley coughed awkwardly. Without the cameras on him Mikey seemed to be a different person – and not a very nice one.

‘You might only get one chance in this industry, and when it comes ya gotta make sure no one else gets in your way.’

Charley squeaked again, but this time it was at Mikey’s tone. Maybe George did have a point after all.

CRRRRUUNNNNNCHH!

George was starting to feel like a human piñata in Groundhog Day. It felt like the same event was playing out over and over again, and he couldn’t stop it from happening.

George’s teammate would call his name then throw him the ball. George would catch the ball then try to move. The large bearded Frenchman with the bright blue mohawk would then collide with George in a way that made his brain rattle. And repeat.

There was no way George was going to back down, though, especially not on camera. He glanced in Charley’s direction and saw that she was chatting to Mikey, who seemed to be watching on with a gleeful expression.

‘Do you wanna have a break, George?’ called a voice behind the camera.

‘No, let’s keep going,’ George replied.

‘Heads up, George!’ came another cry.

George steeled himself and his chair for what was to come. He grabbed the ball with both hands and quickly deposited it on his lap. This time, though, rather than wheeling forward, he pushed himself backwards, almost in reverse.

This caught the careering Frenchman off guard, and instead of ploughing into the side of George’s wheelchair, he sailed directly in front of him and off the court into a barricade. As George’s foe untangled himself from the fencing, George took off towards the other end of the court.

The crowd that had started to gather for the next match perked up and began to cheer. George pushed faster, which made the crowd cheer more. George’s arms started to feel like two limp strands of spaghetti under the strain, but he pushed through.

With the try line in sight, George gave one last almighty effort, and he revelled in the audience’s energy as he crossed the line.

‘Touchdown!’ shouted George. ‘Or whatever it’s called.’

‘Try!’ shouted his teammate.

‘I did!’ retorted George, well aware of the joke he was making. He turned to face the camera with a smile from earlobe to earlobe.

He was about to say something funny to end the segment, when –

CLLLATTTTERRR!

The next thing George knew he was lying on his side, staring into a camera lens. Above him the large tattooed Frenchman flexed, grunted, then wheeled away.

‘I think I just broke my soul,’ said George with a grimace.

He lifted his head off the floor, found the camera lens, and delivered his final line.

‘And cut.’

Charley was horrified. Her mouth was open and her eyes were wide with concern. She watched as her best friend was helped back to his feet (or in this case his wheels) by the cameraperson and the producer.

‘Well,’ said Mikey matter-of-factly, ‘I guess me work here is done.’

Charley wondered how he could be so blasé about the possibility that his on-air colleague might be injured.

‘Where are you going?’ she asked, partly out of curiosity but also out of judgement. After all, Mikey hadn’t even checked whether George was OK.

‘I’m gonna go back to the hotel, sit in me pants and watch a movie,’ said Mikey bluntly.

‘Oh,’ said Charley, taken slightly aback by the image. ‘You’re not gonna watch any Paralympic events?’

‘Listen, luv,’ said Mikey in a low voice, ‘I don’t give two hoots about the Paralympics. I’m here to pick up a pay cheque and promote me TV show.’

Charley was shocked. ‘But what about the bunting?’

‘What buntin’?’ said Mikey, clearly annoyed.

‘You said you covered your house in bunting.’

‘I was lyin’,’ said Mikey. ‘I’m not gonna make me house look like a giant flag for a sport I don’t care about.’

Just then the enormous Frenchman who had continuously clattered George wheeled towards them. He slowed down and clearly winked at Mikey, who nodded his head in return.

‘What was that?’ asked Charley.

‘What was what?’ said Mikey.

‘The nod and the wink,’ replied Charley.

‘He’s an old mate,’ said Mikey. He fixed Charley with an intense stare, then moved closer and spoke in an almost whisper. ‘You tell your little friend he has to earn his dues. He’ll get his big break one day. Just make sure he doesn’t get in the way of mine.’

With that, Mikey turned and walked away.

Charley watched carefully as Mikey departed. She didn’t even notice George arrive.

‘What was all that about?’ asked George.

‘I could ask you the same thing,’ said Charley. ‘Either way, we need to talk.’

Charley glanced in the direction of the departing Mikey, then noticed the tiny microphone still pinned to George’s lapel.

‘But not here,’ she said.
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DAY 2 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Thursday – 6.46 p.m.

Cafe Seine, PARIS

Charley and George gazed out across the River Seine as the bells of Notre-Dame pealed in the distance. They had decided they needed to be far away from listening ears and had asked George’s driver to take them somewhere ‘French but not too touristy’. While Arjen played yet another game on his phone, the driver wound his way through the streets of Paris, past perfectly stocked fruit stalls and high-end fashion stores, to a picturesque cafe beside the river, where Charley and George had asked Arjen for some privacy.

The sun was dipping slightly in a cloudless sky, and Charley and George took in the sights and sounds of Paris at its finest. A woman cycled past, looking like she had just stepped off a magazine cover, with a small Pomeranian dog in the front basket. On the other side of the river an old man huffed on a cigar while reading a newspaper, as a family wandered past eating ice creams.

A young waiter, hovering nearby, placed two menus on the table, then said, ‘The chicken legs are very good.’

‘Thank you,’ said Charley, ‘but I’m a vegetarian.’

‘Non,’ said the fresh-faced waiter apologetically. ‘Pardon my English. I mean, the young man.’

He looked at George, who returned his gaze with confusion.

‘On Saturday night, at the ceremony,’ he explained. ‘Your chicken legs were very good.’

‘Oh, thank you,’ said George, slightly embarrassed.

‘A fan?’ asked Charley.

‘Oui, I will get you one immediately,’ replied the waiter.

‘No,’ said Charley, ‘I mean are you a fan? Of George?’

‘Oh,’ said the waiter, who then turned to George. ‘Yes, I am an admirer of your hilarity.’

Charley was tickled by the phrase ‘an admirer of your hilarity’.

‘You might be George’s first French fan,’ she said.

‘It would be my honour,’ said the waiter proudly, puffing out his chest. As he did so, an older man (who looked like the manager of the cafe) walked past and muttered something in French in the waiter’s ear.

‘I will let you decide what to order,’ said the waiter, who promptly turned his back and walked away.

‘How are you feeling?’ Charley asked George.

‘Like I’ve been hit by a truck,’ answered George. ‘Then run over with a steamroller.’

Charley began to speak but George continued. ‘Then scraped off the road and rolled into a ball of putty.’

Charley knew there was more, but she also knew George wouldn’t say it until she attempted to speak again. She waited. And waited. And waited.

Finally Charley opened her mouth, at which point George did indeed jump back in.

‘Then poured into a blender and frappéed for half an hour.’

‘Are you done?’ asked Charley, enjoying the game.

‘Maybe,’ said George with a grin. ‘It’s hard to tell.’

‘I’m not sure if you’re right about Alfie,’ said Charley, suddenly switching to serious mode, ‘but you definitely need to watch out for Mikey. I don’t trust him at all.’

Before George could ask why, Charley blurted out everything that was in her head.

‘He’s jealous of your success. He said he’s only here to promote his show and that he doesn’t even care about the Paralympics. He said you need to earn your dues and that I have to make sure you stay out of his way and don’t ruin his big chance on TV.’

Charley paused, trying to remember if there was anything else. ‘Oh, and that big French dude that kept battering you? When he left, he winked at Mikey, and Mikey said they were old mates.’

George tried to take all this in, but Charley was on a roll.

‘I think Mikey asked that guy to clatter into you over and over and over. Maybe it was a warning to stay off his turf, or maybe he wants you out of the picture entirely. I don’t know. But I do have experience of someone wanting me out of the picture, and I know when not to trust someone.’

Charley exhaled as if she had just run a marathon and slumped back into her chair.

‘Go on then,’ said George with a sly grin. ‘Write it down.’

Charley smiled in return and accepted the iPad that was passed to her. She opened the document she had half-heartedly worked on yesterday and looked it over.
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Charley decided to skip the bit about Jane and move on to Mikey. She furrowed her brow and began to type.
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Charley stopped typing and looked up at George. ‘But how could he have done it?’

‘Hmmm,’ George pondered. ‘I reckon if Mikey can organize a massive French dude to smash into a thirteen-year-old over and over again on a wheelchair rugby court, he could probably organize someone to force Alfie Eagles out of the Games.’

Charley was dubious. ‘But how?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said George. ‘Maybe he got someone to threaten him. Tell him if he didn’t pull out of the Games, something bad would happen to a family member or something.’

Charley hesitated. ‘I’m not gonna write it down just yet, though, because we still don’t know if anything has even happened to Alfie.’

George looked unconvinced, so Charley continued.

‘It’s entirely possible that Alfie did what he’d been threatening to do for ages – retire. And he did it on the eve of the Games because he likes the attention.’

George nodded reluctantly. He sat back in his chair and looked away, trying to compose his thoughts.

‘George?’ came yet another query from a stranger. ‘Is that you?’

Charley prepared herself to take another fan photo, but when she looked up she realized it wasn’t necessary.

‘It’s good to see you, my friend,’ said the tall Dutch police officer with the thick beard. ‘And you too, Charley. What a coincidence we bump into each other.’

‘Officer Neilsen!’ said Charley and George in unison.

The two rockstar detectives were happy to see the actual detective they had met eighteen months ago. Officer Neilsen had been assigned to investigate Charley and George when valuable pieces of art had started to go missing on Charley’s European tour and all the evidence pointed to them. His hunch that not only were Charley and George innocent but that they would eventually solve the case had led to the discovery of the true culprit. When Charley and George had turned the whole affair into a movie, they managed to convince one of the biggest stars on the planet to play the role of the Officer.

‘Thank you for making me look so good in your movie,’ he began. ‘My daughter now thinks I’m a hero.’

‘How is she?’ asked Charley.

‘She’s still your biggest fan,’ said Officer Neilsen, ‘although I think she also has a tiny crush on George.’

George both grew in stature and seemed to shrink at the same time, and Charley gave him a wink.

‘What are you doing in Paris?’ asked Charley.

‘It’s top secret,’ said Officer Neilsen, ‘but I guess I can tell you.’ He leaned in closely and spoke softly. His Dutch accent felt reassuringly familiar, like he was their favourite uncle who happened to live in Amsterdam.

‘I’m investigating claims of race fixing.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Charley.

‘It’s when somebody rigs an event so that a specific person wins.’

Charley and George looked at each other across the table.

‘And why would someone do that?’ asked Charley.

‘To make money,’ said Officer Neilsen.

Charley and George were confused.

‘If you know who’s going to win a race, then you can bet money on that person,’ said Officer Neilsen. ‘If that person was an outsider and the chance of them winning was quite unlikely, you could make a lot of money.’

‘So …’ said George, in a way that made Charley pretty sure she knew where he was heading, ‘if someone placed a bet on Gerhard Guntenschreiber winning the hundred-metre race before Alfie Eagles pulled out, they could make a fortune.’

‘Maybe,’ said Officer Neilsen, ‘but Gerhard wasn’t an outsider. It was pretty close between him and Alfie anyway, so, yes, someone would make money in that instance, but not a lot.’

Officer Neilsen noticed the looks Charley and George were giving each other. ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘What have you two heard?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ said Charley semi-honestly.

Officer Neilsen regarded them both for a second, then said, ‘OK, well, I have work to do, but let me know if you do hear anything.’ He reached into his pocket and fished out a card that said ‘INTERPOL’ in large letters across the top.
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Officer Neilsen narrowed his eyes slightly, as if he was trying to read Charley and George’s minds, then departed.

‘Interesting,’ said George.

‘He’s right, though,’ said Charley. ‘The money someone would make by betting on Gerhard wouldn’t be worth the effort.’

‘Yeah,’ agreed George. ‘The juice ain’t worth the squeeze.’

Charley laughed at the line, then added, ‘It’s a long walk for a small sandwich.’

They both chuckled.

Charley glanced back at the iPad and surveyed the final suspect.
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‘I mean,’ she began, ‘we’ve got all the makings of a case, except we don’t even know if there’s anything to investigate.’

As Charley finished her sentence, the table began to vibrate. For a second she suspected an earthquake, before realizing that both her phone and George’s phone were buzzing. She picked hers up and read the screen, and assumed George was reading the same thing.

‘It’s a news alert,’ said George, confirming Charley’s suspicion. ‘Alfie’s posted again.’

Charley and George tapped at their phones simultaneously.
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Charley and George sat silent for a few moments.

Eventually Charley spoke. ‘Well, that’s just weird.’

‘True that,’ said George. ‘It kinda makes sense, but it’s written in such a strange way.’

They stared at their screens for a few moments more.

‘Something’s still not right,’ said George. ‘I can feel it in my wheels.’

‘Could it be another code?’ asked Charley.

‘Maybe,’ answered George, ‘but what? The first letters of every word are I, K, T, S, I, H, P …’

‘Could that be the name of a place?’ asked Charley.

George tapped at his phone, then waited. ‘Nope,’ he replied. ‘It’s not the name of anything. Not a business. Not a person …’ He trailed off.

‘Maybe,’ Charley ventured, ‘just maybe, he left the Games under his own will and this is his long-winded way of trying to apologize to his fans.’

‘Well, as a fan, I have to say it’s a pretty rubbish apology,’ said George.

Charley thought George looked fairly downcast. This whole thing wasn’t just about a possible case; to George it was personal. His hero above all heroes had let him down. And it wasn’t just George that had been let down. Alfie Eagles had over four million followers online. Each and every one of them would be feeling as dejected as George right now.

‘They say you should never meet your heroes,’ said George. ‘Turns out you shouldn’t read their posts either.’

Charley thought for a second, then sparked up. She looked at George with a grin, then returned to her phone. She adjusted her hair, held the phone in front of her face, and started filming.

‘Hi, guys! I’m in Paris, and I’ve had a crazy thought. I’m thinking of writing a coded message into my next song. Something only my fans will know how to crack. Any budding spies out there, I need your help. What types of codes do people use? Hit me up in the comments. Merci and beaucoup!’

She stopped filming and looked at George. ‘Should I upload it?’ she asked with a grin.

George shrugged his shoulders, before nodding slowly. ‘Couldn’t hurt.’

Charley hit post.
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Top comments

[image: ] ChloeTheStar Use the first letter of every word to spell out a message.

[image: ] MiaCucina Write the message backwards.

[image: ] MayZee Write the letters so that they only make sense when you hold the lyrics up to a mirror. Wait, but how would you sing it? Never mind.

[image: ] DaveyP Use every second word to send a message. Or even every third.


Charley’s fans were on the ball. The replies appeared almost instantly.

‘That was quick,’ said George, as Charley held the phone in front of him.

‘My fans are the best!’ said Charley proudly.

‘Let’s find out,’ said George. ‘We’ve already tried the first letter of every word, so let’s read the message backwards.’

Charley concentrated and began to read the message backwards, starting with the final word.

‘Me … in … peace … find … I’d … Games … Paris … the … leaving …’ Charley stopped reading and looked up at George, who shook his head.

‘Try every second word,’ said George.

OK,’ said Charley, who readjusted, then started again. ‘I … they … I … possibly … my …’

‘OK, OK, OK,’ said George, clearly annoyed. ‘You win. Alfie clearly got sick of competing and decided to retire from the Games while also drawing attention to himself. I get it, my hero’s a loser.’

George hung his head in what looked like a combination of despair, tiredness and pain from the wheelchair rugby game. Charley kept staring at her screen, though. Silently she mouthed a few words, then shook her head in frustration. She paused, did the same again, but with the same result.

‘Wait,’ she said suddenly, holding one hand in the air as if trying to stop time. She mouthed a few more words, then beamed at George. ‘I’ve got it.’

‘Got what?’ said George despondently.

‘The code!’ said Charley excitedly.

‘Well?’

‘It’s every third word,’ said Charley.

George brought the post up on his phone again.
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George began to read every third word. ‘I … say … possibly … fans … but … eventually … to … it’s …’ He looked up at Charley quizzically.

‘You have to start with the third word,’ said Charley smugly.

George started again. ‘They … have … my … dogs … I … had … no … choice …’ He gasped.

‘Keep reading,’ said Charley.

‘I’m … being … held … against … my … will … somewhere … in … Paris … find … me.’

‘Oh. My. Days,’ said George.

Charley sat back in her chair and put her hands behind her head. ‘Looks like we do have a crime after all.’
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DAY 2 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Thursday – 7.25 p.m.

Cafe Seine, PARIS

George was gobsmacked. It’s fair to say his gob had never been quite so smacked. Alfie Eagles, the biggest Paralympic athlete on the planet, had sent a coded message that seemed to suggest he was being held against his will somewhere in Paris.

This. Was. Huge.

‘What does that mean?’ Charley asked. ‘They have my dogs? I had no choice?’

George thought hard. ‘I’m not one hundred per cent sure,’ he replied. George stared across the Seine, as if the answer was on the other side of the river. He watched a young couple slowly wandering, hand in hand, past the older gentleman reading the newspaper. He saw a small girl throw a ball to an overly excited poodle who then ran to retrieve it. Unfortunately the dog saw a bird beyond the ball and decided to chase after it instead. This caused the young girl to cry, worried that her dog wasn’t going to come back.

‘That’s it!’ said George with a start.

‘What?’ countered Charley.

‘I bet,’ began George, ‘that someone has taken Alfie’s dogs, and they threatened to harm them if he didn’t pull out of the Games.’

‘That makes sense,’ said Charley. ‘But why the coded messages?’

George thought again. ‘Maybe they’re holding Alfie somewhere and forcing him to send the messages to make it look like he wanted to leave the Games.’

Charley considered this. ‘But why would they even let him have his phone? Couldn’t he just message someone for help? Or even call the police?’

‘I don’t know,’ said George. ‘Maybe they only give him his phone to send a message, then take it away again.’

Charley wasn’t convinced. George’s theory was possible, but was it probable?

‘So,’ said Charley, ‘to sum up: you think someone stole Alfie Eagles’s dogs and threatened to harm them if he didn’t pull out of the Games. They then kidnapped him and they’re forcing him to send messages saying he wanted to pull out.’

‘Yes,’ said George. ‘And since Alfie loves spy novels, he’s sending coded messages in the hope that someone will crack the code, save his dogs and work out where he is.’

‘That sounds like the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,’ said Charley.

George’s face fell.

‘And yet,’ Charley continued, ‘also entirely possible.’

George’s face lifted. On the other side of the river a dog barked and George turned to see that the overexcited poodle had returned to the young girl, much to her delight.

‘Maybe we should take this to the police,’ said Charley.

‘And tell them what?’ replied George. ‘It’s hard enough to convince you that Alfie’s been forced out of the Games. What do you think the police will say? They don’t know we’ve already solved two cases. They’ll just think we’re a couple of stupid kids who got carried away with their movie characters. You know what adults are like.’

‘What about Officer Neilsen?’ asked Charley.

‘He’d probably just tell us to gather more evidence,’ said George. ‘At the moment we’ve only got a couple of coded messages.’

Charley had to admit that George had a point.

‘Alfie’s heat is on Monday,’ said George. He looked down at his watch. ‘Today is Thursday,’ he confirmed. ‘That means that if my theory is true, we’ve only got four days to find Alfie Eagles and save his dogs.’

There was a moment of silence as Charley and George took in the enormity of the task.

‘So what next?’ asked Charley, kinda knowing the answer.

‘We snoop,’ said George, as she expected him to.

‘And where do we do that?’ asked Charley with a knowing smile.

‘Around,’ they said together.

A ding from George’s phone grabbed their attention and George glanced down at the screen.

‘Oh, mon Dieu!’ he exclaimed. ‘I’m supposed to be at the studio!’

★

DAY 2 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(four days before Alfie’s first race)

Thursday – 8.45 p.m.

Ramped Up TV studios, PARIS

Charley still felt slightly bad about the way they left the cafe. She and George had sat there for more than half an hour while the waiter-who-was-also-George’s-first-French-fan stood nearby, waiting for any sign that they were ready to order. He had appeared slightly confused when they had asked for the bill, especially considering they hadn’t ordered anything, and eventually he brought over a blank piece of paper as a joke, which George immediately signed, thinking he was being asked for an autograph. George had then posed for a photo with the waiter (which Charley took) and they had given him ten euros as a tip before scurrying off and into the waiting car.

After an hour-long drive, they were exiting the car, leaving Arjen behind on his phone, and heading for the studio door.

‘George!’ The call came from a woman who looked to Charley like a human Union Jack. Charley surmised that this must be who George had referred to as Jane Flags. Partly because she was covered in flags and partly because she said, ‘It’s me, Jane!’

‘Hi, Jane,’ said George warily.

‘Have you heard anything about Alfie?’ she asked. ‘Do you have any information on where he might be?’

‘Nothing,’ said George, casting Charley a glance.

‘I hope he’s OK,’ said Jane, clutching at the photo of Alfie on her shirt.

‘What makes you think he isn’t?’ asked Charley abruptly. ‘Maybe he just didn’t want to race any more.’

‘My Alfie would never just quit,’ said Jane, slightly offended. She gave Charley a disdainful look, then turned back to George. ‘If you hear anything, anything at all, let me know. I want to know what you know.’

Charley noted Jane’s choice of words and stayed behind to chat to her as George entered the building.

‘I like your outfit,’ said Charley, trying to win Jane back over.

‘Thank you,’ said Jane, immediately brightening. ‘I made it myself.’

Charley wanted to say No kidding but chose not to.

‘I’ve never seen so much red, white and blue,’ she said, trying to make it sound like a compliment.

‘Thank you,’ said Jane again, assuming it was a compliment. ‘I’m wearing every single bit of British regalia I own. Hahahahaha.’

‘Well, it suits you,’ said Charley. She wanted to ask if ‘Flags’ really was Jane’s last name but decided not to push her luck.

Jane seemed satisfied with Charley’s comment and gave her an appreciative nod.

Charley then entered the door George had gone through and tried to find him. George was already in make-up, so Charley made her way to the green room, where guests of the show mingled, and allowed herself a quick moment to wonder why it was called that. Every room she had been in before and after a TV broadcast had been called the green room, and yet not one of them had been green.

She bet George would know the answer and made a mental note to ask him about it after the show. Charley sat peacefully for a while, as producers, researchers, guest bookers and wardrobe assistants rushed past and round her, and she thought it was actually quite lovely not to be the centre of attention for a change. Although she also had to admit that a little part of her did want to be the centre of attention. But only a little part.

She mulled over Alfie’s posts and the possibility that he had now sent two coded messages: Help Me and They have my dogs. I had no choice. I’m being held against my will somewhere in Paris. Find me.

Was it possible that the messages weren’t coded? thought Charley. Maybe it was just a coincidence that they found something sinister within them? It was a pretty big coincidence, though.

‘Oh, hey, Charley,’ came a friendly voice.

Charley looked up to see the freckled, creased and smiling face of Blake Evans walking towards her. His hair seemed even more unruly than usual. ‘Hi, Blake,’ she said. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘My sister is the make-up artist,’ replied Blake, ‘and she said I could come and watch the show. I wanna learn everything I can about how to make television.’

Blake took a complimentary can of Coke from the mini-fridge, placed his Paralympics GB backpack on the floor, then took a seat.

‘Hey, why do they call it a green room?’ he suddenly blurted. ‘The only thing in here that’s green are those celery sticks on the table.’

Charley chortled. ‘I was just wondering that myself,’ she said. She watched as Blake bypassed the celery and carrot sticks and grabbed a couple of sweets from a bowl. ‘Did you see Alfie’s post?’ she asked.

‘Yeah,’ said Blake in a quiet voice. ‘It was weird.’

‘Right?’ said Charley. ‘We thought so too.’

‘It all made sense except that bit about knowing his rival would beat him,’ said Blake. ‘Sure, it was gonna be close, but Alfie was in peak form. He was on track for the three-peat.’

Charley took in that information but couldn’t work out what it meant. She decided to snoop.

‘So where do you think he’s gone?’ she asked slyly.

‘No idea,’ said Blake. ‘His uncle has a place in the countryside that he sometimes goes to. His dogs love it there.’

‘I hadn’t even thought about his dogs,’ lied Charley. ‘Who looks after them when he’s away competing?’

‘Usually his parents,’ said Blake. ‘Although once I had to have them and it was a nightmare.’

‘Why?’

‘They’re the fussiest eaters ever,’ said Blake energetically. ‘Alfie treats them like spoilt kids and feeds them a specific type of food that you can only get from Germany. They won’t eat anything else.’

Charley wondered where this story was going.

‘I ran out of food after a few days and had to order more,’ continued Blake. ‘It cost so much I had to live off baked beans for a week. Those dogs ate better than I did!’

‘So who’s got them now?’ asked Charley.

‘Alfie’s parents,’ said Blake. ‘They’re staying at Alfie’s house, cos the dogs don’t like being away from their own home.’

‘And where is that?’ asked Charley.

Blake seemed to eye her suspiciously. Charley wondered if she’d asked one too many questions.

‘I’m not sure Alfie wants people to know where he lives,’ Blake said seriously with a frown.

‘I’m sorry,’ blurted Charley. ‘I didn’t mean – I mean, I wasn’t …’

‘It’s OK,’ said Blake, switching from a frown to a smile. ‘I’m kidding. I reckon I can trust you. He lives in Warrington.’

Charley wasn’t quite sure where that was, and Blake could obviously tell.

‘Halfway between Liverpool and Manchester,’ he explained.

Charley didn’t know what she was looking for, or if Blake’s answers were in any way useful. She had run out of questions and stared at Blake, willing him to say something that would help her crack the case. Or help her work out if there was even a case to begin with.

Blake seemed to regard Charley carefully now, as if trying to work out what she was up to. The silence between them grew and started to morph into awkwardness. After what felt to Charley like an eternity, Blake eventually spoke.

‘If you or George need anything,’ he said, ‘anything at all, just let me know. I’m on your side.’

‘Thanks,’ said Charley, ‘we will.’

‘Hey, that reminds me, I brought something for George,’ said Blake. He reached into his backpack, pulled out a red, white and blue T-shirt, and held it up with a huge grin.

‘What is it?’ asked Charley.
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‘It’s Alfie’s training shirt,’ said Blake triumphantly. ‘He left it in his room. I thought George might like it since he’s such a big fan. And I figured Alfie won’t be needing it any more.’

Blake threw the shirt to Charley and it landed in her lap. A second later an odour hit her nostrils that could only be described as ‘nauseating’. Charley thought it smelled like someone had scrubbed a gorilla with blue cheese, then left it in the sun for a week.

‘Ugh,’ said Charley, repulsed. ‘It stinks!’

‘Yep!’ said Blake. ‘That’s how you nose it’s authentic.’ He waited for Charley to react to his pun. ‘Get it?’ he prompted. ‘Nose?’

‘Oh, I got it,’ said Charley, who didn’t want to refuse the shirt but also didn’t want it anywhere near her face. She held the shirt as far away from her nose as she could.

‘Is everything OK?’ asked Blake.

‘Oh yes,’ answered Charley, trying to block out the stench of the shirt. She wondered whether to tell Blake about the coded messages but was stopped by the call of the floor manager.

‘Five minutes to air,’ he bellowed. ‘All guests to the studio floor please.’

Charley and Blake were ushered into the studio proper, where George was already in place, wedged between the host of the show, Arabella Hampton-Bampton, and George’s co-host and possible new nemesis, Mikey Majors. Charley noticed a few audience heads turn her way and wasn’t sure whether they had recognized her or detected the smell of the shirt.

‘Ten seconds to air!’ shouted the floor manager.

Charley looked over at George, who gave her a thumbs up. Charley returned the gesture and noticed that Blake did too.

‘Five, four, three, two, one!’

★

DAY 2 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(four days before Alfie’s first race)

Thursday – 10 p.m.

Ramped Up TV studios, PARIS

‘Welcome to Ramped Up, recapping all the action of today’s Paralympic Games. I’m your host, Arabella Hampton-Bampton, and with me are comedians George Carling and Mikey Majors.’

George smiled to the camera, then to Arabella, then tried his best to smile towards Mikey. His co-host smiled back and patted George on the shoulder, as if earlier in the day he hadn’t organized for an intimidating Frenchman to knock the stuffing out of George while playing wheelchair rugby.

George turned to the small studio audience and waved, and for a second their beaming faces made him forget about his afternoon of pain.

‘Loads of action for you today,’ said Arabella to the camera, her pen spinning wildly in her hand, ‘but, once again, the big story is Alfie Eagles. Yesterday he failed to turn up to the Opening Ceremony, then posted to say he had left the Games. Today he sent a long-winded and rambling message that said he had treated his fans like dogs and that he knew he was going to be beaten by his rival. He finished by saying he had found peace by leaving the Games.’

‘What do you make of this?’ asked Arabella, turning to George.

Before he could answer, however, Mikey took over.

‘I think it’s a great shame,’ he said. ‘The hundred-metre final was going to be the highlight of the entire Games. Now it’s a foregone conclusion. Gerhard Guntenschreiber is so far ahead of his opposition that he’s guaranteed to win gold. The whole race is a washout.’

Mikey paused purposefully before saying, ‘Which is why everyone should watch my show Here’s Mikey on Tuesday at seven thirty p.m. on an opposin’ channel.’

There were laughs all round as usual, as Mikey winked at the camera, then again at George.

‘And what exactly is your show about?’ asked Arabella, playing along.

‘It’s a comedy-drama about my life growin’ up as a short-statured person in Liverpool,’ said Mikey.

George thought he heard Charley squeak from the audience, but he couldn’t be sure.

‘Well,’ said Arabella, ‘I’m sure we’re all looking forward to it.’ She then turned to camera. ‘One person who won’t be watching Mikey’s show is the favourite for the race, Gerhard Guntenschreiber, who joins us now via video link.’

Gerhard’s gruff face appeared on a TV screen off to Arabella’s right, and she turned to face it.

‘Gerhard, how do you feel about Alfie saying he knew you were going to beat him?’

‘It’s not true,’ said Gerhard. ‘I don’t know who would have won between Alfie and me. You don’t know. And Alfie Eagles doesn’t know. All I know now is that I will definitely win.’

‘Yes,’ said Arabella. ‘The odds of anyone beating you are astronomical. But anything can happen at the Paralympics. I’m tempted to place a bet on an outsider myself.’

Did Charley squeak again?

Arabella placed her hand to her earpiece and Charley assumed she was receiving a direction from a producer. ‘Of course,’ added Arabella, ‘I would never bet on an event I was covering.’

Mikey chuckled loudly, while George coughed awkwardly.

Arabella’s face reddened slightly, before she asked one final question to Gerhard. ‘If Alfie is watching,’ she said, ‘what would you like to say to him?’

Gerhard paused for a second (or did the screen freeze?). ‘I would just like to say I’m sorry you aren’t in the race, and I hope you have a good time playing with your dogs.’

This time George definitely heard Charley squeak.

Charley couldn’t help herself. She had tried to remain quiet but noises just kept escaping. She had so much to discuss with George but she was forced to wait until the end of the show.

She sat silently through the recap of the day’s action, exchanging furtive glances with George whenever a video was played. She was hoping he’d come over for a chat during the ad breaks, but George stayed put on set. When the video of George’s wheelchair rugby game played, Charley winced with every hit, and she could tell George was doing the same. Mikey, on the other hand, chuckled throughout, and at one point seemed to be admonished by Arabella.

When the show finally came to a close and the credits rolled, George wheeled towards Charley.

‘We. Need. To. Talk,’ she said with some urgency.

Even as Charley spoke, though, she could see George’s shoulders slumping. It looked like he was slowly deflating as the adrenaline of the day wore off. Charley thought about everything George had done since waking up and realized it was a lot. He had watched a wheelchair rugby game, questioned Blake, played wheelchair rugby and got battered while doing it, deciphered Alfie’s post, then appeared on a TV show.

Charley thought it was telling that George didn’t even notice the sight (or the smell) of Alfie’s training shirt, which was sitting in her lap. She considered holding the shirt under George’s nose to try to wake him up but decided against it.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘It can wait till tomorrow.’

But she knew it couldn’t.

‘Let’s both get some sleep,’ she added.

But she knew she wouldn’t.




[image: Chapter 7]
DAY 3 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(three days before Alfie’s first race)

Friday – 11.10 a.m.

Hôtel Leconte, PARIS

Charley was right – she didn’t get much sleep. She had spent the night tossing and turning, as she tried to process the day’s events. Occasionally she drifted off to sleep, but even in her dreams she was thinking about what had been going on.

Could Mikey Majors have kidnapped the biggest star of the Paralympics just to make sure people watched his TV show? Did Jane Flags really have Alfie Eagles trapped in her basement? Or had Gerhard Guntenschreiber orchestrated it all to increase his chances of winning a gold medal? And why did Blake Evans suddenly spout octopus hands and start playing a piano and a violin at the same time? OK, thought Charley, maybe that last one was a dream.

Charley knew George would sleep in, especially after the day he’d had yesterday. She chuckled at the irony of them swapping places – normally she was the one tired from performing, while George would be up nice and early.

Charley let her eyes wander around the hotel restaurant, and, as she did, she fell in love with Paris a little bit more. The floor was beset with black and white tiles, the chairs were old, wooden and ornately carved, and the tables were set with perfectly ironed red-and-white-checked tablecloths. Charley thought that it all looked like the fake cafe that had been set up for Ramped Up, except that everything here was real – right down to the flowers on the window sill that looked out on to an actual street.

Although the restaurant had been bustling earlier (mainly with the crew from the TV show) it was almost empty when George finally appeared in the doorway. He said a few words to the lady at the bar, who then pointed towards Charley. Slowly George wheeled over. Charley thought it looked like someone had deflated George’s tyres, but she knew that he was actually the one who was flat.

‘Is the buffet still open?’ he asked on arrival.

‘Nope,’ said Charley, pausing before adding, ‘which is why I filled a plate for you before it closed.’

She indicated an array of croissants, pains au chocolat and some assorted meats and cheeses.

‘Only in France could chocolate at breakfast be considered appropriate,’ said George, who immediately tucked in.

‘We need to talk!’ blurted Charley, who’d been keeping a lot bottled up.
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‘I know,’ said George. ‘I’m sorry about last night. I’m just so tired from all this.’

‘I don’t care about that,’ said Charley, who then corrected herself. ‘I mean, I care that you’re tired, but that’s not what we need to talk about.’

Charley got up from the table, walked behind George and took his iPad from his backpack. ‘Right,’ she said, as she opened the iPad and then the documents she was looking for. ‘Let’s add some stuff.’

‘Everyone we suspect of kidnapping Alfie and taking his dogs did something suspicious last night at the show.’ Charley didn’t even look up as she spoke; she seemed to be simultaneously speaking and typing.

‘Let’s start with Jane,’ she continued. ‘Now, I know it isn’t much, but she was very keen to find out if we knew anything about Alfie’s disappearance. She even said, “I want to know what you know.” Is that because she’s concerned, or is it because she wants to know if anyone knows what she’s done?’

Charley looked up at George, who seemed unsure as to whether or not to answer. Charley took his hesitation as a sign to continue.

‘When I was backstage with Blake, he said that Alfie’s parents were looking after his dogs at his house in Warrington – which is halfway between Liverpool and Manchester,’ she said, while typing again. ‘Mikey said his TV show is all about his life growing up in Liverpool, which is a half-hour drive from Warrington.’

She looked back at George, who was still kinda blank-faced.

‘Which means Mikey would have plenty of friends who live near Alfie and could easily have taken his dogs,’ clarified Charley. ‘I mean, if he knows someone willing to smash a thirteen-year-old in a wheelchair, he’d probably know someone willing to steal some dogs.’

George nodded.

‘Blake also said that Alfie’s dogs only eat a specific food that comes from Germany, which is where Gerhard comes from,’ said Charley, barely drawing breath. ‘Is it possible he somehow used his German connections to find out where the food is delivered, then get someone to steal the dogs?’

Charley looked back at George as she asked the question, although she didn’t really want an answer. George seemed to know that and let Charley continue.

‘Also,’ she said, ‘I noticed that Arabella talked about betting on an outsider. It’s not anything just yet, but it might be worth keeping an eye on her anyway. Maybe she’s found a way to make money out of all this.’

Charley finally paused and gave George a moment to respond.

He took a beat, regarded Charley with a weary smile, then said, ‘I’d say “write it down”, but I think you just did.’

Charley laughed.

‘So let’s recap,’ said George. ‘After last night you think the person responsible for kidnapping Alfie and his dogs is either Jane, Mikey, Gerhard or possibly Arabella.’

George had a glint in his eye, and Charley saw it.

‘Great work, though,’ he added immediately. ‘Excellent snooping.’

‘So what do we do now?’ asked Charley.

George looked at Charley, then broke off a piece of croissant and dipped it in his tea. ‘I don’t know,’ he said eventually.

Charley was a little bit thrown by this. George always knew what to do next. At the very least he would have a suggestion. But today he seemed legitimately stumped. And very tired.

Charley decided she was going to have to assume George’s role for a bit and took control of the conversation. ‘First things first,’ she said, ‘we need to find out where the dog food comes from in Germany, and whether Gerhard has any connections to the place. Maybe he lives nearby. We also need to find out how well he knows Alfie. Like, would he even know Alfie’s dogs liked a certain food?’

George nodded and ate.

‘Secondly we need to look into Mikey more. Who does he know in Liverpool? What’s his past?’

Charley looked off into the middle distance, as if she was reading a to-do list on the opposite side of the restaurant. ‘We could ask Arabella more about who she’d bet on in the hundred-metre event, but I really don’t think anyone has a chance of beating Gerhard. And as for Jane …’ Charley seemed lost now. ‘Can we just straight out ask her if she’s really got Alfie in a basement?’

George looked tired. Interested but tired.

‘Let’s do all of those things,’ he said, polishing off a pain au chocolat and starting work on another croissant. ‘Including asking Jane if she’s really got Alfie in her basement.’

Charley smiled. They were back on a case.

‘I know what will wake you up,’ she said, reaching into her own backpack. She pulled out a plastic shopping bag with a tightly wound elastic band round the top and handed it to George.

George looked at Charley with extreme reticence, which pleased her.

She watched eagerly as he removed the elastic band and opened the bag directly under his face. The odour hit him before he’d realized what he was looking at, making Charley wonder if the speed of smell travels faster than the speed of light.

‘What is in there?’ he shrieked. ‘It smells like someone covered a gorilla in raw eggs then left him in the sun for a few days!’

‘I was thinking blue cheese and a week, but you’re pretty close,’ said Charley.

George grabbed a fork and used it to fish the shirt out of the bag. He held it in front of him as if it was a piece of toxic waste.

‘Is this …’ he began, ‘a Paralympics GB training shirt?’

‘Not just any old shirt,’ confirmed Charley. ‘It’s Alfie Eagles’s shirt. Blake brought it for you.’

George looked excited and appalled in equal measure. ‘Does he want me to wash it or keep it?’

‘I think both,’ said Charley with a grin. ‘And if I were you, I wouldn’t eat anything with that fork.’

★

DAY 3 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(three days before Alfie’s first race)

Friday – 12.45 p.m.

Stade de France, PARIS

Charley watched George strap himself into a wheel-chair for the second time in two days. This time, though, there’d be less chance of injury. George’s wheelchair rugby segment had gone so well that the producers had decided he should try another sport. George had sensibly asked if this one could be non-contact, so the producers had organized a simple hundred-metre race behind the Stade de France. It meant another half-hour car ride and another stilted conversation with a distracted Arjen (‘You good, bruv?’).

The sun glinted off the rims of George’s chair, which looked like an accessible drag racing car. It had two wheels at the back like his everyday wheelchair, but the front of the chair tapered into a point with a single wheel at the end of it.
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Charley was standing behind the cameras in what was becoming her new usual position. Once again Mikey Majors had come along. Neither Charley nor George (or even the producers) had known Mikey was going to be there, but he insisted. He was wearing his standard uniform of jeans, a plain T-shirt and a black-leather jacket, and Charley thought he looked like he was on his way to a bikers’ convention.

Charley had noticed Mikey inspecting the wheelchair earlier, as he walked all around it. He’d even kicked the tyres at one point, as if it was a car that he was considering buying. While the camera crew attached a microphone to George, Charley figured it was time to increase the snooping. She decided to start with a compliment, though, cos, hey, who doesn’t like a compliment?

‘Your new TV show sounds great,’ she said airily. ‘I can’t wait to see it.’

‘Thanks,’ said Mikey. ‘I’ve put me whole life into makin’ it.’

‘What was your life like, growing up?’ probed Charley.

‘Rough,’ said Mikey. ‘Really rough. I grew up in a tough neighbourhood. Tough for average-height people, let alone for someone with dwarfism.’

‘What kind of people did you hang out with?’

‘Just other kids really,’ said Mikey. ‘But they never treated me any differently. I got into just as many fights as they did. Maybe more.’

‘And where are those kids now?’ enquired Charley, as unsuspiciously as possible.

‘All over,’ said Mikey. ‘Some went on and made something of themselves, others didn’t. Some have got proper jobs; a few went to jail.’

‘Jail?’ said Charley, trying to sound surprised but not excited.

‘Yeah,’ said Mikey, ‘they’re all out now, though.’

‘Do you still keep in contact with them?’

Mikey stopped and regarded her with suspicion. ‘Why d’you want to know?’

Charley paused, afraid she’d been caught out.

‘Do you need a job done?’ asked Mikey, who immediately burst into laughter.

‘Haha, no, I just …’ began Charley.

‘It’s all right, luv,’ said Mikey. ‘I was only messin’.’

Charley sighed, more relieved than Mikey knew. She was finding it hard to tell when Mikey was kidding.

‘Let me know if you do, though,’ joked Mikey again, ‘cos I know some proper scumbags.’

‘Haha, yeah, I will.’ Charley was glad to have had some acting experience under her belt, because right now she was trying to act like a naive but interested thirteen-year-old and not an incredibly distrusting detective who had just had some of her questions answered by a suspected kidnapper.

‘Ooh, look,’ said Charley, trying to change the subject, ‘George is about to start racing.’

‘I’d better get meself on camera then,’ said Mikey, who did exactly that.

Charley watched intently as the camera rolled, and Mikey introduced George’s challenge. As he spoke, Mikey walked round the racing chair, comedically inspecting it. Once again he gave the tyres a kick, then turned to the camera and said, ‘I reckon these might need changing.’

George smiled politely as Mikey then bent down beside one of the wheels and made some fake adjustments.

‘All good to go, squire,’ said Mikey, giving George a mock salute.

George pushed himself to the starting line and took a deep breath.

‘On your marks!’ said Mikey.

George grasped the wheels.

‘Get set!’

George looked at Charley, who winked back at him.

‘Bang!’ shouted Mikey.

George pushed. And pushed. And pushed and pushed and pushed. From her vantage point Charley could see how hard he was working as he took the racing chair up to speed from a standing start. (Surely they could come up with a better term than ‘standing start’, thought Charley.)

Faster and faster went George, and as he did the smile on his face visibly widened. At the twenty-five-metre mark he was starting to find some proper speed, at the fifty-metre mark he was flying and at the seventy-five-metre mark … his wheel fell off.
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Charley shrieked as George’s right wheel somehow detached from the chair and took itself off towards the side of the track. George screamed as the racing chair tipped to one side. Sparks flew as the metal axle scraped the ground without a wheel to support it.
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Thankfully George resisted the urge to put his hand out to break his fall, because that would also have broken his hand. Instead he leaned towards the other side of the wheelchair and let the metal take the brunt of the fall. There was the sound of metal on track, followed by the possible sound of bone on metal.

Charley immediately jumped from her seat and ran straight to George, ignoring the cameras.

‘I’m fine,’ said George before Charley could utter a word. But he clearly wasn’t. ‘Let me do my bit to camera.’

Charley backed away, letting the camera focus solely on George. He took a beat, surveyed the wreckage, then looked directly into the lens.

‘Did I win?’ he asked with a grin.

‘Cut!’ shouted a producer.

Assistants ran in from all sides and righted the chair. Once it was upright, they unbuckled George and helped him back into his own chair.

While this was happening, Charley took a moment to glance back to where she had been sitting. She saw Mikey slowly walk away. Was he smiling? At this distance she couldn’t tell.

Charley glanced down and noticed a small drop of blood on the ground, then glanced at George’s elbow and saw quite a bit of blood.

‘It’s just a scratch,’ said George, who immediately started wheeling himself away from, well, everyone.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ she shouted after her friend.

‘I just need a minute!’ returned George, so Charley obliged.

Producers dialled phone numbers, presumably for first aid, leaving Charley alone with the racing chair. She inspected the now vacant space where the wheel should have been, then looked back along the track. She walked back a few metres to just before where the wheel had come off and bent down. There on the ground was a small silver screw.

Charley wondered whether the screw had accidentally fallen off, or whether someone had loosened it. She thought about Mikey’s ‘inspection’ and ‘fake adjustments’ and wondered if one of those adjustments was real.

‘Is George OK?’ came a voice from behind Charley.

She spun round to see Jane Flags approaching with a look of concern on her face.

‘He’s fine,’ said Charley. ‘He just needs a moment.’

‘I saw the whole thing,’ said Jane. ‘It was awful.’

Charley thought for a moment. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘All morning,’ replied Jane. ‘I knew George was going to be filming, but I didn’t know what time so I got here early.’

How early? Early enough to loosen a screw on a tyre?

‘I’ll let him know you’re worried about him,’ she said.

‘Please do,’ said Jane, ‘and let me know if you find out anything about Alfie.’

‘I will,’ said Charley, who made to leave. ‘Just one more thing, Jane,’ she added, turning back. ‘You haven’t really got Alfie in a basement, have you?’

Jane looked flustered. Her eyes darted from side to side, as if looking desperately for an answer. Or a distraction.

‘Goodness, no,’ she eventually replied. ‘I was only joking.’ Jane then laughed way too loudly and way too nervously.

Well, thought Charley, as she turned to walk back to George, that’s two of my questions answered.
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DAY 3 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(three days before Alfie’s first race)

Friday – 4.15 p.m.

The steps of the Sacré-Coeur, PARIS

Charley Parker sat on the steps in front of the majestic Sacré-Coeur basilica, gazing out over the rooftops of Paris. She had taken a taxi to the top of Montmartre with her mum, who had then taken herself off for ‘a coffee and a dawdle around’. Charley had chosen not to join her, and her mum hadn’t questioned why. George had been given the rest of the day off after his accident and had immediately returned to the hotel to rest. Although Charley desperately wanted to discuss her findings with her partner in solving crime, she realized that George needed some down time. And alone time.

All this left Charley feeling a little lost. Uneasy. Weird. Ever since she’d known George, Charley had been the star, and George had been a constant source of support. Now the roles were reversed, and Charley was fine with it, but she also felt strange. Charley wondered if she was jealous of George’s success, or if the weirdness just came from having to sit on her own while he had time to himself. She hoped it was the latter.

None of this was helped by the number of lovestruck swooning couples sitting on the steps around Charley, or other couples pinning padlocks of love to the fence at the top of the stairs. Charley focused on the Paris skyline and tried to spy as many landmarks as she could. To her right was the Eiffel Tower, unmistakable and unmissable. Somewhere in front and to the left was the famous Notre-Dame cathedral, whose bells had been restored in time for the Games, even though the rest of it was still being renovated. And down to her right was the Louvre Museum, home to some of the world’s most valuable pieces of art.

Charley smiled as she remembered the time she and George had been suspected of stealing valuable works of art, and were forced to find the actual culprit themselves. She enjoyed cracking cases with George and wondered which path she would take if she had to choose between being a rockstar and being a detective. Thankfully Charley didn’t have to rehearse for her performance until the day before the Closing Ceremony, which meant she had time to focus on Alfie’s case. But there might come a time when she’d have to pick one path over the other.

A ping on Charley’s phone broke her from her reverie. She glanced down to see a notification saying that Alfie Eagles had posted again. Her heart jumped. Her pulse quickened. Dare she open it without George around?

Charley looked to see if anyone was watching her (as if that would have made any difference) then opened the message.

[image: ALFIE EAGLES; @AlfieEagles; I think I need to be clearer. I don’t want to race any more.; It’s important to know I’ve felt this way since somewhere near the 18 September 22. 5.18 p.m. to be exact. That’s when I found myself.]
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Charley squealed so loudly she had to apologize to a couple sitting nearby. She focused on her phone, waiting for the inevitable message from George. But it didn’t arrive. He must be asleep.

Without George around Charley proceeded to have a conversation with herself.

So, Charley, she began, what do you make of Alfie’s post?

I don’t know, Charley, she replied. Could it be another coded message?

Maybe, she thought, or it could be a genuine explanation as to why he left the Games.

Hmmm, if that was the case, why would he be so specific about the exact time he decided not to race?

I wonder what happened on 18 September 2022? she thought.

Charley pulled out her phone and searched the date. There were a whole bunch of holidays on 18 September 2022. They included: International Equal Pay Day, First Love Day and National Cheeseburger Day.

Charley pondered the possibilities. Had Alfie decided not to compete any more because he suddenly wanted to campaign for equal pay for women? Had he fallen in love for the first time? Or did the rigorous diet of a professional sprinter cause him to realize he only wanted to eat cheeseburgers for the rest of his life?

All of these were possible but none were really probable. Charley searched the time and date together. Nothing.

Maybe something happened to Alfie at 5.18 p.m. on 18 September 2022 that made him decide to stop running, Charley said to herself.

True, she said back. Or maybe something happened that led to his dogs being taken.

Charley was torn. Was Alfie’s post a simple explanation for his decision to leave the Games, or was it another coded message? Was it just a coincidence that the first two messages appeared to contain a code? George always said it takes three points to prove a mathematical line.

Eurgh, thought Charley. I just remembered maths.

Charley returned to Alfie’s message and tried to use the codes they’d already encountered.
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First letter of every word?

I. T. I. N. T. B. C. I. D. W …

Nope, thought Charley.

Every second word?

Think, need, be, I, want, race …

Nope again. Try the third word.

I, be, don’t, race …

Charley was stumped. She tried reading the sentence backwards, then backwards with every second word, then every third word, but nothing made sense. She looked back at the suggestions her fans had made, but none of them worked.

I should probably wait to talk to George about all this, thought Charley to herself.

Why? replied Charley. You’re smart; you can work this out.

Suddenly Charley knew what to do. She opened Instagram, hit a button and started filming.

‘Hi, guys,’ she said to the camera. ‘Thanks for all your help with the codes. They were really so good I think I might hide a few messages in the lyrics of my next song. Let me know what other types of codes I could use. Just drop me a line under this video. Au revoir!’

As Charley waited for it to upload, a message from George flashed up on her screen.



Just saw Alfie’s message but I can’t decode it. Maybe we need to ask your fans again. Should we meet up?
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Charley tapped out a reply.



On it. See you soon
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Charley took a deep breath in, then exhaled with contentment. As much as she enjoyed solving crimes with George, it felt good to have done a little detective work on her own.

★

DAY 3 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(three days before Alfie’s first race)

Friday – 6 p.m.

Cafe Seine, PARIS

George arrived at the riverside cafe at the same time as Charley. Luckily it was situated halfway between the hotel (where George was staying) and Montmartre (where Charley had been). It was a half-hour car ride for each of them, after which they once again requested privacy from their respective chaperones.

‘We might actually order something today,’ said Charley to the fresh-faced waiter, as he showed them to the same table they had sat at yesterday.

‘I don’t mind,’ said the young man slyly. ‘As long as you pay me ten euros afterwards again, you can do whatever you want.’

George felt slightly refreshed but only just. He had tried to nap but been thwarted by an alert on his phone when Alfie posted. His elbow was still stinging from his fall on the track, and there was a rather large plaster where he had taken off skin. His body was also still aching from the pounding he had taken on the wheelchair rugby court.

‘The producers are worried about me,’ George said to Charley. ‘They said the racing video was great, but that I looked exhausted. They suggested I take a night off.’

Charley nodded with concern. ‘I think maybe you should.’

‘I think so too,’ said the waiter, who hadn’t left the table.

George looked at Charley with a smirk, then back to the waiter. ‘We might need a minute to peruse the menu,’ he said.

‘Of course,’ replied the waiter, who was also George’s first French fan. ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’

‘So,’ said George, once the waiter had left, ‘we need to talk about Alfie’s message. I’ve tried every code I could think of and none of them helped.’

‘Good thing my fans are on the case then,’ Charley said with a glint in her eye. She swiped at her phone and the Instagram video popped up in which she had asked her fans how to put a coded message into one of her own songs.

She placed the phone in the middle of the table so both she and George could see it.
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Top comments

[image: ] Jazarama You could write your lyrics in invisible ink.

[image: ] Astrid4 Sing something that only makes sense when you play the song backwards.

[image: ] MonCheech Put various numbers throughout your songs. Each letter corresponds to a letter of the alphabet.

A is 1, B is 2 etc.

The numbers eventually spell out a word.


‘That’s it!’ said Charley. ‘The numbers. What was the message again?’

George pulled out his phone and found Alfie’s post. Meanwhile Charley grabbed a napkin, then looked around for a pen. ‘Could you …?’ she began to ask George, who knew where she was heading.

‘Excuse me,’ said George, attracting the attention of his fan/the waiter, ‘could we borrow your pen please?’

‘Oui,’ replied the waiter, who dutifully strode over and fished a pen from his pocket. He gave it to George, who immediately handed it to Charley.

She started by writing out the letters of the alphabet. Under each letter she then wrote a number.
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George placed his phone on the table, next to the napkin, with Alfie’s message on the screen.
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‘The eighteenth of the ninth, twenty-two,’ said George, ‘at five eighteen.’

‘Eighteen. Nine. Twenty-two. Five. Eighteen.’ As Charley spoke the numbers out loud, she wrote the corresponding letters on the napkin. When she finished, both she and George stared at the paper.
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‘I wondered why he was so specific about the time he decided to stop racing!’ said Charley. ‘It was part of the code!’

‘I thought it was weird that he named the exact time but also said it was “somewhere near” the eighteenth of September,’ said George. ‘Why be vague about the date but specific about the time?’

‘Because that’s part of the clue too!’ said Charley. ‘He must be saying he’s somewhere near the river. And look at the last sentence – That’s when I found myself!’

‘But that could be anywhere,’ said George. ‘The river goes right through the whole city.’

Charley looked out over the Seine, and George followed her gaze.

‘We’ve cracked another code, but I’m not sure if it helped,’ said George despondently. ‘And we still don’t have any answers to your questions.’

‘Actually,’ said Charley, ‘we do. It turns out Mikey knows some pretty dodgy people back in Liverpool. Some of them have even been to jail.’

George’s eyes widened, and Charley continued.

‘He said to call him if I ever needed a job done.’

‘What does that even mean?’ asked George.

‘I don’t know,’ said Charley, ‘but it doesn’t sound good.’

‘Did you ask Jane whether she had Alfie in her basement?’ said George jokingly.

‘I did!’ said Charley. ‘And she laughed so nervously and weirdly it made me wonder if she did have Alfie in her basement. Plus, she said she was at the stadium early for your wheelchair race. It’s possible she loosened the wheel on your chair.’

‘What makes you think someone loosened the wheel?’

‘I found a screw a few metres back from where your wheel came off,’ said Charley. ‘It could have been Jane, or it could have been Mikey.’

‘Why would Jane want to sabotage my wheelchair?’

‘Maybe she’s worried that we’re on to her.’

George pondered all this for a second. ‘What about Arabella and Gerhard? We still need to find out where Gerhard lives, and whether it’s near the place that makes the food for Alfie’s dogs. And we need to ask Arabella about whether she’s betting on races.’

‘I haven’t managed to talk to either of them yet,’ replied Charley. ‘I mean, I don’t even know how to talk to Gerhard.’

‘He’s doing another video interview on the show again tonight,’ said George.

‘And Arabella hosts the show, right?’ said Charley with a teasing grin.

George sighed. He could see where this was heading.

‘I’m gonna have to do the show tonight, aren’t I?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ said Charley.

George sighed again. His entire body was sore and he desperately needed some sleep. But there was a case to crack. And time was running out. If George wanted to save his Paralympic hero (and his dogs) in time for him to compete at the Games, every minute was important.

‘I’ll ask Arjen to bring the car round,’ said George.

‘Thanks,’ said Charley. ‘And I’ll give the waiter ten euros and his pen back.’
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DAY 3 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(three days before Alfie’s first race)

Friday – 9.45 p.m.

Ramped Up TV studios, PARIS

Charley arrived in the green room to find Arabella Hampton-Bampton going over her notes for the show. Her pen was spinning so quickly in her hand Charley was worried she was accidentally going to draw on her expensive trouser suit.

‘Sorry,’ said Charley. ‘I didn’t expect anyone to be in here.’

‘It’s all right,’ said Arabella, slightly flustered. ‘I was just leaving. There’s a weird smell in the studio. I think something may have died in there.’

‘Oh,’ said Charley, not really knowing what else to say. She wondered if the stench of Alfie’s shirt could still be hanging around. She stepped aside to let Arabella pass, then took the opportunity to do some more snooping. ‘You like to bet, don’t you?’ Charley asked her innocently.

‘Well, I am a champion poker player,’ said Arabella proudly. ‘And I have been known to place the occasional wager. Why?’

‘Who do you think are the best bets at the Games?’

‘Hmmm,’ pondered Arabella, patting her bob into place. ‘The Australian wheelchair rugby team are almost certain to win gold, as are most of the British cyclists. But I rarely bet on the favourites. You don’t make much money that way.’

‘So who would you bet on?’ asked Charley.

‘As a broadcaster at the Games, I’m not supposed to place bets on the results,’ said Arabella, ‘but, between you and me, I have placed a small sum on Leon La Fleur in the hundred-metre sprint.’

‘Who’s Leon La Fleur?’

‘He’s the third-fastest guy in the race,’ said Arabella, ‘behind Alfie and Gerhard. He’s got absolutely no chance of winning, so the odds are ridiculous. But with Alfie out of the race, all it takes is for Gerhard to trip or stumble and I’ll make myself a tidy sum.’

Arabella suddenly regarded Charley with suspicion. ‘Why are you asking?’

‘Oh, um, I …’ Charley tried to answer.

‘Don’t you go betting on him as well; it’ll start to look suspicious,’ said Arabella with a frown. ‘Besides, you’re too young to place a bet.’

She looked Charley up and down as if trying to understand what she was up to, passing Blake as she left the room. He was wearing his standard-issue Paralympics GB tracksuit and was carrying a small folder under his arm.

‘Whatcha got there?’ enquired Charley.

‘An informal job application,’ said Blake, his smile as broad as ever. ‘A letter of introduction, my CV and a whole bunch of ideas for TV segments. I thought I might pass it on to the producers.’

‘Can I have a look?’ asked Charley.

‘Sure,’ said Blake. ‘I’d love your opinion on some of them.’

Charley took the folder and opened it. ‘A degree in chemistry?’ she said, perusing the CV.

‘Yep,’ said Blake. ‘Never used it. Running came first.’

‘Worked as a tour guide in Paris?’

‘One crazy summer. That’s why I was gonna take Alfie sightseeing. To show him the places only the tour guides know about.’

Charley had a thought. ‘Hey, let’s try to write a joke for tonight’s show. We can give it to George and see if he likes it.’

‘OK,’ said Blake, beaming. ‘What should we write about?’

‘Well, everyone’s talking about Alfie,’ said Charley, ‘so let’s write one about him.’

‘Sure!’ said Blake, warming to the task. ‘Where do we start?’

‘You said he loves his dogs, and treats them like spoilt children, didn’t you?’

‘Yes,’ said Blake, ‘what about it?’

‘That’s kinda funny, don’t you think? That he has to give them specific food that comes all the way from Germany.’

‘Yeah, I guess that is funny,’ said Blake, although his face suggested otherwise.

‘Do you remember the name of the dog food company?’ asked Charley.

‘Not really, it was ages ago,’ said Blake.

‘Can you look it up?’ asked Charley urgently. ‘It’s important.’

Blake looked at her strangely.

‘For the joke,’ added Charley.

Blake pulled out his phone and started scrolling.

‘Check your bank statements,’ ordered Charley.

‘Ooh, here it is,’ said Blake. ‘Pamperhund.’

‘See, that’s already funny,’ said Charley. ‘Where are they based?’

‘No idea,’ said Blake. ‘Why?’

‘Cos the more you know, the more you can be funny about,’ said Charley. It was a phrase she had picked up from George. She pulled out her own phone and searched for Pamperhund.

‘Voilà!’ she exclaimed. ‘Pamperhund Dog Food. Based in Mönchengladbach, Germany.’

‘Brilliant!’ said Blake. ‘So what’s the joke?’

‘Um …’ Charley was stumped. ‘Well … uh …’

Blake looked at her pleadingly.

‘OK, how about this?’ said Charley, taking a deep breath. ‘Alfie’s dogs only eat food that comes from Mönchengladbach. Well, I bet he’s Mönchen glad to be back with them now.’

Blake stared at Charley blankly.

Wow, thought Charley, writing jokes is really hard.

★

DAY 3 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(three days before Alfie’s first race)

Friday – 9.57 p.m.

Ramped Up TV studios, PARIS

George’s phone pinged in his pocket. He’d been taken straight from make-up to the studio floor, with no time to stop and chat to Charley. He flicked his phone to silent mode, then checked the message.



Pamperhund. Mönchengladbach
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George quickly tapped out a message in return.



???
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A few metres away, behind the assembled crowd, he saw Charley read the message on her phone, then type back.



The dog food company! And the town!
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George was confused.



Which one’s the town?
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‘And we’re live,’ said the floor manager, ‘in ten, nine, eight …’

George glanced furtively at Charley, who held up two fingers. Blake, who was sitting next to Charley, did the same thing, thinking it was some sort of good-luck sign.

Music played, the titles rolled, the audience applauded and eventually Arabella spoke.

‘Welcome to Ramped Up on Day Three of the Paralympic Games. I’m Arabella Hampton-Bampton and with me, as always, are comedians George Carling and Mikey Majors.’

George had been oblivious to Mikey’s presence until now, caught up as he was in a haze of tiredness, stress and injury. He turned to face Mikey, and as he did the events of the last few days all seemed to swirl around him. George felt dizzy all of a sudden, but he did his best not to let it show.

‘I see you’ve injured yer elbow,’ said Mikey, indicating the bandage on George’s arm. ‘I hope it wasn’t your funny bone.’

George laughed weakly and searched for a comeback but couldn’t find one.

‘We’ll get to that later in the show,’ said Arabella harshly, ‘but let’s start with the story that just won’t go away – Alfie Eagles. While the manager of the absent Paralympic champ said today he’s had no communication from his star athlete, Eagles posted a message saying he made his decision not to compete a while ago. But if that’s the case, why wait until the Opening Ceremony to announce it?’

Arabella’s question was thrown out there in the hope that someone would answer it. George tried to, but his brain just wouldn’t work. His body hurt, his elbow was throbbing, he had a headache and he needed sleep. For a second he wondered if maybe he was asleep and this was all one big dream.

‘Maybe Alfie just wanted to be the centre of attention,’ said Mikey, breaking the silence. ‘I mean, I can relate to that.’

No one else spoke, so Mikey continued.

‘If he’d announced his retirement a year ago, no one would have cared. Do it on the eve of the Games and everybody’s talking about you. I mean, look at us. It’s the third show of the Games and he’s been the top story every night.’

Mikey paused, and even in his exhausted state George knew what was coming.

‘It’s almost as if we’ve forgotten that my show starts on an opposin’ channel next Tuesday at seven thirty p.m.’

There it is, thought George. Another plug for Mikey’s show.

Thankfully Arabella moved on. ‘We’re joined once again by Alfie’s main rival, Gerhard Guntenschreiber, live from the Athletes’ Village. Gerhard, how do you feel about today’s post?’

Gerhard’s face appeared on the screen next to Arabella and he seemed angry. Although George thought he always looked angry.

‘I agree with Mikey,’ said Gerhard gruffly. ‘I am sick of talking about Alfie Eagles. It doesn’t matter to me why he pulled out of the Games; all that matters is that I will win.’
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George shot Charley a glance. She looked back at him with gritted teeth and raised eyebrows. It seemed she wanted him to do something but he couldn’t quite remember what it was. He felt as though he could just lie down on the studio floor and fall asleep right now.

Charley held her phone up and pointed to it aggressively. Then pointed at Gerhard. Somewhere, deep in the recesses of George’s tired mind, he remembered what he was meant to do.

‘Gerhard, is there anything you’d like to say to the people supporting you at home?’ George eventually asked.

‘Oh, ja,’ said Gerhard, brightening up a little. ‘I want to say danke to all my friends and family who have supported me for so long. I hope to make you all proud.’

‘And where is home?’ asked George with the last ounce of energy he had left.

‘A little town in Germany called Mönchengladbach,’ said Gerhard with a tiny smile.

★

‘George? George?’

‘George!’

George awoke from a strange dream to the sound of people calling his name. He opened his eyes slowly and couldn’t quite work out where he was. There were a lot of faces in front of him, and as they cleared away he could just make out some cameras and a TV screen.

‘Are you OK?’ asked a female voice.

George tried to focus but everything kept spinning. ‘Where am I?’ he asked feebly.

‘You’re in the TV studio.’

‘What happened?’

‘You passed out. On air,’ came the reply from Charley’s Mum, who had a concerned look on her face.

George looked around for his best friend and detective partner. ‘Charley?’

‘Yes?’ she replied.

‘I think maybe I do need a day off after all.’
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DAY 4 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(two days before Alfie’s first race)

Saturday – 11.25 a.m.

Hôtel Leconte, PARIS

Charley woke early. Like, really early. By the time George arrived at the breakfast buffet she had been to the gym, gone for a walk, eaten her own breakfast and pored over their case file about a hundred and fifty times. She had watched the breakfast crowds come and go, and now sat quietly as a cleaner gently ran a mop across the black-and-white-tiled floor. A moped buzzed past on the street, followed by another glamorous woman on a bicycle, with yet another cute dog in a basket (this time a chihuahua).

Charley thought Mikey and Gerhard had the strongest motives to have kidnapped Alfie’s dogs and forced him out of the Games. Mikey wanted more people to watch his TV show and Gerhard wanted to win a gold medal. Mikey definitely had the means to do it, but Gerhard’s link to the dog food was also significant. Arabella also had a strong motive (money), but was it enough money to make a kidnapping worth it? Meanwhile Jane was definitely acting strangely, but why would she hang around if she had just kidnapped the biggest star of the Games? Blake’s name could also have been on the list, but right now he didn’t have a motive, nor was he acting suspiciously.

George arrived just as Charley was about to look at the case file for the hundred and fifty-first time. Once again he had failed to arrive before the buffet closed, and once again Charley had gathered breakfast for him before it did.

‘Thank you,’ he said meekly. ‘I’m really sorry about last night.’

‘As well you should be,’ joked Charley. ‘If you can’t handle being pummelled by a massive Frenchman in a wheelchair, then crashing a racing chair, all while appearing on a live TV show, then I’m afraid I’ll have to start taking applications for a new partner.’

George took the joke the way it was intended – in good humour.

‘I see you started without me,’ he said, indicating the case file open on the table. ‘Is Gerhard now the prime suspect?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Charley. ‘We need to establish a stronger link between him and the dog food company, but the fact that it’s situated where he lives is a pretty big coincidence, don’t you think?’

‘Huge,’ agreed George, while picking at a croissant.

‘By the way,’ said Charley, ‘what joke would you make about a town called Mönchengladbach?’

‘Ooft,’ replied George, ‘I’m not awake enough to answer that question.’

George rested his elbows on the table and immediately regretted it. He winced as his injured elbow came into contact with the hard surface. ‘Mikey’s still a suspect too, though, right?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Charley. ‘At the moment I think it’s between those two.’

‘So what’s our next move?’ George felt strange even asking the question. Normally Charley was the one asking him what to do next, but he had absolutely no idea where to head.

Charley smiled. ‘Simple. We identify the culprit, find Alfie and rescue his dogs, all in time for the hundred-metre heats. Which are in two days.’

George seemed to shudder at the time frame they were working within. He thought for a moment then looked back at the case file. ‘We need to start listing what we know of Alfie’s whereabouts.’

‘Good call, amigo,’ said Charley, who began typing and speaking at the same time. ‘According to the messages, he’s being held against his will somewhere in Paris, near the river.’

‘Which could be anywhere,’ said George. He tried running all the information through the filter of his brain, but it kept getting clogged with questions. Where are the dogs? Where is Alfie? Who’s responsible for his disappearance? Why is my elbow so sore? How did the wheel fall off my racing chair? Why did a large Frenchman keep clattering me?

He gazed around the room, searching for answers, hoping for a single spark of inspiration. But nothing was coming. It felt like they were trying to solve three mysteries at once. Suddenly George heard a chiming noise. Was it an idea being born? A lead in the case? A penny falling into place?

No, it was Charley’s phone. George’s phone pinged a second later and his heart raced. It could only mean one thing: another message from Alfie.

He and Charley checked their phones and saw the same thing. An Instagram post from Alfie Eagles.

[image: ALFIE EAGLES; ABSENT ME]
Charley looked at George with a slight frown. ‘Maybe Alfie did actually leave the Games on his own,’ she said. ‘I mean, that’s clearly a photo of him in the countryside, and I’m assuming that’s one of his dogs.’

George stared at the post. Properly stared at it. ‘Something’s not right,’ he said. ‘But I don’t know what it is.’

‘Let me guess,’ said Charley. ‘You can feel it in your wheels.’

George felt it in his wheels, his gut, his heart. The more he looked at the photo, the more he felt it. He just wasn’t sure what it was.

Then it hit him. There was no bell this time, no chiming phone, but there was a tiny thought. He scrolled back through Alfie’s previous Instagram posts. Gently but quickly his forefinger kept flicking at his screen until at last it came into view. The exact same photo Alfie had just posted but from four months ago. With a different caption.

He held his phone out to Charley and exclaimed, ‘I knew I’d seen that photo before! Alfie posted it in May.’

‘Are you sure it’s not a different photo of the same place?’
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‘I’m sure!’ said George, holding his phone next to Charley’s so that the new post and the old post were side by side. ‘The sun is in exactly the same spot. And so is the dog. What are the chances of that?’

‘But why?’ asked Charley. ‘Why would he post the same photo with a different caption?’

George studied the original photo.

‘That must be one of his dogs,’ said George, peering at the golden retriever in the photo. He scanned every detail of the scene – the sun, the clouds, the trees – searching for a clue.

‘Maybe it’s not the photo,’ said Charley. ‘Maybe it’s the caption.’

George scrolled back to the latest post and examined the words ‘ABSENT ME’.

‘Em Tnesba?’ he said, reading it backwards.

‘Maybe she did it,’ said Charley with a grin.

George was pretty sure Charley was joking, but he googled Em Tnesba anyway. Then Emma Tnesba. Then Emma T. Nesba. Nothing.

George stared at the letters, desperately trying to work out what they meant. And why they were all in capitals. His foggy, tired, bruised brain did its best to unravel a hidden message that might be lying in the caption.

Charley picked up her phone. ‘I’ll have a look at the suggestions my fans made for codes,’ she said. ‘Maybe that’ll help us.’

‘No need,’ said George with sudden confidence. ‘I’ve got it.’

Charley looked at him eagerly. ‘Well? What is it?’

‘It’s an anagram,’ said George. ‘You just need to rearrange the letters.’

Charley looked at the caption impatiently. She scanned the words – ABSENT ME – then shook her head. ‘Don’t make me sweat. What does it say?’

‘Basement,’ said George with a flourish. ‘The word you’re looking for is “basement”.’

George watched as Charley reached for the iPad and tapped out something, then read aloud. ‘Somewhere in Paris, in a basement, near the river.’

‘Well, that’s starting to narrow it down a bit,’ said George. He stared at Charley, who stared back.

‘What do we do now?’ she said.

George thought for a moment before answering. ‘I think we need to call in some help.’

★

DAY 4 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(two days before Alfie’s first race)

Saturday – 12.55 p.m.

Athletes’ Village, PARIS

Charley had seen canteens before. At school. On movie sets. Even backstage. But she had never seen a canteen like the one in the Athletes’ Village of the Paralympic Games. It was more than a canteen. More than a food hall. It was, quite simply, every food in the world that anyone could possibly want to eat, all in the one place.

There was an entire section for Mexican food, another for Italian, another for pizza-lovers, another for vegetarians. There was a salad section, a fish ’n’ chips section, an Indian section, a Thai section, a Malaysian section. The national dishes seemed to stretch on forever. On top of all this there was also a famous burger restaurant, as well as a famous fried chicken outlet.

‘I’m surprised there are so many junk food restaurants here,’ Charley said. ‘I thought athletes had to eat really, really well.’

‘They do,’ replied George, ‘until they finish competing. When they’re done, they can finally eat all the fast food they’ve been craving, so they gorge themselves on burgers and fries.’

Charley and George had arranged to meet Blake at the canteen, and Charley spied him now, bouncing towards them while slurping a thickshake. There was a smudge on his tracksuit where he had clearly dripped some of the shake and tried to clean it up.

‘Is this about the joke we came up with last night?’ asked Blake, taking a seat at the table next to George. ‘Are you gonna use it in the show?’

‘No,’ said Charley, who noticed Blake’s face fall. ‘It was a good joke, though.’

George looked at her, confused, but she pressed on. ‘We wanted to ask you something about Alfie.’

‘Oh,’ said Blake, clearly disappointed. ‘Sure, fire away. Hey, how did you like the shirt, George?’

‘Oh, I loved it,’ said George. ‘It was a very strong choice.’

Charley chuckled at George’s choice of words, then returned to the task at hand.

‘You said Alfie was supposed to meet you the day before the Games started, to do some sightseeing, is that right?’ Charley thought she sounded like a proper detective.

‘Yes,’ said Blake warily.

‘Where were you supposed to meet him?’ asked George.

Blake seemed to feel threatened by the line of questioning.

‘It’s research for another joke,’ said Charley.

Blake’s shoulders loosened. ‘We were supposed to meet at the Louvre,’ he said. ‘I was gonna give him a tour.’

‘The Louvre,’ repeated Charley carefully. ‘That’s near the river, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ said Blake. ‘Why?’

Charley looked at George, who nodded ever so slightly.

‘We think Alfie has been kidnapped,’ said Charley, ‘by someone who has also taken his dogs. They’re forcing him to send messages to say he’s pulled out of the Games, otherwise they’ll harm his dogs.’

Blake’s eyes darted between Charley and George. ‘I don’t get it,’ he said eventually. ‘What’s the joke?’

‘There is no joke,’ said George seriously. ‘We think Alfie has been kidnapped.’

Blake laughed, then stopped to look at Charley and George, then laughed again. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, gasping. ‘I really don’t know whether you guys are joking or not.’

‘We’re not joking,’ said Charley.

Blake paused for a moment and seemed to take it all in. ‘Alfie’s been kidnapped?’ he half asked. ‘What makes you think that?’

‘I can feel it in my wheels,’ said George with a knowing grin.

‘Kidnapped by whom?’ asked Blake.

‘Ah,’ said Charley, ‘that’s the bit we don’t know. It could be a fellow competitor, like Gerhard. Or it might be Mikey.’

‘Why Mikey?’ said Blake incredulously.

‘His TV show is on at the same time as Alfie’s final,’ said Charley. ‘If Alfie’s out of the race, Mikey’s show will get more viewers.’

Blake sat back in his chair, put his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling. He breathed deeply and appeared to be running all the information through his brain. Finally he sat forward. ‘So let me get this right,’ he said softly. ‘You think Alfie was kidnapped and forced to pull out of the Games by someone who’s taken his dogs.’

‘Yes,’ said Charley, ‘and we think he’s being held in a basement somewhere near the river.’

Blake appeared to consider this information carefully. ‘Is that why you asked if the Louvre was near the river?’

‘Yes,’ said Charley.

Blake nodded. ‘Do you think that’s where he’s being held?’

Charley looked at George, who raised his eyebrows the tiniest bit and cocked his head. ‘Maybe,’ he replied.

Blake stroked his chin thoughtfully, then banged the table with both palms. ‘Then let’s find out!’ he said animatedly.

‘How?’ said Charley.

‘Easy,’ said Blake. ‘We go to the Louvre.’

‘But it’s a massive museum,’ said George.

‘True,’ said Blake, ‘but I used to be a tour guide in Paris. I know where all the secret rooms are. If Alfie’s in that building, we’ll find him.’
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Blake seemed to get excited now and looked back and forth between Charley and George with glee. ‘This is just like in your movie,’ he said. ‘Except this time I’m your sidekick.’

Charley and George both smiled.

‘Maybe one day you can make this into a movie too,’ said Blake. ‘Ooh, can I play me?’

‘Let’s just find Alfie first,’ said Charley.

‘Good call,’ said Blake, regaining his composure. He looked at Charley, then at George, then back at Charley. ‘Well?’ he said. ‘What are we waiting for?’

‘You wanna go now?’ said Charley.

‘Why not?’ said Blake with urgency. ‘The heats are in two days. Every second counts, right?’

Charley looked to George for his approval.

George sighed, but she could tell he was ready for adventure.

‘So much for my day off,’ he said.
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DAY 4 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(two days before Alfie’s first race)

Saturday – 2.57 p.m.

The Louvre, PARIS

When George Carling had imagined visiting the Louvre, he’d never pictured himself feeling quite this nervous. He was surrounded by some of the most famous works of art in the world but he couldn’t appreciate them. Some of George’s nerves were caused by having been previously accused of stealing some of the world’s most valuable pieces of art, but he was mainly nervous because of what he was about to do.

Blake had suggested that they use his knowledge of the Louvre to sneak into the areas reserved for staff and search for Alfie Eagles. The three of them had taken a taxi from the Athletes’ Village to the Louvre, after Blake had assured Arjen that he would be responsible for their safety. Not only would they be breaking the rules (which George hated doing), they might be putting themselves in a dangerous situation (which George also disliked). Added to that, it was entirely possible that George was about to come face to face with his favourite Paralympian and all-round life hero.

Every one of these scenarios filled George with a different type of fear, which made it harder for him to act like a normal thirteen-year-old tourist on a day out at the Louvre. George had suggested they all wear their official Paralympic accreditation, knowing full well the power that a lanyard can wield. Most people don’t even stop to check what the ID says; they just see a lanyard and assume you’re on official business.
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Blake had changed out of his tracksuit and into ‘normal clothes’ so as ‘not to stand out’. Although he was dressed in a simple pair of jeans and a plain white polo shirt, George thought Blake looked strange without his Paralympics GB kit. He blended in perfectly, however, with the crowds of tourists at the Louvre. George thought you could pick the nationalities of the tourists by what they were wearing: Australians wore rugby shirts, Americans wore clothes with big brand names written across them and the French … well, the French looked stylish at all times.

In order to further avoid suspicion, George, Charley and Blake had all booked tickets and pretended to be following the Masterpiece Trail. The trio had paused briefly before the statue of Aphrodite, also known as the Venus de Milo. George gazed at the famous armless torso and wondered if her lack of arms was what made the sculpture so special. After all, what makes you different also makes you unique.

‘I like the way the sculptor captures the essence of the female form using marble as material,’ said Charley, sounding both informed and sarcastic at the same time.

‘Mmmm,’ said George, joining in on the joke. ‘She’s terrible at tennis, though.’

Blake laughed and then tried to add a joke of his own. ‘And she can’t … I mean, she hasn’t … Wait … Don’t ask her to … No …’

George and Charley glanced at each other and chuckled.

‘Let’s keep going,’ said Charley, and they joined the throng of sightseers ahead of Blake, who was still searching for a punchline.

‘I should have hung my Paralympic pass on her,’ said George. ‘Maybe we could have sneaked her into the Athletes’ Village.’

Charley laughed and for the first time in days George relaxed a little.

‘Something about armies!’ bleated Blake as he caught up with them, and they chuckled again but not for the reason Blake had hoped.

They cruised through another room, looking for all the world like two friends who had joined their older cousin on a museum tour. They stopped in front of a few paintings, pretended to admire the technique, then moved on.

‘Now, follow me,’ said Blake as they exited one of the larger rooms. ‘There’s a staff lift that goes to the basement.’

Blake led them to a seemingly innocuous door in a foyer between two enormous salons and immediately opened it. They were almost through when a guard approached them anxiously and asked something in French.

Blake froze. ‘Uh, we, um …’ He clearly wasn’t very good at thinking on his feet.

‘It’s OK,’ said George confidently. ‘We’re with the Paralympics.’ He lifted his lanyard to show the pass hanging round his neck, and Charley and Blake did the same.

The guard looked confused, and George assumed he was trying to work out why being with the Paralympics would mean you could just walk through a door reserved for staff.

‘The disabled lift isn’t working,’ said George, ‘and we were told to use the staff lift. I’m in a wheelchair and he’s got one leg.’

George tried to look as pathetic as possible. He didn’t like using his disability to get special treatment but this was a desperate situation. His Paralympic hero might be trapped somewhere in the building.

The security guard looked them both up and down, then turned towards Charley.

‘She could use the stairs,’ said George, ‘but she gets separation anxiety.’

George avoided eye contact with Charley because he knew if they looked at each other they’d laugh.

Eventually the security guard grunted a French grunt, then motioned for them to go through the door.

‘Nice work, George,’ said Blake once the door was firmly shut behind them.

‘Separation anxiety?!’ spluttered Charley as she burst into laughter.

‘It was the best I could do,’ said George. ‘Now, where’s this lift?’

Blake led them down a corridor, then took a left turn. There, in front of them, was a tiny door. Blake opened it to reveal a tiny lift.

‘You guys go first,’ he said, reaching in and pushing a button. ‘I’ll come down after you.’

George wheeled his way into the lift and Charley followed. There was barely enough room for the two of them as the door closed with a squeak.

‘Awkwaarrrd,’ Charley half sang.

‘I’ll provide the elevator music,’ said George, and he began humming the tune of ‘Heart Thief’, Charley’s biggest hit song.

‘Ha!’ said Charley. ‘You don’t own the rights to that song. You’re not allowed to play it in public without express permission.’

‘It’s all right,’ said George. ‘I know the singer. I reckon she’ll be OK with it.’

The lift clunked its way to the basement and the door opened. Charley exited first, followed by George, who closed the door behind him. The lift clunked again, then trundled its way back to Blake.

George took in his surroundings. Put simply, he and Charley were in a hallway. A boring, silent, poorly lit, underground hallway.

‘We can trust Blake, right?’ said Charley softly. ‘Like, he’s not just gonna leave us here, is he?’

‘I’m pretty sure he’s on our side,’ said George. ‘He wants Alfie back as much as we do.’

The lift clanked to a stop at the floor above them. They both held their breath, hoping it would start up again. A second passed. Then another. And another. Then the lift shuddered back to life and began to descend again.

After a few more seconds it stopped and the door opened. George and Charley both sighed with relief when Blake appeared, and George thought Charley actually said, ‘Phew!’

‘Did you miss me?’ asked Blake with a grin.

‘A little bit, yeah,’ admitted George.

‘OK,’ said Blake, ‘let’s go and find Alfie.’

Charley was having fun. Sure, it wasn’t the singing-on-stage-in-front-of-a-thousand-fans type of fun, or even star-in-your-own-movie fun, but it was fun nevertheless.

Blake led Charley and George along the dimly lit hallway until they reached another corridor.

‘Let’s go left,’ said Blake. ‘This is where they keep the paintings that aren’t on display.’ After a few metres they came to a door on their right.

‘Any of these rooms would be great for keeping someone hidden,’ said Blake. ‘No one ever comes down here.’

Charley was super-keen to open the door. She didn’t know why, but for some reason she didn’t feel scared. Just excited. Maybe it was because she hadn’t performed for a while, and she needed some adrenaline in her life.

‘Can I?’ she asked, reaching for the doorknob.

She looked at George, who nodded.

Slowly Charley opened the door. Blake reached inside and turned on a light. Charley could hear her own heart pounding as she took a step inside. Unfortunately all she saw was a collection of paintings, all with dusty sheets covering them. There must have been about twenty of them leaning casually against the walls.

‘I don’t suppose there’s anyone in here?’ called Charley, more as a joke than anything.

There was no reply.

‘Oh well,’ said Blake. ‘One down, about three hundred to go.’

One by one, door by door, Charley, Blake and George went from room to room. There were dusty sheets covering paintings, dusty sheets covering sculptures, and in one room there were just dusty sheets. But no Alfie.
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They had checked about fifteen rooms when they came to an intersection.

‘It splits here and goes two ways,’ explained Blake. ‘I think it’ll be quicker if we split up. You guys go right, and I’ll go left.’

Charley noticed a look of trepidation on George’s face, but she was having way too much fun. She didn’t want to go back to the hotel and wait around for another post.

‘OK,’ she said with a smile. ‘Let’s meet back here in twenty.’

‘Deal,’ said Blake with a grin. He held out his hand and Charley shook it. Then Blake went left, and Charley and George went right.

‘This is properly exciting and a little bit rebellious,’ said Charley. ‘But it’s rebellious for a good reason. Which is my favourite type of rebellious.’

‘We really shouldn’t be here,’ said George.

Charley knew her friend was worried, and probably rightly so, but she needed this.

‘Let’s see what’s behind Door Number Sixteen,’ she said, mimicking a game show host. ‘Iiiiit’s –’ Charley opened the door – ‘another pile of dusty old sheets!’

George seemed to smile, so she continued.

‘What about Door Number Seventeen? Iiiiiit’s … ewww, a dead mouse.’

George looked like he was going to retch so Charley closed the door really quickly. Then she moved swiftly along the corridor, opening doors and commenting on the contents of each room.

‘Paintings. Paintings. More sheets. Paintings.’

Eventually the hallway ended. In front of Charley was a large door unlike the others. This one looked like it might lead to another section of the museum. It had a security bar across it.

‘Now what?’ asked George, as he caught up with her.

‘We go through,’ said Charley.

‘Are you sure?’ asked George warily.

‘You wanna find Alfie, don’t you?’ asked Charley. ‘And Blake said there are hundreds more rooms to check. So let’s do it.’

She didn’t even wait for an answer. She pushed down on the security bar to release the door. With a shove she opened it, then turned to George. ‘Ta-da!’ she said.

Suddenly an alarm sounded. It was loud. Really loud. Charley almost laughed, thinking how funny it was that an alarm had sounded at the exact moment she opened a door. Then she realized it had sounded because she’d opened the door. ‘Uh-oh.’

On the other side of the massive door two security guards appeared and began to run towards them.

‘Go!’ shouted Charley. She slammed the door behind her and started to run back past all the doors she had just opened.

She turned to check that George was following her and saw the look of panic in his eyes. ‘This way!’ she ordered, as she reached the turning where they had parted from Blake. Charley could hear George’s tyres squeal behind her as he took the corner at speed. She reached the lift in double-quick time and punched the button, desperately hoping it was still on their floor.

The door opened immediately and Charley breathed a small sigh of relief. She ushered George into the lift, then jumped in after him, and closed the door just as the guards arrived. She pushed the button for the next floor up, then stood there panting as the creaky old lift strained to do its job.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Charley, struggling to catch her breath. ‘I didn’t know it would do that.’

George was almost hyperventilating. ‘I’ll be kicked off the show,’ he whimpered, while also panting.

Finally the doors opened and the sound of the alarm greeted them again. Charley sprinted, with George in tow. They reached the original door they had come through with Blake, then took a moment to compose themselves. When their breathing had reached acceptable human levels, Charley opened the door and they sauntered out as if nothing had happened.

All around them tourists were turning their heads, wondering whether or not to evacuate the building. Charley and George slowly meandered through them all and back towards the exit, trying to look like a couple of tourists whose day was gently coming to an end.

‘Allez!’ came a shout from behind them, and Charley turned to see the security guards who had been chasing them.

‘Move!’ she shouted, and she took off again. Charley knew George was a slow starter, but that once he was at full speed he’d catch up. And he did. They whizzed past the frescoes of Botticelli, almost knocked over a sculpture of a headless woman with wings, and nearly careered into a small crowd of people who were intent on seeing the Mona Lisa, regardless of whether or not an alarm was going off.

Charley could hear George’s breathing getting heavier beside her, and his tyres getting squealier. Behind them she could hear the footsteps of the security guards closing in. Charley came to the end of a hallway and turned left, then skidded to a halt. She and George had come to the top of a flight of stairs. At the bottom were the exit gates and freedom.

‘You go,’ said George. ‘No point in both of us getting in trouble.’

Charley weighed up her options and came to a quick decision.

‘No,’ she said, looking down at George. ‘I’ll stay with you. We’re in this together.’
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DAY 4 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(two days before Alfie’s first race)

Saturday – 5.40 p.m.

The Louvre, Paris

George and Charley sat next to each other in the office of the head of security for the Louvre. It reminded George of the time he and Charley were called to their school principal’s office for allegedly stealing a valuable work of art from the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam. He could see that Charley was remembering it too. He just hoped the security guards didn’t know about it.

‘What were you doing in the basement?’ asked the man in charge, using slightly halting English. He was bald with a thick, droopy moustache, and George thought he looked like a slightly disappointed walrus.
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‘I’m sorry,’ pleaded George, ‘the disabled lift wasn’t working and we were told to use the staff lift. We got out on the wrong floor, then got lost.’

‘Who told you to use the staff lift?’ asked the man/walrus.

‘Jean-Claude,’ answered George, pulling a name out of the air and crossing his fingers.

The man in charge turned to the two guards who had chased and then caught George and Charley, and asked them a question in French. They replied in French, and he sighed in a way that somehow made his moustache even droopier.

‘OK,’ he said, ‘Jean-Claude should not have told you that. But why did you run?’

‘We got scared by the alarm,’ said Charley. ‘We thought it was a fire alarm, so we evacuated as quickly as we could.’

George admired Charley’s quick thinking. The man in charge wasn’t quite so convinced.

‘You did not notice that no one else was running?’ he said.

‘Well, um, no,’ said Charley. ‘We were just so scared.’

George thought Charley was trying to act younger and more fragile than she really was. If the guards had checked the CCTV footage, they probably would have seen the smile on Charley’s face as they raced through the galleries of the Louvre.

The man in charge stroked his moustache and looked at the two guards, who seemed lost as to what to do next.

‘I think I believe you,’ said the man, ‘but I cannot let you go.’

‘Why not?’ asked George.

‘You are too young,’ he said. ‘Where is your adult?’

‘My mum has gone to Versailles for the day,’ said Charley.

‘Can anyone voosh for you?’ said the man in charge in his thick French accent.

‘I’m sorry,’ said George. ‘Someone who can what?’

‘Voosh for you,’ said the man again. ‘Voosh.’

George had no idea what he was trying to say, and by the look on her face neither did Charley. George wondered if perhaps the words were being muffled by the man’s massive moustache.

The man was starting to get frustrated now. ‘Is there somebody who is responsible? Who can prove that you are not criminals?’

‘Ohh,’ said George, ‘who can vouch for us?’

‘Yes,’ said the man, ‘who can voosh for you!’

George reached into his backpack and pulled out his phone. The smell of Alfie’s shirt hit his nostrils like a hammer and George realized he had forgotten to wash it. He quickly zipped his bag shut, swiped at his phone and saw a message from Blake.



Where are you guys? I heard the fire alarm and went to the evacuation point but couldn’t find you. I’m on my way back to the Village. Let’s meet up there
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Luckily Blake wasn’t the responsible adult he had in mind. He fished around in his bag and found a small card with an official logo on the front.

George held the card up to Charley for her approval, then towards the man in charge.

‘Call this man,’ said George confidently. ‘He can voosh for us.’

★

DAY 4 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(two days before Alfie’s first race)

Saturday – 6.38 p.m.

The Louvre, PARIS
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‘What have you two done this time?’ said Officer Neilsen, as he entered the room.

It wasn’t quite the endorsement they’d been hoping for.

‘We got lost while looking for a lift for George,’ said Charley, sticking to the script, ‘and we accidentally set off an alarm.’

Officer Neilsen looked at George, who nodded along to Charley’s account.

‘It’s OK,’ said Officer Neilsen to the man in charge. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

Officer Neilsen then spoke a few words in French to the two guards that had chased Charley and George, who then responded in French. Officer Neilsen then said something to the man in charge, who nodded softly, then waved towards the door.

‘Thank you,’ said Charley to the three men still in the room, ‘and we’re sorry for causing any trouble.’

‘Merci,’ added George. ‘And pardon.’

Not a word was spoken between Charley, George and Officer Neilsen as they made their way from the office of the head of security to the exit. It wasn’t until the three of them were next to the famous glass pyramid in front of the museum that Officer Neilsen stopped walking. Charley took in the surrounding buildings and noted how the late-afternoon sunlight highlighted every little detail of the ornate arches. If she hadn’t just been caught trespassing in one of the world’s most famous museums, Charley might have thought this was the perfect day.

‘Would you like to tell me why you were really in the basement?’ asked Officer Neilsen calmly.

Charley looked at George, as if to say, Would we?

George nodded, so Charley owned up.

‘We think Alfie Eagles has been kidnapped and is sending coded messages in his social media posts,’ she began. ‘We think he was forced to pull out of the Games by someone who has taken his dogs and is threatening to harm them.’

Officer Neilsen took all this in. ‘And what made you think he was here?’

‘We think he’s being held in a basement somewhere near the river,’ said Charley. ‘He was supposed to meet his friend here the day before the Games began, but he never showed up. We thought maybe someone was keeping him here.’

The more Charley spoke, the more she realized their reason for breaching security at the Louvre might be a little flimsy. Which is why she was surprised when Officer Neilsen said, ‘That actually makes sense.’

Her confused look was picked up on by the policeman, who stroked his beard as he spoke. ‘You two have a pretty good instinct for when something is wrong,’ he said.

‘I can feel it in my wheels,’ said George with a smirk.

‘You might be on to something,’ said Officer Neilsen, ‘but I do not have the resources to help you right now. And I don’t know that you have enough evidence for me to take to my superiors.’

Charley was slightly disappointed and it showed.

‘Keep following your gut, though,’ said the policeman with the gentle Dutch accent, ‘and keep me informed of what you find. Perhaps our cases will overlap.’

Charley brightened a little. It was a welcome change for someone to believe in them as detectives. Especially someone who was an actual detective.

‘By the way,’ asked Officer Neilsen, ‘who are your suspects?’

‘Well,’ said Charley, ‘it could be Alfie’s obsessive fan, or it might be a comedian whose TV show goes to air on the same night as the hundred-metre final.’

The policeman nodded, as if this might be a possibility.

‘Or,’ added George, ‘it could also be Alfie’s rival Gerhard Guntenschreiber. With Alfie out of the race, he’s guaranteed to win gold.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that one,’ said Officer Neilsen in a serious tone. ‘Gerhard Guntenschreiber has just tested positive for a prohibited substance. He’s banned from competing.’

Charley and George exchanged shocked looks. Unlike a hundred-metre sprint, things had just taken a massive turn.

★

DAY 4 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(two days before Alfie’s first race)

Saturday – 7.15 p.m.

Cafe Seine, PARIS

‘Do you want to just give me ten euros now?’ said the fresh-faced waiter with a sassy grin.

‘We’re really sorry,’ said George to his first French fan.

‘It’s OK,’ said the waiter. ‘I don’t mind being paid for not doing any work.’ He led Charley and George to their regular table alongside the river. The cafe was a twenty-minute meander from the Louvre, and since Arjen was stuck in traffic Charley and George had decided to head for their favourite place (and George’s favourite waiter). As they passed the booksellers, bicycles and boulangeries, George had allowed himself to relax a little. Now that the nerves and stress and fear of the afternoon’s adventure had worn off, the hunger pangs had kicked in, and George immediately surveyed the menu.

‘Let’s start with some bread,’ said George, much to the shock of the waiter.

‘And some sparkling water please,’ added Charley.

The waiter shook his head in mock disbelief, then left them.

‘I don’t know what we need to talk about first,’ said George.

‘I do,’ replied Charley. ‘I’m sorry for opening that door and setting off the alarm.’

‘Oh my gosh,’ said George, ‘that was full-on.’

‘So full-on!’ said Charley, repeating their favourite Australian phrase.

‘Have you messaged Blake to let him know we’re OK?’ asked George.

‘I thought you did,’ said Charley.

‘Oops,’ replied George, who grabbed his phone and hastily sent a thumbs up emoji to Blake.

‘It’s a good thing we had Officer Neilsen handy to voosh for us,’ said Charley.

‘Actually,’ said George seriously, ‘we could have got into some real trouble back there.’

‘I know,’ said Charley with a glint in her eye. George was worried that she was starting to enjoy the danger. ‘At least we know Alfie isn’t in the Louvre,’ she added.

‘Well, not in the rooms we checked,’ said George.

‘And we also know that Gerhard isn’t responsible for the kidnapping,’ said Charley.

‘Do we, though?’ said George. ‘Maybe he was so intent on winning gold, he got rid of Alfie and took a performance-enhancing substance.’

‘No way,’ said Charley. ‘Alfie and Gerhard were the only two people who had a chance of winning the final. There was no need to take drugs.’

George wasn’t sure if Charley was being confident or flippant. The waiter returned to the table with a basket of bread, some butter and two glasses of water. He raised his eyebrows, as if expecting the answer.
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‘We haven’t looked at the menu yet,’ said George, meeting the waiter’s expectation. ‘Sorry, what’s your name?’

‘I am Jean-Claude,’ said the proud fan, and George suppressed a chortle.

‘They’re everywhere,’ muttered Charley with a tiny smile.

‘I’m sorry, Jean-Claude,’ said George politely. ‘We’ll look at the menu and order something in a few minutes.’

‘Sure you will,’ said Jean-Claude with smiling disbelief, and he retreated once again.

‘So where do we go from here?’ asked Charley.

George grabbed his phone and searched the news for Gerhard’s name. He read for a few seconds, then looked up. ‘According to this article, Gerhard claims he’s innocent. He says he’s never taken a banned substance in his life. But then every drugs cheat says that.’

‘True,’ said Charley, ‘but so does every innocent person. What if the person that kidnapped Alfie and threatened his dogs also spiked Gerhard?’

‘Spiked?’ said George. ‘How?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe they put something in his drink, or his food.’

‘But why would someone do all those things?’ asked George.

‘For a whole bunch of reasons,’ said Charley. ‘Maybe someone placed a bet on an outsider, then got rid of the two favourites for gold.’

George knew who she was referring to. ‘It’s possible,’ he replied.

‘Or maybe someone wants to ensure the hundred-metre final is of so little interest to anyone in Great Britain that the nation as a whole changes TV channel to watch something else,’ continued Charley.

‘That’s feasible,’ said George.

‘Or,’ continued Charley, ‘maybe someone is such a huge fan of Alfie that she kidnapped him, is holding him in a basement and now wants Gerhard to race against him in a private Paralympic event that only she can witness.’

‘Highly unlikely and kinda weird,’ said George, who then laughed out loud. As did Charley.

When they stopped, George spoke carefully. ‘You know, it’s still possible that Alfie left the Games cos he was sick of running, Gerhard actually used a banned substance and that we’re both seeing codes where there are none.’

‘I thought you were the one who was convinced Alfie was kidnapped,’ said Charley. ‘I thought you could feel it in your wheels.’

‘I could,’ said George, ‘and I still do. But someone’s gotta be the sensible one around here, Little Miss I-Just-Set-Off-An-Alarm-At-The-Louvre.’

Charley chuckled. ‘I am sorry about that.’

‘It’s OK,’ said George. ‘I’m just kidding. You weren’t to know that door was alarmed.’

The two of them turned to gaze at the river. George marvelled at how beautiful Paris could be. The sun was sinking low in the sky and everything now had that golden hue. The same dog George had seen a few days earlier played again on the other side of the river, with the same owner and child, as the bells of Notre-Dame rang out in the distance.

‘I wonder who’s the favourite to win now,’ pondered Charley.

George grabbed his phone again and did another quick search. ‘The third-fastest time of the year was clocked by the French runner Leon La Fleur, who is now the favourite to win gold.’ George looked up at Charley, who had that glint in her eye again.

‘Wait, that’s the person Arabella placed a bet on!’

George could tell they were thinking the same thing.

‘Keep reading,’ she urged.

‘La Fleur was born and raised in Paris, but trains in Manchester, where he also spends half the year.’ George looked up again and Charley’s eyes were even glintier.

‘Keep reading.’

George continued. ‘“I feel bad for Gerhard,” said La Fleur, “but at the end of the day I can only run my own race. And if I win, I win. I’m sad Alfie left the Games, though, because I consider him a friend.”’ George stopped reading and looked at Charley yet again.

‘Do we have a new suspect?’ she asked.

‘I think we might,’ said George. ‘He lives near Alfie, is friends with him, knows Paris, and is now in line to win a gold medal. He has the motive and the means.’

Charley knew where George was heading. ‘He would probably know where Alfie lives and could have arranged for someone to take his dogs. He might also have known Alfie’s movements on the day before the Games and could have arranged the kidnapping. And he’d know the best places in Paris to hide someone.’

‘But how would he have spiked Gerhard?’ asked George.

‘I don’t know,’ said Charley. ‘Slipped something into his drink at the Athletes’ Village?’

George considered the possibility.

‘Either way, we need a new plan,’ said Charley. ‘We need to rewrite the case file, research the suspects and plot out a way to solve this case.’

‘Agreed,’ said George. ‘But can we eat while we do it? I’m starving.’

George put one hand in the air and attracted the attention of his favourite waiter. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘my friend and I would like to order please.’

‘Oh, mon Dieu,’ said Jean-Claude in genuine surprise. ‘I will bring my finest notepad.’

As the waiter approached, George opened his backpack and fished around for his iPad. The waft of Alfie’s training shirt escaped like a sprinting prisoner and assaulted everyone within a three-metre radius.

‘Oof,’ said Jean-Claude in disgust, ‘I see you have brought your own cheese.’
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DAY 5 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(one day before Alfie’s first race)

Sunday – 9.25 a.m.

Hôtel Leconte, PARIS

Charley Parker awoke to the sound of repeated dings from her phone. She and George had enjoyed one of the best meals of their lives the previous night (not a single snail in sight) and she had slept like a well-fed, contented baby. They had meticulously planned out their next moves in the Case of the Missing Paralympian, but Charley had a feeling those plans were about to change.



Wake up!

I’ve been asked to interview Leon La Fleur at 10.30 in the Athletes’ Village

It’s the only time he can do it

Wanna come with me?

Might be helpful

Need to leave in 15
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Charley reached for her phone and opened the list of plans she and George had made over dinner. At the top of that list was: Track down Leon La Fleur and find out how well he knows Alfie.

‘Tick!’ said Charley out loud to herself.

Charley threw on some clothes, left a note for her sleeping mum and hurried down to the hotel reception, stopping by the breakfast buffet to grab two plain croissants and a blueberry muffin. George was already waiting in the back seat of his car (Arjen was in the front) and Charley jumped in alongside him.

‘Well, that all worked out nicely,’ said Charley as she buckled her seat belt.

‘Yeah,’ said George, ‘although I didn’t get any breakfast.’

‘Good thing I brought extra,’ said Charley, smiling as she held out the baked goods.

‘You’re a lifesaver,’ said George, who immediately started tearing apart one of the croissants.

They rode in silence, both watching the sights of Paris flit past, while also taking bites from their respective breakfasts. Charley loved the way the buildings looked so different to those in London and wondered what it would be like to live there someday. She pictured herself cycling alongside the Seine to her favourite cafe, where she would spend the morning nibbling pastries and writing songs.

Forty minutes later the car arrived at the Athletes’ Village, where Charley and George were met by a producer. They left Arjen in the car (‘Here if you need, bruv.’) and were escorted through security to a wooden bench, where a small crowd of athletes had gathered round the cameras. Charley watched as George had make-up applied and she made a mental note to check he was cleansing and moisturizing every night before bed.

Although Charley still felt a little weird not being the star of the show, it meant she could sit back and observe everything and everyone.

‘What are you guys doing here?’ came Blake’s voice from behind Charley. She turned to see him back in his Paralympics GB kit and cleanly shaved.

‘George has got an interview with Leon,’ Charley replied. ‘He’s now the favourite to win gold in the hundred metres.’

‘I know,’ said Blake. ‘The way things are going, I might even end up in the final.’

‘So you got back from the museum OK then?’ asked Charley.

‘Oh yeah,’ said Blake. ‘What happened to you guys anyway?’

‘I accidentally set off an alarm when I opened a door.’

‘No way,’ said Blake with a look of shock. ‘I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault.’

‘It’s OK,’ said Charley. ‘It was kinda fun.’

‘I’m glad you’re OK,’ said Blake. ‘I’m gonna say hi to my sis, then I gotta run. Literally.’
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As Blake walked over to chat to his sister the make-up artist, Leon La Fleur nervously approached the cameras. He was much younger than Blake and Gerhard (Charley placed him in his very early twenties) with a haircut that was flat on top but faded away to nothing at the sides – making him look slightly aerodynamic. Leon was taller than Blake and Gerhard but carried himself with much less confidence, even in his stylish sky-blue French team training kit. He had a gleaming gold prosthetic below his left knee with black stripes across it. The leg blended perfectly with Leon’s dark skin, making it appear from a distance that he was actually part tiger.

‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘is this where I am supposed to be?’

Charley thought Leon looked sheepish. But why? Sheepish because he felt bad being the favourite to win a race that the two fastest runners had dropped out of, or sheepish because he had kidnapped one of the runners, possibly framed another and was hoping no one would find out?

Leon shook George’s hand and sat next to him on the bench. The make-up artist approached him with her brush outstretched, but Leon recoiled.

‘Non, merci,’ he said quietly. ‘I have allergies. No make-up for me.’

‘What about eye drops?’ she asked.

‘Not for me, thank you,’ said Leon.

Charley thought he seemed nervous, skittish, uneasy.

‘Can we do this quickly?’ said Leon sharply. ‘I have somewhere I need to be.’

Where’s that? Charley thought. The basement where you’re holding Alfie Eagles?

George looked to the cameraperson, who gave him a thumbs up.

‘OK,’ said George, ‘Leon, it’s good to meet you. Were you surprised when Alfie Eagles quit the Games?’

Oooh, thought Charley, straight to the point.

‘Incredibly surprised,’ said Leon. ‘He had been training very hard to win the gold medal. I know because we sometimes train together.’

‘Did he ever talk to you about retiring?’ asked George.

‘No,’ said Leon curtly.

‘Would you say you’re friends with Alfie?’ asked George.

‘Yes, a little bit,’ said Leon. ‘I would say we are close.’

Not that close, thought Charley, if he hadn’t talked to you about retiring with his dogs to the countryside …

‘Have you ever been to his house?’ probed George.

‘A couple of times, yes,’ said Leon hesitantly.

‘Why?’ said George.

To take his dogs away and threaten to hurt them? wondered Charley, who was having her own conversation in her head.

‘I had dinner with him a couple of times,’ said Leon, who then paused. ‘Why are you asking me these questions?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said George, ‘this is my first interview. Do you live near Alfie?’

‘Yes, I rent a house about half an hour away,’ said Leon.

‘Whereabouts?’ asked George.

‘I’d rather not say,’ said Leon. ‘I don’t like people to know where I live.’

Charley was on the edge of her seat. George was half interviewing, half interrogating and was getting good information.

‘I’ve heard Alfie really spoils his dogs, is that true?’ asked George.

Charley thought this was an excellent question.

‘Oh my goodness, yes,’ said Leon, relaxing a little. ‘They are like his children.’

‘Doesn’t he even feed them a special food?’

‘Yes!’ said Leon. ‘How did you know that? Only a big fan would know what he feeds his dogs.’

‘I do my research,’ said George, smiling.

‘It’s kind of funny,’ said Leon, who relaxed even more. ‘He has to get the food from a special place in Germany.’

‘Nooo!’ protested George, and Charley admired his acting skills.

‘OK,’ said George, changing tack, ‘let’s talk about you. How do you feel about having a Paralympics in Paris?’

‘I love it,’ said Leon. ‘Paris is my home. I know it inside and out.’

Well enough to know where to hide someone you’ve kidnapped? For a second Charley was worried she may have said that out loud. She wriggled in her seat. Thanks to George’s line of questioning, they had now confirmed that Leon had been to Alfie’s house, lived near him and knew that his dogs ate special food that had to be imported from Germany. Plus, he knew Paris ‘inside and out’.

There was just one more thing they needed to know.

‘What about Gerhard Guntenschreiber?’ said George. ‘Do you spend much time with him?’

‘Not much,’ said Leon. ‘I had a coffee with him two days ago, but that is all.’

Boom! thought Charley. It all adds up. Leon put a banned substance in Gerhard’s coffee!

‘Well, Leon, it was good to meet you,’ said George, wrapping up the interview. ‘Good luck in the race.’

Leon had a bemused look on his face, and Charley could understand why. He’d turned up for an interview about the race, and instead George had grilled him about Alfie’s dogs, Paris and Gerhard.

As Leon stood to leave, Charley heard the producer say to the cameraperson, ‘That was terrible.’

Charley strode past both of them and went straight to George, who was beaming. ‘That was awesome!’ she said.

★

DAY 5 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(one day before Alfie’s first race)

Sunday – 11.20 a.m.

L’Hôtel des Invalides, PARIS

It was a fifteen-minute drive from the Athletes’ Village to the venue for the para archery, and George and Charley spent the entirety of it in silence. Neither of them wanted to discuss the case in front of anyone, especially Arjen, so they sat in the back seat of the car making faces at each other. Faces that suggested each was about to burst with information and revelations about the investigation.

‘We’re gonna take about half an hour to set up,’ said the cameraperson once they had arrived at their location. ‘Feel free to get some lunch.’

George and Charley made their way to a small food kiosk and sat at a picnic table. The gardens of the magnificent Hôtel des Invalides were immaculate. Every blade of grass was exactly where it should be, and in the exact shade of green it was meant to be as well. Every flower was perfectly positioned. Even the bees seemed to be buzzing in sync.

When they were sure no one was listening, the conversation started.

‘Did you hear all that?’ began George. ‘Everything Leon said makes him the most likely person to have kidnapped Alfie, taken his dogs and drugged Gerhard.’

‘I know,’ said Charley, ‘but how do we prove he did it?’

George pondered. ‘I don’t know. We’re not a hundred per cent sure that he did. It might still be Mikey or Arabella or Jane.’ George thought for a second, then added, ‘But probably not Jane.’

‘Even if we can prove it’s Leon, he might not tell us where Alfie is, or the dogs,’ said Charley. ‘We need to make sure they’re safe too.’

George furrowed his brow and thought for a moment. He could feel his own cogs turning.

‘The dogs!’ he said out loud.

‘What about them?’

‘We need to find the dogs before we find Alfie,’ George replied.

‘Why?’

‘Cos even if we found Alfie, he’d have to keep pretending he’d left the Games on purpose, in case the kidnappers harmed his dogs.’

‘You’re right,’ said Charley. ‘We have to make sure the dogs are safe first. But how do we find them?’

George’s cogs turned again. ‘The food!’ he suddenly blurted. ‘If Leon took Alfie’s dogs, he’d have to feed them. And he knows they only eat the food from Germany. Which means he’d have to get it delivered to wherever the dogs are.’

‘Do you think he’d go to that much effort to feed them?’ asked Charley.

‘Absolutely,’ said George. ‘He’s not a monster. Besides, if they die, he’s got no leverage over Alfie.’ He grabbed his phone, tapped at the screen a few times, then held it out to Charley.

‘Go on,’ he said. ‘I did the last couple. It’s your turn.’

Charley stared at the phone, then back at George, who gave her an encouraging thumbs up.

‘You got this,’ he said.

Charley closed her eyes and thought for a moment, then took a deep breath and tapped the screen.

George motioned for her to put the call on speakerphone and she obliged. George heard the phone ring, then a voice.

‘Hallo, Pamperhund. Wie kann ich ihnen helfen?’

‘’Allo, luv,’ said Charley in her best cockney accent, ‘d’you speak English?’

‘Ja,’ came the reply. ‘A little.’

‘Oh good,’ said Charley, smiling at George. ‘Listen, luv, I’m doing your UK deliveries today and there’s been a mix-up with the labelling and none of the addresses have printed out. Can you help me?’

‘How?’

‘I need the addresses for your UK deliveries this week please,’ said Charley slowly.

‘Warten Sie … I mean, OK, uh, wait for a moment please,’ said the voice.

George could hear a computer keyboard being tapped.

‘What is the name please?’ asked the man.

‘My name?’ said Charley. She looked at George with slight panic, then readjusted. ‘Armani,’ she said, much to her own amusement.

‘Nein,’ said the voice. ‘The name of the deliveries.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Charley. ‘Well, um, let’s start with La Fleur.’

There was a pause, and then: ‘There is no delivery for that name.’

Charley looked to George for what to do next. He opened the case file and pointed at Mikey’s name.

‘What about Mikey Majors?’ asked Charley.

‘No,’ came the reply, ‘there is nothing for that name either.’

‘Oh,’ said Charley, who looked lost. ‘Gerhard Guntenschreiber?’

‘The Paralympian?’ asked the voice.

‘No, I, uh …’ Charley was stumbling now.

Suddenly George had an idea. He put his arms out to the side and flapped them like wings. Charley looked at him with a combination of fear and confusion. George then adjusted his wings as if he was soaring.
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‘Hallo?’ said the voice. ‘Is this a joke?’

Charley put her hand over the mouthpiece and whispered to George. ‘Bird?’

George nodded.

‘Hawk?’

George shook his head.

‘Eagle?’

George stopped flapping and put his hand to his nose.

‘Eagle?’ repeated Charley, who then suddenly realized what George was doing.

‘Sorry,’ she said into the phone, ‘what about Alfie Eagles?’

‘No, there is nothing … oh, wait,’ said the voice. ‘Yes, there is a delivery for Mr Eagles. It has been redirected.’

‘That’s the one,’ said Charley. ‘What’s the address then?’

‘Let me see,’ said the man. ‘It normally goes to Warrington, but someone changed it last week. The new address is seventeen Pennington Street, St Helens.’

‘Lovely jubbly,’ said Charley, who then made a face at George. ‘I’ll call back for the other addresses later. Ta-ra!’

Charley quickly hung up, then looked at George.

‘Ta-ra? Lovely jubbly?’ he said with a smile. ‘If you were any more cockney, you’d have jumped in the air and clicked your heels.’

‘It worked, though,’ said Charley. ‘Someone must have changed the delivery address for Alfie’s dog food.’

‘And it wouldn’t have been Alfie,’ said George, ‘because his parents were looking after the dogs at his house.’

‘Which means whoever changed the address must have Alfie’s dogs,’ affirmed Charley. ‘Where’s St Helens?’ she asked.

‘I’m not entirely sure,’ said George, ‘but what are the chances it’s somewhere in between Manchester and Liverpool?’

George did a quick search on his phone. ‘Yep,’ he said, ‘bang on!’

‘I’ll bet that’s where Leon lives,’ said Charley.

‘Most likely,’ said George. ‘It could also be a friend of Mikey’s. Or even Arabella’s for that matter.’

‘Do we even know where Jane lives?’ asked Charley. ‘Maybe it’s her house.’

George shook his head. ‘Either way,’ he said, ‘someone has to go get those dogs.’

‘Well, it can’t be you,’ said Charley. ‘You have to do the TV show.’

Just then a double ding occurred. George checked his phone as Charley did the same. ‘Are you reading what I’m reading?’ he asked.

‘I think so,’ said Charley. ‘Looks like Alfie just sent another message.’

[image: ALFIE EAGLES; @AlfieEagles; In the words of the Swedish sports psychologist Urne Oryyf: you have to know when your race is over.]
Charley and George stared at their respective phones.

‘What on earth does that mean?’ asked George. ‘And who on earth is Urne Oryyf?’

Charley lifted her head and stared into the middle distance. The grass, flowers and sky all blurred, as if the scene before her was a painting that had been dipped in water.

‘I think it’s time we split up,’ said Charley suddenly.

‘What do you mean?’ said George.

‘The hundred-metre heats are tomorrow,’ said Charley ominously. ‘If Alfie’s gonna race in them, I have to go to St Helens and save his dogs while you stay here and work out where he is.’

‘What about the Closing Ceremony?’

‘I’ll make it back in time for the rehearsal,’ said Charley. ‘I hope.’

A young producer from the TV show approached them carefully. ‘I’m sorry, George, but we need you for filming.’

‘He’ll be there in a second,’ said Charley, and the producer scurried away.

George felt a sudden stab in his stomach. The pang of being separated from Charley. He’d felt it once a few years ago and didn’t like it, and now it had returned like an unwelcome guest at a party.

‘We always solve crimes together,’ said George. ‘It’ll be weird being so far apart.’

‘I know,’ said Charley, ‘but this crime has so many different parts. We need to take a part each.’

George knew she was right. But the butterflies in his stomach were doing triple backflips. He looked into Charley’s eyes and could see she felt it too.

‘I’ll also need to take Alfie’s shirt,’ added Charley, her voice cracking ever so slightly.

George opened his backpack and paused. He noticed that his hand was shaking a little.

‘What are you waiting for?’ asked Charley.

‘I half expected it to crawl out on its own,’ said George. He reached in and grabbed the stained and stinky shirt and passed it gingerly to Charley.

She accepted it with a grimace, then placed it into her own bag. ‘I hope they don’t check my bags at the border,’ said Charley. ‘I’m pretty sure that’s a prohibited substance.’

‘Good luck,’ said George nervously.

‘You got this,’ Charley said, holding her hand out for a fist bump.

George slowly went for a high five, then wrapped his hand round Charley’s. ‘You got this too,’ he said.
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DAY 5 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(one day before Alfie’s first race)

Sunday – 12 p.m.

L’Hôtel des Invalides, PARIS

George Carling raised the bow and pulled the tip of the arrow to his chin. He knew he should be focusing on the target, but all he could think about was Alfie’s post, and his dogs, and Charley on her way to rescue those dogs, and the danger she might be in, and …

‘Breathe,’ said the British para archery instructor. She was a former silver medallist in archery and her short silver hair matched her medals. ‘And relax.’

George tried to do as he was told. He took a deep breath in, then out. He tried to empty his mind of everything but the arrow and the target.

‘Inhale, exhale, then release,’ said the instructor.

George took another deep breath in. Then out. His shoulders dropped, his mind let go and …

‘Don’t mess it up!’ said Mikey loudly.

George’s head and shoulders turned instinctively towards Mikey’s voice and he simultaneously let go of the arrow. He turned quickly back to the target, but the arrow was nowhere to be seen.
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An angry voice alerted George to the arrow’s whereabouts, as he spied a red-faced gardener in the distance shouting violently in French. The arrow George had just fired was wedged in the trunk of a small chestnut tree, only a few inches from the gardener’s head.

‘Oops,’ said the instructor, who then glared at Mikey.

‘Sorry,’ said Mikey with a devilish grin, ‘I was just tryin’ to help.’

George gritted his teeth, raised the bow once again and aimed it at the target. Breathe in, breathe out and …

‘Ahem,’ fake-coughed Mikey. ‘Ahe-h-hem.’

Once again the arrow flew, and once again it strayed significantly from its intended destination. Thankfully this time it landed safely in a non-attended flower bed.

‘Apologies,’ said Mikey. ‘Got something stuck in me throat.’

‘Give it one more try, George,’ said the instructor. ‘And try to ignore Mikey’s interruptions.’

George could feel his temples start to throb and took a moment to compose himself. He looked down at the perfectly manicured grass and took a couple of deep breaths. When he was ready he raised his head, then lifted the bow. In. Out.

‘Ah-choo!’ sneezed Mikey incredibly loudly. The noise was so violent it caused George’s whole body to rotate in Mikey’s direction. This time, however, George held on to the arrow. He found himself looking directly at Mikey, while holding a bow and arrow that was also pointed directly at Mikey.

For a second Mikey looked genuinely worried. ‘What you gonna do with that?’ he asked.

George considered his options, then turned back towards the target, steadied himself and released the arrow. It flew straight and true, and although it wasn’t an exact bullseye, it wasn’t far off.

‘And cut!’ shouted the producer. ‘Lovely stuff, George. And well done, Mikey. You really added some tension to that scene.’

As the crew began to pack up, George sat motionless. Mikey’s niggles might have been funny on camera, but off camera they were starting to add up: the massive French dude at the wheelchair rugby, the possible sabotage during the race and now this.

George summoned all his courage and nerve and wheeled over to Mikey. ‘I know what you’ve been doing,’ said George in a determined tone. Not angry, not aggressive, just assured.

‘What do you mean?’ said Mikey, putting on an innocent grin. ‘I was just tryin’ to add some tension to the scene.’

‘You’ve been sabotaging me ever since we started filming,’ said George.

‘I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about,’ said Mikey, still smiling sweetly.

‘The French guy on the rugby court, the screw in my wheelchair … I know what you’ve done,’ repeated George.

Mikey’s smile suddenly dropped and his tone took on some menace. ‘You don’t know half the things I’ve done,’ he said. ‘I told your friend and I’ll tell you, I’m not gonna let anyone stop me from gettin’ my chance.’

George really wished he still had the bow and arrow at this moment but was also kinda glad he didn’t. He decided his sharp wit would have to suffice. He looked Mikey in the eyes, and with a sense of calm he’d never experienced before spoke gently and confidently.

‘If your career is seriously in danger of being thwarted by a thirteen-year-old who’s just started doing comedy, maybe you’re not a very good comedian.’

Mikey was shocked. He had absolutely no comeback to that.

George spun on his wheels and made his way towards his car. I don’t know where that came from, he thought, but I liked it.

★

DAY 5 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(one day before Alfie’s first race)

Sunday – 1.58 p.m.

Eurostar train, somewhere between Paris and London

Charley Parker sat alongside her mum on the train from Paris to London. Upon arrival in London, they were to be met by George’s Dad, who would then drive them to St Helens to rescue Alfie’s dogs. Thankfully, after their two previous adventures, both Charley’s Mum and George’s Dad trusted their offsprings’ instincts to spot crimes and their abilities to solve them.

While Charley’s Mum gazed out of the window at the French countryside, Charley stared at her phone, trying to crack the code of Alfie’s latest message.
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She then flicked back to her messages.



I’m stuck filming. Can’t unlock the code. Can you?


[image: ]


Charley had tried to apply every code her fans had suggested, but none was working.

‘Who’s Urne Oryyf?’ asked Charley’s Mum, peeping at the phone.

‘Mum?’ yelped Charley. ‘A bit of privacy please.’

‘What?!’ protested her mum. ‘I’m just trying to help.’

Charley sighed. ‘I’m looking at Alfie’s last message. Urne Oryyf is a Swedish sports psychologist.’

‘Well, I’ve never heard of him,’ said Charley’s Mum, who went back to looking out of the window.

Charley shook her head and wondered exactly how many sports psychologists her mum had heard of. She typed ‘Urne Oryyf’ into her phone and hit search.

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Not even anything close. Funny, thought Charley. You’d think if this person was famous enough for Alfie to quote them, they’d be famous enough to show up online.

Charley glanced back at her mum. Was she smirking? Charley couldn’t tell.

Charley immediately sent a message to George.



Urne Oryyf isn’t a real person.
I think it’s another code. Any ideas?
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Charley waited. And waited. There was no reply from George.

Charley was about to send another request to her fans, but this time she stopped herself. She took a deep breath, then whispered to herself, ‘I got this.’ She opened a new tab on her phone and searched the words ‘secret codes’.

Up popped a variety of suggestions.


WRITE THE WORDS BACKWARDS, SO THAT ‘HOW ARE YOU?’ BECOMES WOH ERA UOY.


Charley reached into her backpack and grabbed a pen, then wrote Urne Oryyf on a napkin. She then went backwards for each word, letter by letter.
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Nothing. She checked the next suggestion on her phone.


REPLACE EACH LETTER WITH THE ONE FOLLOWING IT, SO THAT ‘HELLO’ BECOMES ‘IFMMP’.


She scribbled out the alphabet from start to finish.

Moving ‘Urne Oryyf’ one letter ahead made:
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Nope. Again.

Charley sighed and wondered if maybe she didn’t have this at all. She looked out of the window at the retreating farmhouses. Was her mum ignoring her? Or was she pretending to ignore her while actually looking on? Charley took a deep breath and returned to the code suggestions.


MIRROR CODE: SPLIT THE ALPHABET IN HALF AFTER M, THEN REPLACE EACH LETTER WITH ITS OPPOSITE.


Charley tried again.

U becomes H.

R becomes E.

N becomes A.

E becomes R.

Charley continued with the surname.

O becomes B.

R becomes E.

Y becomes L.

Y becomes L.

F becomes S.
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Charley’s jaw fell open. She’d done it. Using the mirror code, ‘Urne Oryyf’ became ‘HEAR BELLS’.

She thought she saw her mum give an approving nod.

Charley tapped out a message to George.



I got it! Urne Oryyf is – Hear Bells.
He must be near Notre-Dame
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Charley sent it, then immediately had a thought. She typed it almost as she thought it.



Wait! Maybe he’s IN Notre-Dame.
They’re renovating it, so there’s bound to be an empty basement somewhere


[image: ]


Charley hit send. This time she saw the flashing dots appear that told her George had read her message and was drafting a reply. They kept flashing and flashing. It was clearly a long reply.

Suddenly the dots stopped flashing. Charley noticed her phone had lost reception. She looked out of the window, only to see a dark grey wall zooming past.

‘Wait,’ she said out loud. ‘What’s going on?’

‘It’s OK, darling,’ said her mum. ‘We’ve just entered the Channel Tunnel. We’re going back under the sea. It’s perfectly safe, though, and there’s no need to worry.’

‘But I’ve got no reception,’ pleaded Charley.

‘Oh, I’m sure you can live without your phone for twenty minutes,’ said her mum, kinda missing the point.

I can live for twenty minutes, thought Charley, but can Alfie?

★

DAY 5 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(one day before Alfie’s first race)

Sunday – 2.27 p.m.

Hôtel Leconte, PARIS

George could see that his message hadn’t been delivered. He stared at the screen, willing Charley to somehow read it.



Well done! You cracked it! I think you might be right about Notre-Dame, but we need to make sure the dogs are safe first.
Let me know when you’ve got them.
Good luck! (Fingers crossed emoji)
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George sat back on the bed in his hotel room and rested his head against the wall. There was nothing he could do now. He just had to wait for Charley to get to London, be driven to St Helens and somehow rescue Alfie’s dogs. Oh, and he also had to do a TV show.
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DAY 5 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(one day before Alfie’s first race)

Sunday – 8.36 p.m.

Pennington Street, St Helens

Charley sat pensively in the back seat of the van. George’s Dad used to be a landscape gardener, and Charley thought she could still smell the faint aroma of fertilizer, although it might also have been the stench of Alfie’s training shirt escaping from her overnight bag.

Charley’s Mum sat in front of her, while George’s Dad was in the driver’s seat. They were parked at the intersection of Michaels Avenue and Pennington Street, about 150 metres away from the address Alfie’s dog food had been delivered to.

‘OK,’ said Charley assertively, ‘let’s go over this one more time. The house is on the corner, which means we can easily access the back garden through the side gate.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Charley’s Mum.

‘Street View never lies,’ replied Charley. She held up her phone, upon which was displayed an interactive image of the house. It was an unassuming bungalow, with a small garden to the rear.

‘No,’ said Charley’s Mum. ‘I mean, are you sure the dogs have definitely been stolen? Maybe someone’s looking after them while Alfie is away.’

Charley sighed. She had explained all this to her mum at least three times on the way up here, but the look of concern in her mum’s eyes led Charley to do it one more time.

‘Blake said Alfie’s parents were looking after his dogs in Warrington,’ said Charley. ‘But this is St Helens, a completely different town. Alfie’s messages said someone had taken his dogs, and the dog food company said someone had changed the delivery address to this house.’

Charley’s Mum still looked unconvinced. Thankfully George’s Dad piped up.

‘If I’ve learned one thing from being around Charley and George,’ he said, ‘it’s that when they get a hunch, they’re usually right.’ He shot Charley a wink.

Charley was grateful for his intervention but was also aware that her mum may have had a valid point. She decided to push on regardless.

‘We park round the corner, next to the gate,’ Charley continued. ‘Mum, you hold the van doors open, while George’s Dad goes round the front and creates a distraction. I’ll sneak into the garden, open the gate and use the scent of Alfie’s shirt to lure the dogs out of the garden and into the van.’

‘Got it,’ said George’s Dad with a small salute.

‘What kind of distraction are you going to create?’ asked Charley’s Mum.

‘Oh, I’ll probably just knock on the door and start chatting when they answer,’ said George’s Dad breezily. ‘I’m a pretty good improviser.’

Charley and her mum both looked at George’s Dad with similar doubting expressions.

‘Who do you think taught George?’ he protested.

Charley and her mum then looked at each other, before rolling their eyes and silently approving.

‘OK then,’ said Charley. ‘But I’m gonna need a couple of minutes.’

‘Just a couple?’ said George’s Dad. ‘Piece of cake!’

Charley glanced out of the window for a second. Was this crazy? Was it dangerous? Was it even going to work? She felt a smile start to form on her lips and a tiny glint make its way into her eye. ‘All right,’ she said, ‘let’s roll.’

George’s Dad slipped the van into gear and accelerated gently down Pennington Street. Charley watched tentatively as the numbers rolled by: 9, 11, 13, 15 …

Number Seventeen sloped into view and yet Charley almost didn’t recognize it. Yes, it was the same unassuming white house she had seen on Street View but it was now covered in red, white and blue bunting. The windows, the gutters, the door frames … everything that could be lined with bunting was lined with bunting. Jane?

Before Charley knew it, George’s Dad had eased the van round the corner and parked alongside the wooden fence that separated the back garden of Number Seventeen from the footpath.

‘Good to go?’ he asked cheerily.

Part of Charley wanted to reconsider. To return to the end of the street to think it over one more time. Or maybe go home and think it over there. On her couch. With a hot chocolate and a marshmallow. Thankfully, though, a much bigger part of Charley knew she had to go through with it. Alfie’s career could depend on this, as well as the safety of his dogs. She reached into her bag, grabbed Alfie’s shirt and grimaced at the now familiar smell.

‘Good to go,’ she affirmed.

Charley opened her door and strode confidently from the van. George’s Dad did the same. Charley’s Mum gingerly made her way to the back of the van and opened the doors. Once there she gave Charley a small thumbs up. Charley watched George’s Dad walk round the corner towards the front of the house, then she crouched next to the tall wooden fence and waited for her cue.

A doorbell rang inside the house, then there were footsteps and the sound of George’s Dad’s voice. Charley knew there was no time to lose. She leaped to her feet and attempted to open the gate but found that it was locked from the inside. Charley took three steps back, sized up the fence and reckoned she could climb it. With an almighty leap she managed to hook her hands over the top of the fence, then used her sneakers as grappling hooks to manoeuvre her feet up the wooden slats. She swung one leg over the top of the fence, then quickly threw her other leg over as well.

Charley tap-danced her feet down the other side of the fence while holding on to the top. She then leaped backwards while turning in mid-air to land firmly on the ground, facing the garden. Unfortunately for Charley she was also facing two massive dogs. She recognized one of them from Alfie’s Instagram and immediately knew she was in the right place.
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The dogs, however, seemed to think Charley was in the wrong place. Their teeth were bared, their eyes were wide and their legs were ready to pounce. For a second Charley froze, and wished she had some treats, or a ball, or a teleportation device. Then she remembered she had Alfie’s shirt.

Charley held the shirt out in front of her like an offering to an ancient king, and each dog inched forward to sniff it. Charley wasn’t sure if this part of her plan was working, but gradually she noticed both dogs’ tails begin to wag slightly. The tentative sniffing became energetic snuffling as each dog recognized the comforting aroma of their owner.

Charley could still hear voices echoing through the house but had no idea how much more time she had. She watched as the wagging tails got faster and more enthusiastic, and when she was sure the dogs were entranced by Alfie’s smell, she began to back slowly towards the gate. Charley felt the push of the fence against her back, and without taking her eyes off the dogs, reached behind her and fumbled for the latch. She managed to slide the bolt from the slot, then took a step forward as the gate swung open into the garden.

Slowly again Charley stepped backwards towards the van, still holding the aromatic shirt in front of her for the now salivating dogs. When she reached the back of the van she nodded at her mum, then threw the shirt into the back of the van. The dogs instinctively jumped after it and Charley’s Mum immediately shut the doors.

From the front of the house Charley heard another door shut, which meant George’s Dad was on his way. He rounded the corner as relaxed as if he had just walked out of a sauna, and calmly said, ‘OK then, let’s go.’

Charley and her mum walked round to their side of the van and opened the doors. Charley’s Mum hopped in, as did George’s Dad on the other side of the van. Charley, however, suddenly had a thought.

‘Wait for me,’ she said, before disappearing back through the garden gate. She took a moment to look at the house and realized the rear of it was covered in bunting as well. Red, white and blue flags were everywhere. Charley headed towards the back door but as she got there she heard footsteps approaching from inside the house.

‘Well, he was nice,’ said one voice to another.

Charley crouched down, snuck inside the door and silently opened a cupboard. Her hunch paid off as she found a half-full bag of dog food. She took it in one hand and crawled on all fours back out of the door and towards the gate. As she did so, though, one of her feet knocked a plant pot, which then toppled to the concrete.

‘What was that?’ came a cry from inside.

Charley jumped to her feet and ran, still holding the bag of food. She ran out of the gate, jumped in the van, slammed her door shut and cried, ‘Drive!’

George’s Dad shifted the van into gear and slammed his foot to the floor. Charley’s heart was racing so much she thought it was going to leap out of her chest. As they reached the top of the street and lurched round the corner, she sneaked a glance into the back of the van. There, among some old garden tools and a couple of twigs, were Alfie’s dogs, happily snuggled up to his old training shirt.

Charley smiled and sank back into her seat. That stinky old shirt was now giving off the best scent she had ever smelled.

★

DAY 5 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(the night before Alfie’s first race)

Sunday – 9.46 p.m.

Ramped Up TV studios, PARIS

George’s phone finally made the noise he’d been desperate to hear. He wheeled himself off to a quiet corner of the building, then checked the message.



Mission accomplished. Dogs are safe!
(And so are we)
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George immediately hit the number and put his earphones in. Within seconds Charley’s face appeared on the screen.
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‘OhmyGoditwasamazingyourdadwasatthefront doorandIwentroundthebackandatfirstIthoughtthe dogsweregonnabitemebutthentheysmelledAlfie’s shirtandnowthey’reinthevanandwe’reonourwayhome.’

George’s Dad’s face appeared in front of the screen, which led George to assume he had either jumped out of the driver’s seat and taken over the phone, or Charley had pointed it at him.

‘We were a well-oiled machine,’ said George’s Dad, keeping his eyes on the road. ‘Charley did the dangerous work, I kept them distracted, and “Doors” Parker did her job too!’

‘Exactly how did you keep them distracted?’ said Charley’s voice off camera.

‘Easy,’ said George’s Dad. ‘I asked them where they got their bunting from, then talked for ages about the Paralympic Games.’

‘Amazing,’ said George softly. ‘I don’t suppose you got their names by any chance?’

‘Ah,’ said George’s Dad, ‘that was the one thing I didn’t manage to do. But they did tell me they were looking after a Paralympian’s dogs while he was at the Games.’

‘Did they name the Paralympian?’ asked George.

‘Yep,’ said George’s Dad. ‘Alfie Eagles.’

George was confused and mulled over a thought. If they had kidnapped his dogs, why would they admit to it? For a second George wondered if Charley hadn’t actually just stolen the animals from some innocent dog-minders. ‘So we still don’t know whose house it was?’ he asked.

‘No,’ interjected Charley, ‘but it was covered in bunting. Red, white and blue triangles!’

George pondered that for a moment too. As he did, a producer entered the room, followed by Blake, who was distracted by his phone.

‘We’re on air in ten minutes,’ said the young producer nervously before exiting.

‘I gotta go,’ said George, eyeing Blake up and down, ‘but I’ve got an idea.’

‘Good luck,’ shouted Charley as her face reappeared on screen. ‘You got this!’

The call ended and George removed his earphones. He looked at Blake, who seemed not to have noticed him.

‘We know where Alfie is,’ said George firmly.

‘What?’ spluttered Blake, finally looking up from his phone. ‘Where?’

‘In a basement near Notre-Dame,’ replied George.

‘What makes you think that?’ asked Blake warily.

‘He’s been sending coded messages in his posts,’ explained George. ‘That’s how we knew he was being held in a basement near the river, but now we know he can also hear bells. Notre-Dame has the most famous bells in Paris and it’s being renovated, which means there’ll be plenty of empty spaces.’

Blake took all this information in carefully. ‘That does make more sense than the Louvre,’ he said, nodding wisely. ‘But what about his dogs? Someone has still got his dogs.’

‘Not any more,’ said George triumphantly. ‘We just rescued them.’

‘What? How?’ blurted Blake.

‘We tracked them down to an address in St Helens. Charley went and saved them and put them in a van to London, along with her mum and my dad,’ said George.

Blake was speechless. ‘That’s … that’s … unbelievable,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘You guys really are detectives!’

George was flattered. That was the first time anyone had actually referred to him as a proper detective.

‘So now what?’ asked Blake.

‘Well,’ answered George slyly, ‘I don’t suppose you know how to get into the basement of Notre-Dame, do you?’

‘Hmmm.’ Blake looked off into the distance and seemed to make a few mental calculations. ‘Yes,’ he said slowly, ‘I think I can make that happen.’

‘When?’ asked George. ‘Tonight?’

‘No, not tonight,’ answered Blake. ‘We’re all under a strict curfew. I have to be back in the Athletes’ Village by midnight. Team rules.’ He patted the Paralympics GB lion on his chest in a show of commitment.

George sank a little.

‘Besides,’ added Blake, ‘I wouldn’t be able to get access to Notre-Dame until morning anyway. But if we’re there at nine o’clock sharp, I reckon I can get us in.’

George lifted slightly.

‘I know one of the security guards there,’ said Blake. ‘Not only will he give us access, but he won’t chase us like the ones at the Louvre.’

George was still worried.

Blake’s eyes uncreased slightly, and he looked at George with a calm demeanour. ‘Alfie can last one more night,’ said Blake, ‘and I reckon by lunchtime tomorrow you’ll be sitting alongside him having a good old chat.’

George smiled at the thought of he and Alfie being friends. ‘Which means he can still compete in his heat tomorrow?’

Blake looked hesitant. ‘One step at a time,’ he added.

‘That’s what he said,’ joked George.

The young producer re-entered the room with an apologetic look on his face.

‘I’m needed on air, right?’ said George.

The producer nodded then retreated.

‘I gotta go,’ said George.

‘And I’ve gotta make a few calls,’ said Blake, who then held his hand out for a fist bump. ‘Have a great show, get a good sleep and when you wake up, we’ll go and save Alfie.’

George responded with a fist bump of his own and added a little nod. ‘We got this,’ he said.
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DAY 6 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(the day of Alfie’s first race)

Monday – 8.45 a.m.

Eurostar train, somewhere between London and Paris

Charley Parker did not get a good night’s sleep. For a number of reasons. Firstly she was full of adrenaline from her canine rescue mission, and even the four-hour drive back to London wasn’t enough to entirely calm her down. Secondly Alfie’s dogs had insisted on sleeping at the foot of her bed, while occasionally nuzzling Alfie’s training shirt, thus waking her with their sounds and the shirt’s smell. Thirdly she was trying to find the final piece of a jigsaw puzzle. Whose house had they retrieved the dogs from?

George’s Dad had done an amazing job of keeping the owners of the house distracted, but he had also done most of the talking. All he had to report was that they were middle-aged, possibly in their late fifties. As the last views of England passed outside the window of the Eurostar, Charley ran through the possibilities again.

The people in the house could have been:


	1 Leon’s house-sitters

	2 Mikey’s mates

	3 Arabella’s cohorts

	4 Jane’s relatives



Charley also pondered the questions that had stumped George. If the owners of the house had taken Alfie’s dogs, why did they own up to it? Unless they hadn’t actually taken Alfie’s dogs at all. Charley felt sick as she suddenly realized that maybe, just maybe, Alfie was actually tired of competing, had actually pulled out of the Games and that she, her mum and George’s Dad had just stolen two dogs from two people who were actually looking after them.

Charley’s mind raced. What if those people were Alfie’s parents? What if they returned to the garden to find Alfie’s dogs missing and were distraught? What if they had even called the police? Charley gazed at the passing countryside and wondered if this might be the last time she saw England for a while. After all, you can’t be arrested for a crime in the UK if you’ve gone on the run somewhere in Europe.

Charley’s thoughts went to a dark place at the same time the train did. The bright lights of the world outside the windows were suddenly replaced by the darkness of the Channel Tunnel. The shock shook Charley, and she seemed to return from her reverie.

Hold on, she thought, if they were Alfie’s parents, surely they would have referred to Alfie as their son. George’s Dad specifically said they had told him they were looking after ‘a Paralympian’s dogs’.

Maybe it was Jane’s house. That would certainly explain the bunting. But then didn’t she say she was wearing every bit of British regalia she owned?

What about Mikey? He originally said his house was covered in bunting, then he said he was lying about it. Was he lying about lying?

Maybe it was Leon’s place. He did say he rented a house not far from Alfie, and the colours of the French flag are also red, white and blue.

Charley thought that of all the options, the last one was the most likely. Leon La Fleur had kidnapped Alfie and taken his dogs to his own home where he had organized for a couple of friends to house-sit. He had told them he was looking after Alfie’s dogs and they accepted that. But why wouldn’t they have mentioned Leon as well as Alfie?

Charley looked out of the window at the passing blackness and then up at the TV screen attached to the ceiling of the train. An image appeared telling her how fast she was travelling, how far underwater she was and how much longer she’d be in the tunnel. She imagined George about to set off for Notre-Dame with Blake and had another tiny pang of jealousy.

The whole time they had been in Paris, George had been the centre of attention, and now Charley had to admit that it felt weird. Not a lot. But a little.

Charley turned to her mum and asked a question. ‘Is it bad that I’m a tiny bit jealous of George?’

‘Not at all, darling,’ said her mum. ‘It’s completely natural. As long as you remember that he was there for you when you were getting all the attention.’

‘I don’t hate it or anything,’ added Charley. ‘I’m happy for him. But it also feels kinda weird too.’

‘I think that’s completely normal,’ said Charley’s Mum. ‘Especially when it’s someone so close to you. The important thing is not to act negatively towards him because of it.’

Charley felt a little better. She had been supportive of George this past week and was proud of herself for doing so. She couldn’t imagine acting badly towards a friend out of jealousy but could understand why other people might.

Charley returned to her view of nothingness. An occasional light flashed by on the inside of the tunnel, but apart from that – nothing. Charley breathed in and felt her chest expand, then out and relax. She paused after the exhalation and tried to let her mind go blank. She closed her eyes for a second and pictured George on his way to Notre-Dame.

Charley felt a zing of jealousy again, this time at the thought that George would be rescuing Alfie without her. Not only that, he’d be doing it with another person – Blake. Charley thought about what her mum had just said: that it’s normal to feel jealous of someone close to you when they do well. The secret is to let them have their success and support them when you can. Charley took another deep breath, exhaled and tried to imagine George and … Wait. That was it!

Charley jolted in her seat. She knew who the kidnapper was! She knew who had taken Alfie’s dogs! Everything suddenly became very clear very quickly. Her brain fizzed with excitement.
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Who knew Alfie well enough to know what his dogs ate?

Who also knew Paris well enough to know all the right hiding places?

Who was meant to meet Alfie on the day he disappeared?

Whose chemistry degree meant he could secretly drug someone to make them fail a drug test?

Whose sister was seen putting drops into the eyes of the person who failed a drug test?

Who said they would make it to the final of the hundred metres if any more people were ousted from the race?

And who said their parents had covered their house in bunting?

There was only one name that answered every one of those questions.

Charley reached for her phone. She needed to alert George immediately. She started to tap out a message, then glanced at the top of the screen. No reception. She looked back at the TV monitor in the train. Fifteen more minutes until they were out of the tunnel.

Charley wasn’t sure she could wait that long.

★

DAY 6 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(the day of Alfie’s first race)

Monday – 8.59 a.m.

Notre-Dame Cathedral, PARIS

George glanced at his phone and it told him the time was 8.59 a.m. He checked his watch and it agreed with his phone. He knew Charley was on her way back from London, and if his calculations were correct, she was probably somewhere beneath the Channel. He had arranged to meet Blake at the back entrance to Notre-Dame at 9 a.m. and had told Arjen not to wait around, since Blake would be looking after him. (‘Sure, bruv.’) Now with no Blake, no Charley and no Arjen, George felt very much alone.

A young boy passed by, holding hands with his parents, and for a moment George wished he too was on a relaxing day out with his mum and dad, rather than sitting nervously behind Notre-Dame hoping to foil a kidnapping. The time on George’s phone switched to nine, as did the hand on George’s watch. The bells above George’s head rang out with an almighty clanging, and George remembered Alfie’s post. HEAR BELLS. George began to wonder if they had come to the right spot. Even if these were the bells Alfie was referring to, they were so loud he could be in a basement a mile away and still hear them.
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‘Bang on time!’ came Blake’s voice as he rounded the corner to George’s right. He was dressed in casual clothes – white T-shirt, jeans and sneakers. ‘Sorry to leave you hanging. I was just organizing a swipe card for us to get in.’

Blake held up an innocuous white card and grinned. ‘My security guard mate said we could have it for the day. It’ll get us anywhere.’

George watched with trepidation as Blake held the card up to a small black box next to an enormous ornate door. He thought it was strange to have modern technology opening such an ancient door. There was a beep and a click, then Blake turned the brass knob on the door.

Musty. That was the word that came into George’s mind when the door opened. Inside it was musty. Blake led them into a passageway that was bordered by stone and was lit by battery-powered electric candles, which George thought was both safe and atmospheric. He could still smell the faint wafts of burnt timber from the fire that had ravaged the old cathedral a few years ago. George could hear the sound of the building works from the main part of the cathedral, but this rear section was empty. The bells continued to peal as Blake walked to the end of the corridor and opened a door to a descending spiral staircase.

‘Sorry, George,’ he said sympathetically. ‘This building’s so old they didn’t think about lifts. I’ll help you down, though.’

George wheeled his chair to the top of the stairs and allowed Blake to take the handles. Gently, slowly, carefully Blake edged the chair towards the first step. George felt the stone drop away from him as the wheels inched their way over the step and on to the next one.

‘One down,’ said Blake, ‘twenty-seven to go.’

Bit by bit, step by step, Blake eased George down to the bottom of the staircase. George felt strangely vulnerable in Blake’s care, as if at any moment Blake could have let go and allowed George to tumble forward to almost certain injury.

The bells stopped ringing just as George made it to the basement, and the silence made everything seem eerie. More electric candles lined the hallway floor, and there was barely enough room for Blake to scooch past George without stepping on one of them.

‘There are about half a dozen rooms down here,’ said Blake. ‘They’re mainly used for storing artefacts. Shall we try each one?’

‘Let’s do it,’ whispered George.

Blake pulled a long antique-looking skeleton key from his pocket and waved it in front of George’s face.

‘Where did you get that?’ asked George.

‘I know the right people,’ said Blake with a wink.

George followed as Blake led him to a door on their left. Blake inserted the key into the lock and tried to turn it but it wouldn’t move. He tried again and grunted, then tried a third time with such force that he stumbled to his right and stood on a candle, crushing the battery and turning off the light.

‘Great,’ said Blake sarcastically. ‘Now I can’t see what I’m doing. Can you use the torch on your phone?’

George extracted his phone from his pocket, flicked on the light and pointed it at the lock.

‘Thanks,’ said Blake, who fiddled again with the key. ‘My hands are too big to make this work. Hand me your phone. I’ll provide the light and maybe you can provide the light fingers.’

George gave his phone to Blake, who pointed it at the lock. George took hold of the key and tried to turn it.

‘Try the other way,’ said Blake.

George turned the key in the opposite direction and was surprised to feel it move in the lock. He turned it further and was eventually met with the sound and the feel of the latch opening. George looked at Blake with excitement, then grabbed hold of the brass ring above the lock. He turned the ring and heard a click from the other side of the door.

George pushed. The door creaked. A flicker of light came from within the old room.

‘Hello?’ said George tentatively. ‘Is anyone in there?’

There was a second of silence, then another. Then a quiet voice replied, ‘Hello?’

George gasped. He looked at Blake, who nodded at him with encouragement. George gave the door an almighty shove, and it swung open to reveal a small room with stone walls. There were more electric candles on the floor, and some old books in a bookcase. There was a desk with a torch on it and a whole bunch of empty takeaway containers.

‘Over here,’ said the voice.

George wheeled himself into the room and saw a person lying in the corner on a couple of old blankets. George pushed himself a little closer and the person lifted their head. It was a face George knew well – the face of his hero, Paralympic sprinter Alfie Eagles.

‘I’m George Carling,’ said George proudly, ‘and we’re here to save you.’

Alfie looked relieved, and tired, and confused. ‘Who’s we?’ he asked.
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George spun round in his chair, only to be met by the sight and sound of the old wooden door slamming shut. A waft of dust was kicked up into the air, and George heard the unmistakable sound of a latch falling into place, followed by that of a key turning in a lock. At first he wondered if the door had accidentally closed itself, but then realized it probably didn’t accidentally lock itself as well. The sound of Blake’s departing footsteps confirmed George’s assumption.

‘Well,’ said George out loud, ‘I guess I just worked out who your kidnapper is.’
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DAY 6 OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

(the day of Alfie’s first race)

Monday – 9.37 a.m.

A basement below Notre-Dame, PARIS

George Carling was utterly deflated. He wasn’t sure what made him feel worse – being trapped in the basement of an ancient cathedral, or that he hadn’t worked out that Blake was the culprit he and Charley had been searching for. George kicked himself (metaphorically) for entering the room first and without his phone. Not that there’d be reception down here anyway.

‘Sorry,’ he eventually said to Alfie. ‘This wasn’t the plan.’

‘I hope not,’ replied Alfie with some sense of humour remaining.

‘I’m George, by the way,’ said George, extending his hand. ‘George Carling.’

‘I know who you are,’ said Alfie, ‘I saw your movie. And I follow you on Instagram.’

George was chuffed that his hero knew who he was but given the circumstances it seemed inappropriate to acknowledge it. He also thought Alfie looked remarkably well considering where he’d been held. His strawberry-blond hair was tied back in a ponytail, and he was showing the signs of an early beard. He was wearing his Paralympics GB tracksuit, which was still red, white and blue, but with the occasional smudge of dirt from the floor. Alfie also appeared relaxed, as if none of this ordeal had fazed him in the slightest.
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‘So you really are detectives,’ said Alfie. ‘Where’s your partner?’

‘Charley went to England to save your dogs,’ replied George.

‘My dogs!’ said Alfie, suddenly excited. ‘Did she succeed? Are they OK? Where are they?’

‘The answers to those questions are yes, yes, and currently at my parents’ house in London,’ said George.

Alfie paused and seemed to take a moment to match the answers to the questions, before exclaiming, ‘Oh my days, that’s the best news!’

‘She even took some of the food they like so they won’t go hungry,’ added George.

Alfie stood up, walked to George, then kneeled down and hugged him. ‘I don’t know how to thank you. I’m forever in your debt.’

George took the hug half-heartedly. ‘It would have been better if I’d managed to get you out of here, though,’ he said.

‘As long as my dogs are OK, nothing else matters,’ said Alfie.

George gazed around the room – at the books, the food, the candles – and wondered if he’d be as chilled as Alfie was if he’d been locked in there for nearly a week.

‘So how did you end up in here?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Alfie. ‘Blake and I were meant to be doing some sightseeing together the day before the Games. He booked a taxi for us both, but just before it turned up he messaged to say he’d meet me at the Eiffel Tower.’

George nodded and wondered if Blake had purposely taken him and Charley to the Louvre to get them in trouble and throw them off the trail. Of course! Blake probably directed us towards a door he knew would set off an alarm.

‘When I got in the car I noticed that the driver was wearing a mask, but I didn’t think anything of it,’ Alfie continued. ‘The next thing I knew I woke up in here.’

‘Sounds like he used sleeping gas,’ said George. ‘That’s why the driver was wearing a mask. Looks like Blake used his chemistry degree after all.’

‘Blake did this?!’ exclaimed Alfie.

‘It seems that way,’ said George. ‘He was the one that brought me down here. I thought he was on our side, but the fact that he locked me in a basement kinda makes me think otherwise.’

Alfie looked shocked. ‘But why would Blake want me out of the race? He won’t even make it to the final.’

‘He might now that Gerhard’s out as well,’ replied George.

‘Gerhard’s out?’ cried Alfie. ‘Why?’

‘He failed a drug test,’ said George.

Alfie seemed perplexed. ‘But how could Blake have made that happen?’

‘I don’t know,’ said George. ‘Maybe he used the same guy that drove your taxi.’

‘Nah, the taxi driver was a woman,’ said Alfie.

George’s mind whirred. Cogs turned and pieces fell into place.

‘Blake’s sister!’ he said. ‘It all makes sense. She’s been helping Blake all along. She must have drugged Gerhard when she put the drops in his eyes.’

‘But Blake will need more than two people out of contention for him to make the final,’ said Alfie.

‘Maybe that’s why he turned up when I interviewed Leon,’ said George. ‘Blake’s sister offered eye drops to him too, but he said he had allergies. I bet they were trying to drug Leon as well.’

‘I shouldn’t be surprised,’ said Alfie, shaking his head. ‘Blake always did take shortcuts. He never trained as hard as he should have, and half the time he doesn’t eat right.’

George thought back to the thickshake Blake had been drinking in the canteen and realized it was hardly an athlete’s fuel. He wondered if Charley had worked out that Blake was the kidnapper yet. He hoped she had.

‘How did you find me?’ asked Alfie.

‘Your social media posts,’ said George. ‘They were coded messages, weren’t they?’

‘Yes, they were,’ said Alfie. ‘I’m very impressed.’

George looked around the room at the dank walls and musty books. ‘But how did you send them?’ he asked.

‘When I woke up in here I found this note,’ Alfie said. He held up a scrap of paper with instructions on it.


WE HAVE YOUR DOGS.

DO AS WE SAY AND THEY WON’T BE HARMED.

YOU ARE TO DRAFT A SOCIAL MEDIA POST SAYING YOU HAVE LEFT THE GAMES OF YOUR OWN FREE WILL. SCHEDULE IT TO SEND DURING THE OPENING CEREMONY.

LEAVE YOUR PHONE ON THE FLOOR NEXT TO THE DOOR.

WE WILL RETURN.

EVERY MESSAGE YOU SEND WILL EARN YOU FOOD AND KEEP YOUR DOGS ALIVE.


‘I figured I’d start with a simple message that anyone could decode,’ said Alfie.

‘Hi, Everyone,’ said George, repeating the message. ‘Left Paralympics. More Eventually.’

‘Help Me,’ confirmed Alfie. ‘Every day at around the same time the door would open, my phone would slide into the room and I’d type out another post with a coded message. I’d slide my phone back, and then after a few minutes some food would slide in.’

‘Your messages would automatically send as soon as your phone had reception again,’ said George. He thought back to the first time he saw Blake, on the barge during the Opening Ceremony. He remembered Blake was holding a phone and waving it around as if he was filming. Maybe he was checking that Alfie’s scheduled post had sent.

‘It was weird,’ said Alfie. ‘I haven’t been treated badly. I’ve just been bored. I’ve basically spent all day trying to come up with another coded message. And practising my starts.’

Alfie indicated a couple of books wedged against the wall of the room. They were arranged like starting blocks on a racetrack. ‘The start is the most important part of the sprint,’ he said. ‘I wanted to be in good shape in case someone found me before my heat.’

‘Well, I found you before your heat,’ said George wryly. ‘I’m just sorry I didn’t get you out.’

‘We’ve still got a few hours,’ said Alfie. ‘At least my dogs are safe.’

‘What do you think Blake will do now?’ asked George. He thought back to the previous night in the green room when Blake had seemed distracted by his phone. George now figured he had probably been reading a message about the dogs. ‘If he knows the dogs are safe, and he knows we know, then he can’t threaten you any more.’

‘True,’ said Alfie, ‘but if he manages to get a few more people kicked out of the hundred-metre heats, he might still be able to make the final.’

‘And then what?’ asked George. ‘I mean, he won’t win, will he?’

‘I can’t imagine it,’ said Alfie. ‘I just hope he keeps bringing us food.’

George gulped at the thought of not eating. ‘I just hope he doesn’t leave us here to die,’ he said.

Alfie seemed to consider this possibility for the first time. ‘Hmmmm,’ he said. ‘I guess I’ve probably sent enough messages to make it look like I did actually pull out of the Games. Maybe I’ve fulfilled my purpose to him now.’

George shuddered. ‘Surely he won’t just leave his friend in the basement of Notre-Dame alongside a thirteen-year-old in a wheelchair,’ he said, more out of hope than conviction.

‘He was happy enough to kidnap me, take my dogs and drug another competitor,’ said Alfie. ‘Who knows how far he’ll go?’

For the first time in this whole adventure George realized how much trouble he was in. Trapped in a basement without his phone, with no way of being saved.

Suddenly George heard footsteps outside the door. He sat upright in his chair and the hair on the back of his neck stood to attention. Every muscle tensed as he heard a key slide into the lock, and George could feel his heart pounding as the latch in the door unclicked.

The massive door creaked as it opened, and the dimly lit hallway made it hard for George to focus on the figure that entered.

‘Charley?’ he said desperately.

George’s hopes sank, as the silhouette of an adult man filled the doorway.

‘Who on earth are you?’ said Alfie somewhat rudely.

The man placed his hands on his hips, much like a superhero, and addressed the room.

‘Officer Matthias Neilsen,’ he said in a faint Dutch accent, ‘at your service.’

★

Charley Parker couldn’t see George’s face, but she could imagine it. She waited until the Dutch police officer entered the basement room, then followed him in. When she stepped round him, the look on George’s face was exactly as she had imagined. Relief. Joy. Surprise. And a little confusion.

She smiled broadly as George tried to form a question.

‘How the …? What did …? When did …?’ he spluttered, as Charley laughed.

‘I worked out who the kidnapper was when I was on the train,’ she said. ‘Unfortunately we were in the tunnel. I called you as soon as we came out the other end but your phone was off.’ Charley looked around the room. ‘Or out of reception.’

Charley noticed Alfie for the first time and smiled at him. ‘My guess was that Blake had brought you to Alfie, then locked you in the basement with him.’

‘It was a very good guess,’ added Officer Neilsen. ‘Charley called me when she couldn’t reach you and told me everything. It all made perfect sense. You two are a good team.’

Charley looked at George, who beamed back at her.

‘I still don’t understand why he did it, though,’ said George.
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‘You can ask him yourself,’ said Charley. ‘Bring him in!’ Charley looked at Officer Neilsen and apologized. ‘I’m sorry. I think that’s your line.’

‘It’s OK,’ said the policeman. ‘You heard her: bring him in!’

Blake Evans was then shoved into the room, his hands in cuffs behind his back. Behind him was a figure George knew well, but never expected to see in a million years: Arjen.

George’s jaw fell so low it almost bruised his knees.

‘It was a good thing Arjen stayed around after you left the car,’ said Officer Neilsen. ‘He saw Blake leave the cathedral without you, then kept him chatting until I arrived.’

‘I got your back, bruv,’ said Arjen with a wink.

‘When I couldn’t reach you I messaged Arjen and told him what was going on,’ said Charley. ‘When we got here, Blake still had your phone and the key to the basement in his pockets. He had no choice but to own up to everything.’

‘But why?’ pleaded George, looking directly at Blake.

‘I wanted to race in the final,’ said Blake defiantly.

‘But you were never gonna win,’ said Alfie.

‘You think I don’t know that?’ snapped Blake. ‘You think I don’t know I’ll never run as fast as the amazing Alfie Eagles? My whole career I’ve been behind you. In training, in college, at every event. This was my last chance to grab some of the spotlight.’

‘How?’ said Alfie.

‘With you pulling out, and Gerhard and a few others failing drug tests, I’d become the Great British hope for the finals. Sure, I wouldn’t win, but what a story! I’d be Blake Evans, the unsung hero of the Paralympics!’

‘And then what?’ asked George.

‘A career in television!’ sputtered Blake. ‘How much money do you think I make as a Paralympian? None! How much money do you think I’ll make after the Games? None! But if I was the underdog hero, I’d at least become a celebrity. Then I’d be the one appearing on Dance Like Everybody’s Watching or Have Your Bake and Eat It, or maybe even commentating on the next Paralympics.’

Blake looked at George directly now. ‘I did it for the same reason you do what you do – to become famous.’

George was offended by the suggestion that he only did comedy for the fame.

‘Well, you’re definitely going to be well known,’ said Charley, ‘but not for the reason you hoped.’ She felt kinda cocky and immediately checked herself. ‘I’m sorry we didn’t find you earlier,’ she said to Alfie with more humility.

‘Are you kidding?’ replied Alfie with a grin. ‘You found me just in time. I’ve still got a few hours before my heat.’

‘You’ve been stuck in a basement for a week,’ said Blake aggressively. ‘You haven’t trained properly, you haven’t eaten properly and you haven’t slept properly. There’s no way you’ll make the final now.’

‘Oh yeah?’ said Alfie, winking at Charley and George. ‘Watch me.’
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FINAL DAY OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Sunday – 8.45 p.m.

River Seine, PARIS

George Carling was back doing one of the things he loved best in life – sitting side of stage, watching his best friend Charley Parker sing. This time the stage was a giant floating Palace of Versailles making its way down the Seine as part of the Closing Ceremony of the Paralympics. Red, white and blue fireworks popped overhead, representing the flags of France and the next country to host the Games in four years’ time, the United States of America.

As Charley bathed in the spotlight, George glanced  to his right and saw a barge full of athletes dancing along. There at the front was Alfie Eagles, his newly won gold medal jangling as he danced. Despite his days in a basement, or maybe because of them, Alfie had somehow managed to record a decent enough time in the hundred-metre heat to progress to the final.
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Meanwhile Alfie had made an official appeal for Gerhard to be allowed to compete as well. The Paralympic Officials agreed that since Gerhard was the victim of sabotage, he could indeed race. His time in the heat wasn’t his best, but it did guarantee him a place in the final alongside Alfie. Leon had also made it to the final, where he appeared to be more relaxed now that the pressure to win was off his shoulders.

In the end, Alfie had beaten Gerhard by one one-hundredth of a second, with many commentators saying it was his improved starting technique that had given him the edge.

‘Heart thief!’ belted out Charley. ‘You’re nothin’ but a heart thief!’

George smiled and thought back to when he had filmed Charley singing that song in an otherwise empty classroom in north London two years ago. That song had taken them across Europe on tour, to Australia to make a movie and now to the Paralympic Games in Paris. Along the way Charley and George had solved a series of international art thefts, saved Charley’s life on a movie set and had now solved a kidnapping in time for George’s hero to win a gold medal. Unfortunately they had yet to receive recognition for any of their detective work.

When the truth about Blake’s actions had come out, Officer Neilsen was credited with cracking the case. After all, it was an occurrence of race fixing, which is what he had been investigating. Interpol had apparently decided it would look bad for them if it turned out that a couple of thirteen-year-olds had solved the crime.

Blake had been banned from the Games and taken into custody, along with his sister. Alfie had been hailed as the Greatest Of All Time after his three-peat and had already sold the rights to a book about his life story. Arabella had been reprimanded by the TV channel for betting on events she was covering and agreed to front an ad campaign about the dangers of online gambling. Jane had been given Alfie’s old training shirt by Charley, who had brought it back from London. She wore it every day of the Games, and, as far as anyone could tell, still hadn’t washed it.

George focused his sights on Charley as she sang the refrain to her song.

‘You appear, then you disappear, then you reappear, then you disappear.’

George looked back at Alfie and thought the lyrics were incredibly appropriate. He mouthed the words while pointing at his hero and Alfie sang them back.

George took a deep breath and looked up. The Eiffel Tower seemed to peer down on him like an approving father. ‘Well done,’ it said. ‘Well done indeed.’ In a very short space of time George had become a comedian, a movie star and a TV presenter – all while being a detective. He gazed back at Charley and knew that he couldn’t have done any of it without her.

George thought about Blake and how jealous he had become of Alfie, and it made him value his friendship with Charley even more. He hoped they would both have long and successful careers, but at the same time he thought that if it all ended right now, he’d also be happy. And what a way to go – floating on a giant palace in the middle of the River Seine, at the Closing Ceremony of the Paralympic Games, watching his best friend sing.

★

FINAL DAY OF THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

Sunday – 10.45 p.m.

Ramped Up after-party, Eiffel Tower, PARIS

Charley Parker stood on the viewing platform of the Eiffel Tower and gazed out over the Paris skyline. She had been here on the opening night of the Games and had seen the same landmarks, but this time they came with new memories.

She spotted the Louvre, where she and George had accidentally set off an alarm while searching for Alfie Eagles. She lifted her head to the Sacré-Coeur, where she had sat on the steps and asked her fans to help decode one of Alfie’s messages. She spied the turrets of Notre-Dame, where she had eventually rescued George after he had been locked in a basement with his Paralympic hero.

Charley smiled, knowing that she and George would always remember Paris for vastly different reasons than anyone else on the planet. She reflected on the past few years and thought how lucky she and George had been to have found each other. Two outsiders, who came together as friends and who had achieved great things. A European tour, a hit movie and a successful stint at one of the world’s biggest sporting events. On top of that they had solved a series of international art crimes, stopped a movie saboteur and rescued a kidnapped sports star.

‘What are you thinking?’ asked George, as he wheeled alongside Charley.

‘I’m thinking I need a rest,’ she replied, half joking.

‘Me too,’ said George, a quarter joking. ‘But apparently the boss of the channel wants to talk to me about doing more stuff on TV.’

‘That’s brilliant!’ responded Charley with genuine joy.

‘Yeah,’ said George half-heartedly, ‘but part of me wonders if I shouldn’t try to have a normal life for a while, though.’

‘I know what you mean,’ said Charley. ‘Maybe when the summer break is over we should go back to being everyday schoolkids for a bit.’

‘I’d miss all this, though,’ said George, as a firework exploded overhead.

‘Me too,’ said Charley, and for a moment both she and George gazed wistfully over the rooftops of Paris.

‘Hey, you two!’ came a voice from behind. Charley spun to see Alfie Eagles facing her, his gold medal still gleaming round his neck.

‘I just wanted to thank you again for saving me and my dogs,’ said Alfie. ‘I wouldn’t have won this without you both.’ Alfie then turned to George. ‘I’ll swing by your house tomorrow and pick up my dogs if that’s OK.’

George’s face lit up and Charley knew why. Alfie Eagles was going to go to his house!

‘Sure thing,’ said George, beaming.

‘Hey, I was wondering,’ said Alfie, ‘if you wouldn’t mind writing a foreword to my book. It’s gonna be called Alfie Eagles: Where Eagles Dared.’

‘I’d love to,’ said George.

‘I can’t pay you, I’m afraid,’ said Alfie, ‘but you can have this.’

Alfie lifted the gold medal from round his neck, held it high, then gave it to George. ‘After all,’ he said, ‘you worked almost as hard for this as I did.’ He looked at Charley and added, ‘I hope you don’t mind me giving that to George.’

‘I don’t mind at all,’ said Charley, who was now smiling from ear to ear. She thought George was about to explode.

‘I gotta run,’ said Alfie. ‘I need to be with my team. But thanks again. And see you tomorrow, George.’

As Alfie departed, Mikey Majors arrived. Alfie’s return to the hundred-metre race had caused such a stir that Mikey’s TV show had been ‘put on hold’.

Charley stiffened and prepared herself to defend George from the inevitable abuse.

‘I just wanna say sorry,’ said Mikey.

Charley was startled but maintained her composure.

‘I was wrong to feel threatened by you,’ continued Mikey. ‘There’s room for both of us on the comedy circuit.’

‘There should be,’ said George. ‘Neither of us take up much space.’

Charley wasn’t sure how Mikey would take George’s joke but he laughed. Out loud. Charley thought it was possibly the first time Mikey had laughed at one of George’s jokes.

‘I even enjoyed the Paralympics by the end of it,’ said Mikey. ‘I might even start competing meself. I can’t decide between shot-put or weightliftin’.’

‘I’m sorry the channel dropped your show,’ said Charley genuinely.

‘I’m not,’ said Mikey. ‘With all the people watching Alfie’s race, I’d have been crucified. Besides, they reckon they’re gonna run it next week at a better time slot. So it kinda worked out for me.’

Mikey paused and looked at George. ‘But the next time I meet a young comedian,’ he said, ‘I’m gonna encourage them, not try to stop them. The world needs more comedians.’ With that, Mikey reached out and put his hand on George’s shoulder. ‘And you, my friend,’ said Mikey, ‘are a comedian.’

George nodded his thanks, then said, ‘And so are you.’

Mikey noticed the gold medal dangling from George’s neck. ‘You deserve that,’ he said, before turning and walking off.

Charley thought George was going to cry with happiness. ‘You’ve had quite a successful Games,’ she said proudly.

‘I couldn’t have done any of it without you,’ said George.

Charley playfully punched George on the shoulder but he refused to play.

‘I mean it,’ he said seriously. ‘It can’t have been easy for you to watch me get all the attention. But instead of getting jealous like Mikey, or bitter like Blake, you stood by me when I was tired, grumpy and busy, and that means a lot.’

‘It’s nothing you haven’t done for me,’ said Charley, with a tear forming in her eye. She leaned down and gave her best friend a hug, which he reciprocated.

‘I never thought I’d say this,’ said Charley as she stood up, ‘but I’m looking forward to going back to school.’

‘Me too,’ said George. ‘I think it might be time to hang up the detective boots for a while.’

Charley had pondered the possibility of retiring as a detective and had mixed emotions. This past week had been a lot of fun, but it had also been a lot of stress. And it had almost distracted her from her singing career. She glanced over George’s shoulder and saw her mum watching on from a distance. Charley smiled and waved and her mum smiled back then turned away. Charley thought about how little time she had actually spent with her mum this week (and over the past couple of years) and wondered if a break from solving cases might mean they could reconnect a little.

‘Excuse me,’ said an unfamiliar voice.

Charley turned to see a young girl, not much older than herself, who was immaculately dressed with the hairstyle of a Hollywood star. ‘Are you the rockstar detectives?’ she asked in a very posh voice.

‘They’re our characters,’ said Charley, preparing for a selfie request.

‘They’re more than just characters, though, aren’t they?’ said the young lady sternly.

‘What do you mean?’ asked George.

‘I’ve been following you two since the very beginning – the video in the classroom,’ said the girl. ‘You’ve been solving crimes the whole time, haven’t you?’

Charley looked at George. Should they own up or keep quiet?

‘On the tour in Europe,’ continued the girl, ‘you were accused of stealing the art, but you found the culprit, then turned the whole story into a film script. Then when you made the movie, someone actually tried to harm you, but you uncovered them and saved your own life. And now you’ve solved a kidnapping that no one even knew had taken place.’

Charley and George were frozen.

‘Your silence speaks volumes,’ said the well-dressed girl. ‘I have a job for you. A task of great importance. Something the police have been unable to help with. I think you two might be the only people capable of helping me.’

The girl paused, and Charley wondered if it was for dramatic effect, or out of genuine fear.

‘I can’t talk here,’ said the girl, looking around, ‘but here’s where I’m staying.’ She handed Charley a card with the address of a hotel on it. Even from a quick glance Charley could tell it was a fancy hotel.

‘Meet me tomorrow at ten a.m. if you’re interested,’ said the girl. ‘I just know you’re the right people for the case.’ With that, she turned on her heels and scurried away.

Charley looked at George with her jaw agape.

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ asked George.

‘I reckon,’ said Charley with a grin. She held her hand out for a fist bump, smiling as George went for a high five, then wrapped his hand round hers.

Charley looked at George for a second, took in his tired eyes and nodded gently.

‘I mean, after all,’ she said, ‘what could possibly go wrong?’
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SUSPECT 1: Jane Flags

Why do we suspect her?

She said she had Alfie in her basement. (IT WAS A
JOKE!)

She was wearing a T-shirt with Alfie's face on it.
She keeps wanting to know how much we know
about Alfie's disappearance.

She might have sabotaged George's wheelchair to
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To have Alfie all to herself?

How could she have done it?
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How could he have done it?
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CHARLEY AND GEORGE’S CASE FILE
THE DISAPPEARANCE OF ALFIE EAGLES
(THE EAGLES HAS DEPARTED)

SUSPECT 1: Jane Flags

Why do we suspect her?

She said she had Alfie in her basement. (IT WAS A
JOKE!

She was wearing a T-shirt with Alfie’s face on it.

What's her motive?
7?7

How could she have done it?
77
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ALFIE EAGLES \
[-X-N-]

@ @AlfieEagles

2

| think | need to be clearer. | don’t want to

race any more.
It's important to know I've felt this way since
somewhere near the 18 September 22.
5.18 p.m. to be exact.

That’s when | found myself.
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What's her motive?
To have Alfie all to herself?

How could she have done it?
?77?

Gerhard Guntenschreiber

Why do we suspect him?

He comes from the same place that makes the dog
food Alfie feeds to his dogs.

What's his motive?

So that he can win a gold medal.

How could he have done it?
?77?
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POSSIBLE SUSPECTS:

Mikey Majors

Why do we suspect him?

He lied about liking the Paralympics and said he's
only here to promote his show.

He was friends with the French guy that kept
clattering George while playing wheelchair rugby.
He's jealous of George's success and doesn't want
anyone to get in the way of his big chance on TV.
He was fiddling with George's racing chair right
before the wheel fell off.

He grew up near where Alfie lives.

What's his motive?

If Alfie and Gerhard don't race in the final, there's
more chance people will watch Mikey's TV show.
How could he have done it?

He said he knows people that can get a job done
(whatever that means). Maybe he asked them to
do the job.

O
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SUSPECT 2: Mikey Majors

Why do we suspect him?

He lied about liking the Paralympics and said he's
only here to promote his show.

He was friends with the French guy that kept

clattering George while playing wheelchair rugby.

He's jealous of George's success and doesn't want
anyone to get in the way of his big chance on TV.
He was fiddling with George's racing chair right
before the wheel fell off.

He grew up near where Alfie lives.

What's his motive?

If Alfie doesn't race in the final, there's more chance
people will watch Mikey's TV show.

How could he have done it?

He said he knows people that can get a job done
(whatever that means). Maybe he asked them to do
the job.






EPUB/images/p016.png
ALFIE EAGLES
@AlfieEagles

Hi, Everyone. Left Paralympics.

More Eventually.
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