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Look out for more adventures from Danny Wallace!
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 1
Merry Christmas, Hamish!
 Hamish Ellerby lay in bed and squeezed his eyes shut.
 If there was one thing he knew for certain, it was that he was about to have the best sleep ever.
 Lots of kids can’t sleep on Christmas Eve. They’re too busy thinking about Santa and presents and whether their uncle Jeremy will eat all the Brussels sprouts and stink out the front room again.
 But Hamish never had any trouble sleeping. He just wanted the night out of the way. It was very late and tomorrow would be a BIG day.
 Everyone would be up at six am, for a start.
 In the Ellerby household, Hamish and his older brother Jimmy would fling themselves out of bed and rush to the tree in the living room.
 They’d sit and wait and stare at the presents.
 And then they’d sit and wait and stare some more.
 At five past six, Jimmy would quietly feel the wrapping and make wild guesses about what they might contain.
 ‘I think Mum’s got me a piranha!’ he’d say, holding up what was quite obviously a book. ‘Or maybe it’s a motorbike!’
 Then the two boys would sit and wait and stare some more.
 At about quarter to eight, Dad would finally get up and have a really long wee which the whole house would hear. Sometimes these wees were so long that Hamish thought his dad must be just standing there, drinking a never-ending bottle of water, constantly refilling himself. Meanwhile the boys would be inching closer to the presents, ready for . 
PHEEEEEEEEEP!
 Mum would blow her Special Christmas Whistle, and Hamish and Jimmy would dive forward, tearing their presents open and making wild whooping sounds, even if all that was inside was just a packet of nuts or a thimble.
 Then Dad would drive to the 24-hour garage to buy batteries for all the things he’d forgotten to buy batteries for and pick up some Chocolate Mustn’tgrumbles or a newspaper to give to Mum as an extra present, while she made her special Christmas fry-up.
 After that it would be playing and cartoons, a visit to Madame Cous Cous’s International World of Treats, and then, just before lunchtime, all the residents of the town would head to the school hall to sing songs and wish everyone a happy Christmas. That was a nice bit. They’d all sing the official Starkley Christmas Song, written by Hamish’s teacher, Mr Longblather. It didn’t rhyme very well or make much sense, because Mr Longblather was better at teaching geography than music. It went:
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 Doesn’t sound too bad, does it?
 Except that it goes on.
 And on.
 It goes on for about fifteen minutes!
 Just the same words over and over!
 Then, at last – it would be off to crowd around the town clock. The clock was the symbol of Starkley. Starkley just wouldn’t be Starkley without it. Everyone would pretend to listen to the mayor making a speech, and then he’d switch on all the brightly-coloured lights all around it, and everyone would clap and eat biscuits and go home for a big Christmas dinner.
 It was going to be GREAT! So Hamish knew it was vital he fell asleep as quickly as possible, to get the boring night bit out of the way.
 But just as his eyes had gone droopy, and his arms limp, and his pillow was starting to go soggy from all his drool . 
‘Hamish!’ came a voice in an urgent half-whisper. ‘HAMISH! ’
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Up and At ’Em!
 Hamish did one of those weird jolty sleep jumps you sometimes make.
 His eyes shot open.
 ‘Hamish, wake up,’ said the voice, now a little louder.
 ‘Dad?’ said Hamish.
 He flicked his bedside light on and aimed it at the door, to see his father, Angus Ellerby, dressed all in black and with his hands on his hips.
 On Dad’s top was a small image of a sunflower with two wings; the official logo of Belasko. The company his dad pretended just made boring things like matches and tiles and paper – but which was actually in charge of protecting the world from its enemies.
 ‘Put your suit on,’ said Dad. ‘There’s trouble.’
 Now, those of you who have read about Hamish before might be wondering why on earth he didn’t freak out when he saw his dad. After all, Hamish’s dad was missing, wasn’t he?
 But this was all happening the very same Christmas he disappeared! Before Hamish and his friends ganged up to take on evil themselves!
 But hang on, I can hear you thinking. Hamish didn’t know his dad was some kind of super-agent back then, did he?
 Well, I really think you need to start trusting people more. You seem to have serious issues in that department. Just go with it, because everything will become clear very soon . 
Hamish met his dad at the foot of the stairs, lit by the glow of the Christmas lights from the living room.
 They were wearing matching outfits now. Black trousers, a black top, black cap, black army boots and, of course, the Belasko patch.
 ‘What do you mean there’s trouble?’ asked Hamish, snapping on his gloves.
 Hamish had known his dad was a Belasko agent for some time now, ever since the night of his tenth birthday, when he couldn’t sleep and had heard his dad talking on the phone to someone called Alex.
 He’d used words like ‘invasion’, ‘monsters’, ‘evil’ and ‘aliens’. It was very hard for Dad to pretend it was a normal work call with an assistant regional manager after that!
 It was super-important to keep all this a secret from Mum. She was such a worrier. She wouldn’t even have let Hamish have a stick insect, because she thought he might poke himself in the eye with it. And even though Hamish and his brother talked about everything, he couldn’t tell Jimmy, because Jimmy was on Twitter and there is nothing a fourteen-year-old won’t tell people on Twitter.
[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


 
So it was Hamish and Dad’s secret.
 In return for keeping quiet, Dad had been giving him basic agent training. They’d pretend they were playing Boggle each night in Hamish’s room, but as soon as the door was closed, his dad would tell him stories of aliens and monsters and of a race of super-intelligent beasts called the Superiors. He’d teach him combat moves he said might come in handy one day, like the Crab Kick or the Swiss Roll. And he’d give important nuggets of advice, like ‘You must always be prepared, Hamish! Always!’
 But Hamish had never been part of an actual real-life mission before.
 ‘Come on,’ said his dad. ‘To the car!’
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The Cliffs
 The Vectra seemed to purr as they motored through Starkley.
 Everything was dark and twinkly and lit by the orange blush of the streetlights. The town’s big Christmas tree, with its baubles and tinsel, looked beautiful. The nativity scene was in place. There were decorations in every window, and the town clock told them it was nearly midnight. It seemed like everybody was tucked up in bed except Hamish and his dad.
 ‘Look!’ said Hamish, pointing up at the sky. ‘It’s starting to snow!’
 All the kids of Starkley wanted was a white Christmas. Everyone wanted Christmas to be like it is on TV, instead of the usual grey and wind and drizzle. Well, not this year! They could get their sleds out! It was going to be ace!
 ‘Focus, Hamish,’ said his dad as they raced down Flycatcher Lane. They were headed for the old grey bridge. That meant that soon they’d be at the cliffs.
 ‘Where are we going, Dad?’ asked Hamish, worried.
 Kids weren’t really allowed over the old grey bridge, much. His dad certainly warned him off it.
 ‘It seems there’s a plan afoot,’ said his dad. ‘A plan to rob Starkley of its morale.’
 Hamish didn’t really know what that meant, so didn’t say anything, because he didn’t want to seem like he wasn’t a real agent. But it sounded bad.
 Over the bridge they drove, and soon they were motoring down a small road, surrounded by dark swaying trees. It was stormier here and the rising roar of the nearby sea gave Hamish goosepimples. The snow was growing heavier, but without all the lights and general feeling of goodwill, it didn’t feel like Christmas had reached this bit of town at all. But Hamish was with his dad, and his dad made him feel brave. Plus he was in uniform, and costumes do wonders for bravery. That’s why right now I’m dressed as a cowboy.
 Dad slowed the car to a halt.
 ‘I brought you here because it’s important you know what we’re up against,’ he said. ‘I want you to see it first-hand. In case you ever need to act.’
 Hamish nodded, but again didn’t really know what his dad meant. Act? He rarely needed to act. He’d been cast as a mouse in the last school play and didn’t even have any lines. He just had to squeak and then walk off.
 Dad opened the car door and Hamish followed suit. They padded through some undergrowth and into some bushes and before they knew it they were right at the edge of the cliffs.
 ‘Look!’ said his dad, over the crash of the waves.
 Down there, in the violent sea, was a huge black shape.
 As Hamish’s eyes adjusted, he realised it was a ship. But not a ferry, or a galleon . it was some kind of enormous grey battleship!
 On the side, in shaky white letters, was scrawled . 
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‘What does HMS mean?’ asked Hamish.
 ‘It stands for Her Majesty’s Ship,’ said his dad. ‘But this does not look like one of the Queen’s.’
 It certainly didn’t. And it seemed very unlikely she was on board. It was Christmas Eve. She was probably trying to guess what her presents were or watching telly.
 And this ship was fearsome. It was long and sharp and as grey as a shark. Huge waves battered against it, but it held still and firm.
 Hamish heard the distant eery clanking of a bell and then . 
‘What on EARTH is THAT?’ said Hamish, suddenly and absolutely terrified.
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BUUUUUH!
 On the deck of the ship, a large black shadow had appeared. It looked ginormous. No, forget that. It looked super- ginor -massive!
 But it soon became clear it wasn’t one thing – it was many.
 A dozen thrunkling, hurkling shapes huffered about, shifting crates. Hamish’s dad crouched and sighed.
 ‘Terribles,’ he said, gravely.
 ‘What?!’ asked Hamish, who’d never seen such things before. ‘Why are they called Terribles?’
 ‘Well . ’ said his dad, wondering how to put this. ‘It’s mainly because they’re terrible.’
 Which was obvious now he’d said it.
 ‘Terribles are sent to do whatever terrible things their masters want,’ Dad continued, handing Hamish some binoculars. ‘Here. What else can you see?’
 Hamish pressed them to his eyes and immediately put them down again.
 Terribles were disgusting! Slithery, scaly, spitty, clawy and gross. Bigger than Dad, with mean eyes and beige teeth.
 Bravely, Hamish took another look. What he saw confused him.
 ‘They’re carrying enormous heaters!’ he said. ‘And some kind of windmill! And they’ve got strange stripy hooks. And I can see a box marked EXPLOSIVES! And one of them is holding a picture of something . ’
‘What is it, Hamish?’ said his dad, as the wind rose and snowflakes danced around them. ‘Look harder.’
 Hamish frowned.
 ‘It’s a picture of the town clock! ’
The air filled with the sound of a low, loud horn from the ship.
 BUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUH.
 The trees around Hamish shook and vibrated. A huge dollop of snow dropped from a branch and landed on his head. And then another. But Hamish didn’t care. For far down below, three small boats dropped from the side of HMS CARRAS and crashed into the choppy waters. Slimy, sickly, slavering Terribles hurled themselves into them and began to row to shore.
 ‘What are they planning?’ asked Hamish, nervously. ‘Why are they here?’
 ‘They’re here,’ said his dad, importantly, ‘to ruin Christmas.’
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 5
Land Ahoy!
 ‘Here’s what we know,’ said Dad, reversing the Vectra and spinning it round. ‘They’re working on a plan to turn the people of Starkley against each other. I’m not sure how, yet. But this must be the first stage. They want to ruin Christmas so that we don’t have any good memories of it and to start turning us against each other.’
 Hamish thought about it as his dad drove. What did all this have to do with the town clock? Maybe the Terribles were going to blow it up with those explosives.
 That seemed a little unnecessary, if you asked Hamish. A little dramatic. Maybe they should just give the clock to the Terribles. It always seemed to run a bit fast these days, anyway.
 ‘We’re going to have to follow the Terribles,’ said his dad. ‘It could be dangerous. Do you want to go home?’
 Hamish did. He wanted to go home like nothing else. He wanted to climb back into his bed, pull his covers over his eyes and just hope Christmas went back to normal. But he couldn’t leave his dad to do this on his own. And what if he woke up and Christmas was never normal again? He would feel so guilty that he didn’t do more.
 ‘I’m coming with you,’ he said. ‘I’m a junior Belasko agent.’
 ‘Good lad,’ said his dad.
 And he flipped down his sun shield and pressed a button Hamish had never seen before, marked TURBO. They BOOMED over the bridge.
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Down at the shore, minutes later, Hamish and his dad hid in some bushes as the first of the Terribles’ rickety little boats made it to land.
 ‘Put this on,’ instructed his dad, handing Hamish a balaclava. ‘If they spot us, I don’t want them ever to recognise you.’
 Hamish pulled it over his face.
 The second and third boats arrived, and the twelve Terribles HEEEEAVED their equipment out.
 The ground was white with snow now. On reflection, Hamish decided they probably shouldn’t have dressed entirely in black. Maybe dressing in white would have been better.
 The beasts split up and moved slowly towards the town.
 ‘We’ll follow that group,’ said his dad, pointing at the most terrifying Terribles of all, and together the two Ellerbys stayed low and crept after them from a distance. They were heading into the forest. Hamish wanted to reach out for his dad’s hand. But he had to be brave.
 ‘It’s okay, H,’ said Dad. ‘Take my hand.’
 The monsters’ giant heaters and tall windmills and boxes and hooks teetered perilously on their backs as they grunted and growled and left huge, heavy footprints in the snow.
 After what seemed an age, one Terrible checked his map and signalled to the others. The snow was getting really heavy now, and the beasts were struggling. One of them got the giant heater out while his friends pushed the tall windmill to its feet.
 CLANK
 It was up.
 What were they doing?
 BRAAAW-RAW-RAWWL
 A Terrible pulled at a cord to start the heater’s engine.
 It wiped the snow from its eyes and tried again.
 BRAAAAAWVVVVVV
 The heater’s metal grille glowed orange. Hamish felt the heat immediately.
 Now the windmill had started. Slowly, the giant blades began to turn.
 WOOOOV
 WOOOOV
 WOOOOV
 ‘What’s happening?’ asked Hamish, as wave after wave of heat hit him and the trees began to sway from the sheer power of the wind.
 Around them, the snowflakes began to shoot and shimmy madly in the air. Hamish realised that his face was now completely wet. His balaclava was stuck to his face. His legs were really heavy. He was soaked.
 ‘They’re melting the snow,’ said his dad. ‘They’re destroying our white Christmas! And then they’re going to steal our clock! ’
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Silent Night
 As Hamish and his dad clambered back into the car the three giant windmills that now surrounded Starkley were blowing the heat right across town, so that while the rest of the country was getting a blizzard, in Starkley there was an absolute downpour as the snow in the air melted into rain.
 ‘What do they want with our clock?’ asked Hamish, shivering from the cold water as the rain battered the windshield.
 ‘I only know one thing,’ said his dad, starting the car. ‘HMS CARRAS is an anagram. I didn’t realise at first. But now I see that if you rearrange the letters. it spells SCARMARSH.’
 Hamish frowned. What did that mean?
 ‘Scarmarsh is pure evil. He is working on a way to stop time itself.’
 ‘Stop time?’
 That seemed insane! Who’d believe that?
 ‘He must think there’s something special about the town clock.’
 As they got closer to town, Hamish suddenly had a thought.
 ‘Dad . what if they’re at home when we get there? What if there’s . a Terrible in my room?’
 His dad smiled, gently.
 ‘They hate water. There’s no way they’ll come to Starkley while all this rain is coming. They’ll stand behind the heaters, where it’s still snowing. For now, we go home and pretend like nothing’s happened.’
 Hamish felt a little better. Until his dad turned to him, and said, very seriously . 
‘It’s when the rain stops that we have to worry.’
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Hamish didn’t sleep at all well that night. The sound of the rain falling heavily over Starkley was both a comfort and a concern.
 Sometime around six am, he felt an arm on his shoulder and jolted from his sleep.
 A Terrible! A TERRIBLE!
 AAAAAARRRRGH!
 Hamish grabbed the small foam baseball bat he’d put next to his bed and swung it wildly around.
 YES! A DIRECT HIT!
 ‘OW!’ shouted Jimmy, clutching his head. ‘WHAT DID YOU DO THAT FOR?’
 Whoops.
 ‘Happy Christmas, Jimmy,’ said Hamish, pretending he’d just acted in a completely normal way. ‘Just thought I’d bop you on the head.’
 ‘You blinkin’ NOODLEBEAR!’ shouted his brother. ‘I was only blinkin’ WAKING YOU UP!’
 And then Hamish realised something with horror.
 Apart from Jimmy going ‘ow’ and hopping around and then saying words he really should not be saying, Starkley was silent.
 Heart-stoppingly, brain-bruisingly silent.
 The rain had stopped.
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Morning is Broken
 For the first year since Hamish could remember, no one had to wait for Dad to get up at quarter to eight and have a pee so long you might as well call it a peeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.
 He was already in the living room, sitting on an armchair, facing the door.
 He winked at Hamish as he walked in. He’d been sitting up all night, just in case.
 He probably really needed the bog.
 Hamish glanced out of the window. The weather was as dull as could be. There was no snow, there was no rain. The heaters in the forests around town were drying the clouds and chasing the puddles away.
 It was just another grey, grey, boring Christmas day in Starkley.
 From upstairs, Mum blew her whistle.
 ‘PRESENTS!’ shouted Jimmy, throwing himself into the pile and starting to rip.
 Hamish stood closer to his dad.
 ‘I’ve worked it out,’ said his dad, quietly. ‘Just before lunch. That’s when every resident of Starkley will be in the school hall singing the Starkley song. The Terribles won’t want to be seen. So that must be when they’ll steal the clock.’
 Hamish took a deep breath and nodded. He felt a little more relaxed now that he knew a Terrible wasn’t about to burst through the door.
 ‘Now go and open some presents and act like a kid,’ said his dad, smiling, and Hamish suddenly felt the excitement that every kid should feel on Christmas day.
 He dived in after Jimmy and started to rip the presents open.
 ‘Happy Christmas, nitwits!’ said his mum, carrying in two cups of tea and some Musn’tgrumbles on a tray filled with holly. ‘Hamish, did we ever tell you that if you’d been born a girl, we would have called you Holly?’
 Jimmy rolled his eyes and smiled at his brother. Their mum said that every year.
 For the rest of that Christmas morning, while Mum got ready, Hamish and Jimmy just carried on like everything was normal. They read their new Captain Beetlebottom annuals and gorged on Chomps. Hamish was always gorging on Chomps. So much so that even though he brushed his teeth every morning and night, Dad had booked him an appointment at The Tooth Hurts. It wasn’t for months, but he’d said: ‘prevention’s as good as the cure, Hamish! Always be prepared!’
 Despite all the chocolate, Hamish couldn’t enjoy the morning. He kept one eye on the clock.
 ‘Right!’ said his mum, wearing her best coat. ‘It’s time! Let’s make this a Christmas to remember!’
 Hamish looked at his dad.
 Oh, it would be that, all right.
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Snow Joke
 Hamish opened the front door of his house and cast a beady eye around.
 He looked at the bushes. And at the bins. And at the end of the garden.
 There were no Terribles to be seen.
 ‘Come on, then, let’s start walking!’ said his mum, and the little family walked from their house on Lovelock Close, past the Post Office, to the town square. They passed Mr Slackjaw, who was outside Slackjaw’s Motors using the unusually warm weather to wash all his shiny mopeds with his enormous red hosepipe.
 People were already milling excitedly around near the town’s big Christmas tree. Some of the kids were staring up at the sky, sadly holding new sleds they’d hoped to use.
 Buster, who Hamish had seen around school, zoomed past on a new scooter. He’d only had it two hours but he’d already added the engine from an old lawnmower to the back and now it did nearly forty miles an hour. A kid called Elliot must have been given a new science set, because he was wandering around wearing goggles, poking things with a long metal prodder.
 Hamish’s friend Robin had a new football, because he always managed to lose his somehow. Just inside Lord of the Fries, some fierce-looking girl with a golden stripe through her hair was spending her Christmas money on fishburgers. And everyone seemed to be carrying a brand new Christmas sweet from lovely old Madame Cous Cous, who let everybody eat for free on Christmas Day.
 ‘So far so normal,’ said Hamish.
 ‘Right,’ said his mum, sighing. ‘Let’s go and sing this extremely long song.’
 But as they joined the mass of people all heading to the Winterbourne School Hall, Hamish’s dad placed his hand on Hamish’s shoulder.
 ‘Oh, no!’ he said.
 Hamish immediately froze.
 ‘What is it?’ said his mum.
 ‘I forgot to buy batteries!’ replied Dad. ‘Hamish, will you come with me? I don’t want to go to a garage on my own on Christmas Day again!’
 ‘But you’ll miss the extremely long song!’ said Mum, sadly. ‘The one that’s just the same over and over and over again!’
 Hamish’s dad smiled, cheekily. That didn’t sound so bad when she said it out loud, did it?
 ‘Go on then!’ she said. ‘Me and Jimmy will just sing twice as loud!’
 Jimmy was furious. How come Hamish got to go to a 24-hour garage to buy batteries on Christmas Day and he didn’t?
 Actually, he thought, that sounds even worse.
 Hamish and his dad waited until they were out of sight, and then waited a little longer until every other resident of Starkley – from Frau Fussbundler to horrible school bully Grenville Bile to rat-nosed Scratch Tuft and rat-eared Mole Stunk – had followed them in.
 As he passed, Grenville made a face at Hamish, and grunted ‘Merry Christmas, Smell erby.’
 He always picked on Hamish.
 ‘Don’t worry about him,’ said his dad, as the doors of the school closed. ‘We’ve got some Terribles to stop!’
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All Creatures Great and Terrible
 Hamish and his dad hid round the back of the post office where they could keep a really good eye on the town clock.
 They’d dashed back home really quickly to get their Belasko suits and now they looked the business. Hamish’s dad had insisted Hamish put on his balaclava again too.
 From a distance, they could hear the sounds of Madame Cous Cous playing the organ drift over town. That meant the Terribles could too. Any second now. 
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‘Dad,’ said Hamish. ‘Even though we’re probably about to come face to face with a horde of marauding monsters who want to destroy our entire way of life, I’m still really pleased I’m not in that hall singing that song.’
 His dad laughed.
 And he was about to reply, when the noise began.
 A skittery, skattery noise. A hum that rose in volume and intensity. A smell that seemed to come from nowhere. The smell of old eggs and damp carpet and dog’s bottoms.
 They still couldn’t see any Terribles.
 Suddenly, an old metal bin flew past the town clock, crashing into a wall and flinging old fish bones and stale coffee all over the pavement. Now the noise grew LOUDER, and Hamish could see them . 
TERRIBLES.
 Stalking into town, carrying their hooks, which they’d painted red and white to look like enormous Christmas candy canes!
 They were wearing little elf hats and the most awful Christmas jumpers Hamish had ever seen. Jumpers that must have been knitted by someone’s colour-blind aunt. A colour-blind aunt that couldn’t actually knit and had also lost the use of her fingers.
 One of the Terribles dropped the wooden create Hamish had seen marked EXPLOSIVES. It used its hook to prise the lid off, and brought out massive black Christmas crackers. But not normal Christmas crackers. These must be Christmas crackers that really explode!
 Another Terrible scampered and clawed its way to the top of the town Christmas tree, replacing all the baubles with spiky black conkers. It knocked the star off the top and put a little silver Terrible that was spitting sharp silver stars in its place.
 Two more Terribles clacked up the tree after the first one, tugging and ripping all the tinsel down and replacing it with nasty barbed wire.
 Another one replaced all the mince pies in Madame Cous Cous’s shop window with mice pies, then swapped all the gingerbread men for gingerbread Terribles – made with so much ginger they made your eyes go tiny, your nostrils flare and your ears make a P F F F F F F sound.
 They all began to cackle and hoot. Oh, they were ruining Christmas, all right!
 Now they opened a fresh crate. Inside was every tool you could ever imagine. Lump hammers, saws, the lot. They were going to knock the clock down and take it away on a trolley!
 ‘What do we do?’ said Hamish, as his dad’s mind raced.
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 The people of Starkley were already on their third verse. Or was it their fourth? That was the problem with this song, no one really knew when it was coming to an end. The only clue you had was. 
 
WHEN EVERYONE SANG THE LAST LINE, SLOOOOOOWWWW-LYYYYY
 ‘Dad?’ said Hamish.
 ‘Maybe we should call for back up,’ he said.
 ‘There isn’t time!’ said Hamish. ‘Look!’
 The Terribles had started bashing at the bottom of the town clock with their lump hammers. They were doing it in time with the song, so it sounded like a drum beat and no one would notice.
 They were sweating now. Hamish watched a bead of sweat snake down a Terrible’s back then fall to the ground, where it fizzed on the concrete.
 ‘Wait!’ said Hamish. ‘It’s snowing everywhere in the country except Starkley, right?’
 ‘Yes,’ said his dad. ‘There’s a dome of heat over town. The heaters are now so hot they’re keeping all the weather out.’
 ‘So what happens if we turn the heaters off? Will it start snowing again?’
 ‘Yes,’ said his dad. ‘It’ll get much colder very quickly. But how does that help?’
 ‘You said the Terribles hate water,’ said Hamish, thinking.
 ‘But the water will turn to ice . ’ said his dad, and then he stopped in his tracks. ‘Hamish, I think you’re onto something! ’
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 Let’s Go!
 This had to work!
 Hamish’s dad raced as quickly as he could back to the Vectra, jumped in, flipped his sun visor down, and hit TURBO.
 The Terribles saw the car bolt away but carried on, regardless. Time was of the essence, and what did one witness matter now?
 THUMP! THUMP! THUMP! went the lump hammers.
 Dusts of cloud blew from the top of the old clock as they weakened it.
 Hamish looked at his wrist. His dad had handed him his watch before he left.
 ‘Take the Explorer,’ he’d said. ‘When the heaters are off, I’ll send you a signal. You’ll know what it is.’
 Hamish took a deep breath.
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Hamish grew scared. There couldn’t be much time left. He’d heard those words dozens of times now. He stared at his dad’s watch.
 And then something amazing happened. It glowed green. The hands of the watch began to spin crazily round. The signal! Hamish looked up at the sky. It was like it was turning from light blue to ice white. It hurt just to look at it, it was so bright.
 Quickly, he dashed to Slackjaw’s Motors and picked up the heavy old red hosepipe with the brass nozzle. Mr Slackjaw had bought it second-hand from Frinkley Fire Station. He dragged it as close to the Terribles as he could without being seen, and ran back to the tap. But when should he turn it on?
 And then Hamish noticed one, single, solitary snowflake falling to earth.
 It landed on the ground. It didn’t melt.
 Another came.
 And another.
 A Terrible looked up at the sky, confused. It barked something at the others, who stopped bashing at the clock, and stared upwards.
 Now thousands of snowflakes began to fall. The air became chilled. Even under his balaclava, Hamish felt the ice-cold sting in his cheeks.
 NOW, he thought, and tried to turn on the water. But the tap was stuck and he hadn’t noticed how cold and useless his hands had become. Desperately, he blew on them, and wrenched at the tap, but still it wouldn’t budge!
 ‘B U U U U U U U U U U U U U L A A A A A A S S S S S K O O O O O O O! ’ came a voice from somewhere behind him. He turned to see a Terrible across the street, pointing a weathered, bony finger at him. ‘BUULLLLAAAASSSSKOOOO! ’
Hamish had been spotted! And they thought he was a proper agent! Not a ten-year-old boy!
 Quickly, he thought. One last go!
 And he kicked at the tap. It moved. Wait! He should try the Crab Kick his dad taught him!
 YES!
 The sheer power of water suddenly rushing through the pipe made it rise high in the air, like an angry snake. Water shot from it by the gallon. The Terribles backed away, shrieking and cowering and putting limp hands over dreadful faces. Hamish grabbed the hose and tried to control it. It was so powerful that all he could do was hold on. But the Terribles were getting soaked!
 They tried to run, but as they did so the cold set in. It was very cold now. Hamish realised that his dad hadn’t just turned off the heaters – he’d put them in reverse! Starkley was becoming like the Arctic!
 They should rename it The Starktic!
 The twelve fleeing, panicked Terribles couldn’t get away. They were sloooooooowing down as they ran, their bodies covered by a thin layer of creeping ice that now spread right across their skin, their scales, their nooks and their crannies until all they could do . 
. . . was just stand there.
 Hamish blinked.
 He had frozen the Terribles!
 Seconds later, the Vectra skidded to a halt, flinging fresh snow everywhere.
 ‘You did it, Hamish!’ Dad.
 Just as, across the whole town, the song reached its crescendo . 
 
BUT THE POINT IIIIIS THAAAAAT IIIIIIT’S . CHRIIIIISTMAAAAAS!
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 Let It Snow
 As the townsfolk of Starkley all walked back to the main square from the school hall, it was clear that something had changed.
 ‘It’s SNOWING! ’ yelled one of the kids.
 ‘It’s a White Christmas! ’ screamed Mr Longblather in joy, which was weird, because no one had ever seen Mr Longblather happy about anything.
 Everybody cheered. Every rooftop and pavement was thick with snow. They’d get to use their new sleds after all!
 But as the people of Starkley got closer to the square, Hamish held his breath.
 Would they notice?
 ‘Who on earth was in charge of the nativity scene this year?’ asked Madame Cous Cous, tapping her stick on the ground.
 Everyone stood around and stared at it. No one had paid it much attention before, but now that they did, it looked rather . odd.
 ‘What’s happened to the wise men?’ asked Frau Fussbundler. ‘They don’t exactly look very wise. They look like they’ve got constipation.’
 Hamish and his dad played it casual.
 ‘I think it’s just a very unusual take on a classic Christmas scene,’ said Hamish’s dad. ‘I like it.’
 Twelve Terribles stood completely frozen, dressed up in whatever the two Ellerbys had managed to find from the charity shop at extremely short notice.
 ‘There’s Jesus,’ said Madame Cous Cous, walking down the line. ‘And there’s Mary. And there’s a Manchester United Player. And a Samurai. I understand all that, because it’s very Christmassey. But why is there one just dressed as a kitten in a bowler hat? Why is there a wasp with a trombone?’
 ‘Anyway,’ said Hamish’s dad, doing his best to distract them. ‘Isn’t it time for the mayor’s speech?’
 BOOOOOOOOOOOM!
 What the—?
 Everyone turned to see Grenville Bile, his hair standing completely on end, and with a totally blackened face. In his hands was a rather large and dangerous-looking Christmas cracker.
 ‘I must have forgotten to replace that one,’ whispered Dad, looking not entirely guilty.
 Hamish really loved his dad.
 ‘Right,’ said the mayor, climbing onto a crate still marked EXPLOSIVES. ‘Before you all go sledging and throwing snowballs and having the best Christmas that Starkley has ever had, it is time for my speech. And settle down. Because it’s an extra long and rather explosive one this year!’
 A few people took a step back.
 Hamish didn’t. And he didn’t care how long this speech was.
 Because it was Christmas. And he’d helped his dad on a real mission!
 Nothing could go wrong now.
 And then Dad’s phone rang.
 On the screen was a name.
 Alex.
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 The End of the Beginning
 The next day, Boxing Day, after Hamish and his dad had called Belasko, and had a certain nativity scene quietly taken away in a lorry, Hamish was a little uneasy.
 Sometimes you feel like that after such a lot of excitement has passed. But still. He’d noticed that his dad was quite quiet. Ever since the phone call yesterday, he’d been a bit distant. Like there was something on his mind.
 He was probably just tired. And anyway, Star Wars would be on tonight, and Dad said he wanted to watch it with his boys, and eat food that was bad for them on purpose.
 But still. It was weird.
 ‘Do you want to play Boggle in your room?’ he asked Hamish, as Jimmy napped on the sofa. Hamish’s eyes lit up.
 ‘Another adventure?’ he said, hopefully.
 ‘No,’ said his dad. ‘I’d just really like to play Boggle with you.’
 On Hamish’s bed, they got the game out and began to play. But still his dad was quiet. He fiddled with a bag at the foot of the bed.
 ‘Is something the matter?’ asked Hamish.
 Angus Ellerby took a moment.
 ‘Yes, pal,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid there is.’
 Hamish’s tummy sank.
 His dad undid the strap of his watch and took it off.
 ‘I want you to have this,’ he said. ‘Look after it, and it will look after you. It’s an extra special Christmas present for saving Starkley.’
 ‘Wow,’ said Hamish, but deep down he knew this wasn’t the only thing Dad was going to tell him.
 ‘I have to go away, Hamish,’ his dad said. ‘And I don’t know when I’ll be back.’
 Hamish looked up at him with his huge greeny-brown eyes. Yesterday he’d felt ten feet tall. Right now he felt tiny.
 ‘What do you mean?’
 ‘I can’t risk them finding out you helped me,’ he said. ‘It’s too dangerous for you, for Mum and for Jimmy. It’s my fault. I should never have involved you.’
 ‘But I like being involved!’ said Hamish. ‘Please, Dad, you don’t have to go! And go where? When?’
 ‘Tonight,’ said Dad. ‘I have to go tonight. Scarmarsh is planning something and I can’t let him come back to Starkley. I have to take the fight to him. Stop him before he gets here again.’
 ‘But . but what if he catches you?’ said Hamish, trying to come up with anything to make his dad say this was all just a joke. ‘What if he gets you?’
 ‘Promise me, Hamish. Promise me you’ll keep that appointment I made for you. At the dentist. I’m working on something to protect you.’
 ‘Dad . wait—’
 ‘All the things I’ve told you, pal. About Belasko. About Scarmarsh. About the Superiors. About all my adventures. I need you to forget as much as possible.’
 How? How was Hamish supposed to forget all that? It was awesome!
 Dad opened his bag and brought something out.
 It was a very small, very friendly-looking thing with a Belasko logo, big round eyes and a metal head. It made little chirruping sounds.
 ‘This is a Hypnobit,’ said his dad. ‘I need you to look into its eyes.’
 Hamish didn’t understand, but did as his dad said.
 And as he looked deeper into the robot’s eyes, and as a light fragrant steam pumped out of four little holes on its metal forehead, Hamish felt sleepier and sleepier as he listened to his dad’s voice. 
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Just before seven pm, Hamish woke up on his bed.
 A good job he did, too, because wasn’t there something he was supposed to do this evening?
 Oh, yeah! Star Wars with Dad!
 He bound down the stairs, thrilled.
 ‘I fell asleep!’ he yelled, excitedly. ‘Hey Jimmy are we gonna watch Star Wars?’
 Dad was in the kitchen with Mum. He was cuddling her and telling her she was the best, and she was laughing and cuddling him back and saying he was silly.
 Hamish rubbed his eyes. Man, he was tired. How long had been asleep?! That was the problem with Christmas. It was over before you knew it. Seemed like only minutes ago they’d all been walking to the school hall to sing that awful song!
 Hey, look – he was wearing Dad’s Explorer. He’d forgotten about that present.
 ‘Yo, bro,’ said Jimmy, giving him a hug as he settled down on the sofa next to him. ‘Sorry I didn’t get you the telescope you wanted.’
 ‘Sorry that you stink,’ said Hamish, laughing, as Jimmy ruffled his hair.
 Some people don’t like it when life is just normal. Hamish did, though.
 ‘I’m just popping out,’ said Dad, grabbing the car keys from the bowl by the window. ‘I’ll get us some crisps and ice cream.’
 The boys cheered at this. They looked up at their dad in the doorway.
 ‘Love you, Dad,’ they said.
 ‘Love you, boys,’ said Dad.
 And Hamish and Jimmy sat there on the sofa, cuddled up with Mum, as the door gently closed, and the sound of Dad’s car began to fade into the night.


 
What’s that? You want more? Well that’s a bit pushy isn’t it? But I suppose it is Christmas… OK, just because it’s you, here’s a SUPER SECRET sneak peek of
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You Nitwit!
 Oh, dear.
 What HAVE you done?
 You picked up this book and started reading, didn’t you?
 You’ve read three sentences already.
 And now you’ve read four!
 Oh, that is unfortunate.
 You should stop right now because you need to be made of tough stuff to handle what’s coming.
 I’m serious. Just stop right now.
 Because are you ready to learn about something that will change your life forever?
 Are you ready to find out one of the biggest secrets in the world?
 Something so big and so secret that this is literally the only book on the planet that knows about it?
 Even if it means putting yourself . in danger?
 Because out there, somewhere in the world, plans are being made.
 Huge plans, so evil and so dastardly that you’d be better off putting this book down immediately and doing whatever it is you normally do with your time. Licking kittens. Putting socks on your ears. Stinking up the place.
 Oh, it doesn’t matter who you are or what your name is. It doesn’t matter how tough you think you are. You need to be prepared!
 Once, a tough kid with the tough name of Belch Sting read this book. Do you know what happened to Belch Sting straight after? His feet fell off. They had to use the wheels from an old office chair to replace his feet, and now he just trundles around, looking sad. You should have seen him trying to walk upstairs at night. His parents had to install a ski lift.
 After him, a girl called Runt Sneer had a go. It might even have been this very copy of the book. Well, it blew her mind. I mean literally. A small wisp of smoke puffed from both ears and now all she can talk about is shoelaces.
 Is that really what you want to happen to you?
 I didn’t think so. I’ll give you one last chance.
 You should stop reading RIGHT NOW if you don’t want to know that the people of Earth are in big, big trouble.
 Like – huge trouble.
 Oh, come on – where’s your imagination? Double what you’re thinking.
 Because the person making those evil and dastardly plans I was talking about? The one who is stalking around, coming up with dreadful ideas? The one who might well be outside your house right this very second? Well, that person has plans for an apocalypse so big you might as well call it a MEGAPOCALYPSE.
 And if you keep reading . well, that person will know that you are just like Hamish Ellerby, of 13 Lovelock Close, Starkley.
 That person will know that, like Hamish, you are brave enough to keep going even when the threats pile up.
 That makes you dangerous.
 So now you have a decision to make.
 Turn the page, and start to discover the secrets, even if that means your feet might fall off.
 Or close this book and run away screaming while you can.
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Buzzing!
 The small town of Starkley was buzzing.
 The TV vans were arriving. They had huge satellite dishes on top, and people with clipboards inside. They snaked into town, past the big, boring, beige Starkley sign, and parked up outside Winterbourne School.
 The town had been on TV once or twice before, of course.
 It had been on Britain’s Most Boring Towns.
 It had been on 100 Places You’ll Probably Never Go.
 And, thanks to the efforts of Hamish Ellerby and his friends just a couple of weeks earlier, it had even been on Whoa! This Random Little Place Actually Saved the World!
 But today was different. Now Starkley was being invaded by television cameras because the Prime Minister was coming.
 When he’d announced it, the Prime Minister hadn’t even really seemed sure where Starkley was.
 ‘We shall be filming an episode of Question Me Silly in . er . Starkley,’ he’d said on TV one night. ‘Which is . a place. With people who live in that place. And all manner of other things, I imagine, such as a local shop, most probably, and a bench of some sort.’
 No one had been surprised that the Prime Minister knew so little about Starkley. Until it had hit the headlines recently, even people who lived in Starkley sometimes weren’t exactly sure where Starkley was. They just knew it was where they kept all their stuff. Nowadays, though, they were actually rather proud of it.
 You see, just a few months ago, Starkley had been at the centre of a potential worldwide disaster! Evil beasts called the WorldStoppers had invaded the town along with their awful friends the Terribles. They’d found a way of making the whole world ‘Pause’ and had stolen grown-ups, made people grumpy and generally tried to cause as much havoc as possibly in the hope of taking over the world. But, luckily for the world, Hamish and his friends had been immune to the Pause and created an uprising to stop the monsters from taking over. So, little old boring Starkley that no one had ever really noticed before suddenly became a lot more interesting. And Hamish and the Pause Defence Force (the PDF) had become local celebrities.
 Now, as Hamish walked through the town square filled with sunflowers, he could see that everybody was just hanging around, hoping to be filmed.
 Mr Slackjaw had polished all the beautiful mopeds lined up in a row outside Slackjaw’s Motors.
 Hamish’s friend Robin had spent the morning making sure his football was fully inflated because he’d hate to be immortalised on television holding an under-inflated ball.
 Astrid Carruthers had blow-dried her dog, so that it now looked three times its original size.
 ‘Afternoon, Hamish!’ said Mr Longblather, his teacher, smiling a broad smile, just in case a camera might be there to catch it. He’d waxed his moustache and ironed his tie.
 ‘Oh! Hello, Hamish!’ said Grenville Bile, who for the first time this year had combed his hair and was doing his best to sound super polite, even though he still had one finger jammed up a nostril as usual. ‘I do hope you are enjoying this weather what we’re having!’
 Everyone was very keen for Starkley to make a good impression. Someone had even Blu-tacked a new sign to the town clock that read:
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Madame Cous Cous had spent the whole morning polishing the outside of Madame Cous Cous’s International World of Treats. She’d arranged a whole new window display: Sweets of the Ocean. But all she’d really done was spread fish paste over some gobstoppers, which everyone agreed was actually pretty disgusting.
 ‘It’s supposed to look like frogspawn!’ she yelled at everyone who passed, waving her stick around wildly. ‘It’s supposed to look glamorous!’
 ‘Hamish!’ said Dr Fussbundler, the dentist, walking out of the shop with his daily armful of Dundee Drizzle Balls. ‘You must be excited! All this fuss – and all because of you!’
 It was true. The Prime Minister had thought it would be a good idea to meet Hamish Ellerby – the otherwise unremarkable ten-year-old boy who’d managed to save the world.
 The letter had been very posh...
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Hamish’s older brother Jimmy said he knew exactly why the Prime Minister wanted Hamish on the show. He said it was because Hamish would make the Prime Minister look good. Otherwise, why had he never bothered to come to Starkley before? Jimmy was fifteen and said he knew ‘everything about politics and that actually’.
 As Hamish walked on, he saw his friend Buster up ahead, serving ice creams from his ice-cream van with his mum. But, before he could get there, a pair of cherry-red army boots suddenly dangled into view from a tree in front of him, and a girl dropped from the branches.
 ‘ALWAYS BE PREPARED!’ shouted Alice, leaping into a karate pose.
 Alice Shepherd was Hamish’s best friend. She’d had a blue streak in her hair when they’d first met and she’d enlisted him to join the PDF. Now she’d changed it to a sort of bright turquose.
 Turkwoyse.
 Torkoyz.
 A sort of aquamarine colour.
 Alice was always telling Hamish he had to be prepared these days. She said she always was.
 ‘Prepared for what?’ Hamish would ask.
 ‘Prepared for anything!’ she’d reply, her eyes darting nervously around.
 Alice said she felt on edge. Like she knew adventure was just around the corner. She didn’t understand how Hamish had just sort of got on with life when the last adventure had ended.
 Alice got a nut and pickle baguette out of her bag and took a bite.
 ‘So have you thought any more about my idea?’ she said, poking him in the arm as they walked.
 ‘What idea?’ said Hamish, innocently, though he knew exactly what she meant.
 ‘The LONDON idea!’ said Alice. ‘Come on, Hamish, you know you want to. We speak to a strange woman who mentions your missing dad, then a mysterious bird appears with a note in its beak, and on that note is an address . Surely you want to go there and find out what’s going on?’
 Truth was, Hamish did. I mean, think about it. One minute he’d been standing there, in Starkley town centre, just the other day, and the next he’d been approached by the strange woman. And, as if that wasn’t weird enough, moments later a small blackbird landed, holding a folded piece of card on which was written . 
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I mean – who wouldn’t want to go there and find out more?
 But Hamish had responsibilities.
 ‘Problem is, Alice, I’ve got my Saturday job at Slackjaw’s Motors now,’ he said. He liked working there. Mr Slackjaw was always telling him interesting facts. Did you know that when Henry Ford sold his very first Ford car, he told people, ‘You can have any colour you like, so long as it’s black!’? Hamish liked that. Although, since he’d told his mum, she’d started using the same trick.
 ‘You can have anything you like for dinner,’ she’d say, ‘so long as it’s sausage and mash!’
 ‘Plus,’ continued Hamish, ‘Grenville is teaching me to wrestle on Tuesdays. And there’s always so much to do at home. And then there’s school, and—’
 Alice bopped him on the head with her baguette.
 ‘ALWAYS BE PREPARED! ’ she yelled. ‘And you’re running out of excuses, Hamish Ellerby. Personally, I think it’s because you’re scared.’
 ‘I’m not scared!’ said Hamish, rubbing his head, and finding a pickle there.
 ‘You are,’ said Alice. ‘You’re scared of what you might find out. You’re scared of going to London because of what you might find out about your dad.’
 And do you know what?
 As she walked away, Hamish knew Alice was absolutely right.
 Hamish hadn’t seen his dad in six months now. Not since Boxing Day, when he’d popped out to buy ice cream and crisps in his sleek black Vauxhall Vectra and never returned. Hamish had always thought a Vauxhall Vectra was quite a boring sort of car. The type that just blended in. These days, it was the only car he ever really looked out for.
 This was the one great sadness in Hamish’s life. His dad was brilliant. He was really tall and amazing at Boggle. When he’d disappeared, everyone had said how unlike him it was. Hamish had been worried his dad had just got bored of family life and left. But the mysterious woman who’d turned up in Starkley after the battle with the Terribles had told Hamish a few things about his dad.
 That he was a hero.
 That he was battling evil.
 That he had knowledge others were after. That they were scared of him because he was the only one who could stop them.
 And that he was helping ‘the Neverpeople’.
 Hamish didn’t know who they were. What a strange name ‘Neverpeople’ was. And why was it up to his dad to help them? Hamish had always thought he was a salesman, not a top-secret spy or something . But the woman didn’t tell Hamish what he really wanted to know: when – or if – his dad was coming back.
 And then the blackbird had arrived, holding the address.
 Somewhere deep inside, Hamish suspected his only chance of seeing his dad again was to follow that clue and go to No. 1 Arcadian Lane.
 But, with life only just back to normal, did he really want to risk it all again? And was he brave enough? Did he really want to find out the truth? Because Hamish knew that sometimes the truth is scary.
 In any case, there wasn’t time to think about this now.
 Everyone said, ‘Ooh!’ as a fleet of six long black cars drove into Starkley.
 The Prime Minister was here.
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Going Live
 Question Me Silly was one of those TV shows where they’d fill a school hall with angry-looking grown-ups sitting on small plastic chairs and say: ‘We’re about to turn the cameras on, so make sure you use loads of long words and pretend you’re really furious about something or other, because all your friends and family will be watching and they’ll think you’re being important and clever!’
 It was forty-five minutes long, but everyone agreed that it must be great value for money because it felt twice as long to watch.
 At 6.55 p.m., Hamish queued with his mum, Jimmy and his friends to get into the hall. According to a poster on the wall, there were three important topics they’d be talking about on the show tonight.
 The new potato-recycling scheme in Frinkley.
 Should knitwear be banned as a Christmas present?
 Norway – where is it and what does it want?


 
The show was hosted by Elydia Exma, a very snooty woman who was basically just a couple of nostrils on legs.
 Elydia pretty much thought she was the cleverest and most brilliant person on the planet, which is why she always seemed to be looking over your head, as if her words deserved to be sent up into the heavens where they could be chiselled on to rocks and worshipped for all time, rather than wasted on your grubby little wax-filled ears.
 She never looked people in the eye either. It was like she thought other people might wear some of her precious vision out. And what if someone better than the person she was talking to walked into the room?
 Everyone had filed into the hall and taken their chairs.
 Madame Cous Cous sat right at the front and handed out Cantonese Caramel Carbuncles.
 People moved TV cameras about and got everything set up.
 They said things like ‘going live in two minutes’ and ‘can we check the satellite dish, please?’
 Hamish sat right at the front too, between his mum and Jimmy. His friends Elliot and Clover, who’d helped him save the world from the WorldStoppers, took their seats behind him.
 ‘Good luck, Hamish!’ said Buster, patting him on the shoulder.
 Hamish had been told that right at the end of the programme the Prime Minister would say a few words and make a fuss of him. Hamish’s tummy flipped a little when he thought about it. His whole school would be watching.
 And now here he was!
 The Prime Minister himself strode in, hands clasped together over his head like a champion boxer, ready to take his seat.
 Hamish studied him. Big, bushy, billowy, bristly beard like a Santa who’d just woken up. Little round glasses which made his eyes look even smaller than they were. The top of his head as round and pointy and bald as a pigeon’s egg.
 ‘He’s so handsome!’ cooed Madame Cous Cous.
 The Prime Minister sat down. He was wearing a blue pinstriped suit and a bright green badge that read PM OK! (Everyone called him ‘PM’, which he thought was short for Prime Minister. In fact, they called him ‘PM’ because he never got up before noon.)
 Hamish knew that Ernst Ding-Batt was a Prime Minister who was very keen for everybody to know just how brilliant his achievements were.
 ‘I am the tallest Prime Minister in fifty years!’ he’d tell anyone who’d listen, sometimes while banging his fist on a table. ‘I am the only Prime Minister in the history of this country to own a poodle!’
 ‘That’s very impressive,’ the people he kept around him would say, nodding to each other. ‘We’ve definitely got the right chap here.’
 ‘I can lift sixteen cans of Fanta at once!’ he’d continue, pointing importantly in the air. ‘I can say “excuse me, whose uncle is this?” in six different accents! I once fixed a broken pen using just my mind!’
 That last one was his absolute favourite. It had been used a lot on posters when he was running for election.
 ERNST DING-BATT
 WE NEED A COUNTRY IN WHICH PENS CAN SOMETIMES BE MENDED JUST BY THINKING ABOUT HOW IT WOULD BE BETTER IF THEY WERE MENDED.
 Anyway, it turned out that he didn’t actually fix that pen – someone had just replaced it with one that worked and forgot to tell him. But no one minded much because he was still pretty tall and could lift all that Fanta.
 But the PM didn’t think any of this was odd at all. He treated his accomplishments as deadly serious. He was not one to laugh and joke around. What’s more, he’d never travel anywhere without Mysterio, his personal life coach and executive assistant.
 The most mysterious thing about Mysterio was how he got that job.
 No, actually, the most mysterious thing about Mysterio was probably his accent. It was absolutely impossible to tell where Mysterio was from, even though he’d shout everything he said really loudly.
 ‘AY-A AHM . MYSTERIO!’ he’d yell, and people would think . Italy maybe?
 ‘EET EEZ A NICE DAY!’ he’d continue, and people would think . France? Belgium?
 ‘UND NOW VEE MUST GO!’ he’d finish, and people would think . Germany? Sweden? Pluto?
 Mysterio’s job was to walk around in a purple suit with little silver stars on it, looking wise and mysterious, and then whispering in Mr Ding-Batt’s ear. The only time he wasn’t shouting was when he was whispering. It was like his volume control only had two settings: CHURCH BELL LOUD and little old lady quiet. Everyone assumed that when he whispered he was giving the Prime Minister excellent political advice. In reality, he was just whispering things he’d read off a motivational calendar he’d bought from a garage. ‘Zee future eez now! ’ he’d say, which is weird, isn’t it? Because most people agree that the future’s actually in a bit. ‘Ownly by looging inzide yowself can you trulee zee inzide yowself! ’ he’d whisper, and the Prime Minister would close his eyes and breathe deeply and nod slowly.
 ‘Right!’ said Elydia Exma. ‘Cue the music!’
 The theme tune began. The programme was starting!
 But no one could have guessed that this would be the exact moment that something far more sinister started too.
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Wait, What Just Happened?!
 ‘Good evening and welcome to the programme, which this week comes from the hall of Winterbourne School in the small town of Starkley,’ said Elydia Exma, her nose high in the air, but her beady little eyes fixed on the camera.
 ‘Yes – Starkley,’ continued Elydia, who managed to make everything she said sound like she was disgusted by it. It was as if she’d just found a sweaty sock in her minestrone soup, when she’d specifically asked for soup without one. ‘Now Starkley is, of course, already a famous town . ’
Proudly, Mr Longblather nudged PE teacher Tyrus Quinn in his enormous belly, which made Tyrus Quinn rumble and burp.
 ‘It was the scene of a great triumph against some particularly evil monsters very recently,’ said Elydia. ‘But tonight we’ll be talking about a new potato-recycling scheme instead.’
 ‘Boo!’ shouted a person in the audience. ‘Down with potatoes!’
 ‘With me on the panel,’ continued Elydia, ‘is local MP Shepton Mallet . ’
‘Hello!’ grinned Shepton Mallet, looking into the wrong camera.
 ‘We also have the Prime Minister, Ernst Ding-Batt . ’
‘Aloha! ’ said the Prime Minister very seriously. ‘That’s Hawaiian for hello.’
 ‘ . and the Prime Minister’s special adviser, er . Mr Mysterio.’
 ‘GREETINKS!’ said Mysterio, and everyone in the audience thought, Russia?
 Hamish felt another little quiver of excitement in his tummy. This was pretty cool.
 ‘Prime Minister,’ said Elydia, ‘if I could start with you . ’
‘Well, first of all let me first say that I own a poodle,’ said the Prime Minister. ‘And I am in fact the only Prime Minister in the history of this country to actually own a poodle. And I think that’s something I should just say from the very beginning.’
 Someone started to applaud this, but then stopped quite quickly.
 ‘Yes,’ said Elydia, ‘But about this potato-recycling scheme—’
 ‘And what’s more!’ said the Prime Minister, standing up and making eye contact with the viewers at home. ‘I once fixed a broken pen with the power of thought alone!’
 ‘It was a different pen!’ shouted someone in the audience.
 ‘And, on the matter of this potato-recycling scheme, let me be absolutely clear,’ continued Mr Ding-Batt. ‘I am more than six feet tall in height! ’
He paused, dramatically, then sat back down again. Lots of people applauded and said, ‘That’s true, yes, he is.’
 Elydia tapped her chin. She wasn’t quite sure that he’d answered the question.
 ‘Yes, but what do you think about the potato-recycling scheme?’ she said.
 The Prime Minister looked annoyed. Wasn’t it enough that he was more than six feet tall in height?
 Mysterio slid the Prime Minister a piece of paper, on which was written ‘HERE EEZ WHAT TO SAY ABOOT THE POTATO-RECYCLING SCHEME’. The Prime Minister stood up again and put on his most serious face.
 ‘My thoughts on the potato-recycling scheme are as follows . ’
Hamish had been listening quite intently up until that point. It was pretty cool seeing the Prime Minister up close. Normally, you only saw him on the news, standing in front of Big Ben, using words like ‘economy’, ‘framework’ and, of course, ‘poodle’. But Hamish had been slightly distracted by something.
 Because what was that he’d just felt? A slight judder? A slight creak in the room? He looked around to see if anyone else had noticed, but they were all just listening to the Prime Minister.
 ‘Now look – potatoes are very important,’ he was saying, very sincerely, but Hamish was distracted again. The spotlights had dimmed just a little. An electrician standing by a satellite dish looked up and scratched his head.
 ‘. I myself enjoy potatoes,’ said the PM.
 ‘He’s just like us!’ whispered an old man to his wife.
 ‘. whether mashed, roasted, in chip form or even just eating one raw, like one would an onion.’
 Wait – was that another judder? Hamish could swear he felt the room rumble under his feet. He glanced at his friends, but they just stared straight ahead, listening to the Prime Minister’s important words.
 ‘I remember, as a child, I ate a potato,’ said the PM, getting misty-eyed. ‘These days I can eat up to eleven potatoes in one sitting.’
 One thing was for certain: the Prime Minister was on fire! He had the audience in the palm of his hand. You could tell he was building up to something big.
 ‘Which means that, on the matter of potato-recycling schemes, let me be absolutely clear . . .’
 Everyone, including Elydia Exma, leaned forward to hear what the Prime Minister was about to say.
 Everyone except Hamish, that is, because something just wasn’t right with those lights. They weren’t dimming any more . it was like they were slowly pulsating . getting brighter . 
And brighter . . .
 ‘And, just to be clear,’ said the Prime Minister, enjoying the limelight, ‘when I say I want to be absolutely clear, I clearly mean that I want to be absolutely clear when I say . ’
PFZZZZZZZ-POP
 A spotlight popped.
 Then another one! Tiny pieces of glass rained down on to the stage and tinkled about on the floor. But no one paid any attention. The room was silent. Hamish seemed to be the only person in Starkley not entranced by the Prime Minister’s potato-based words. Everyone else was on the edge of their seats.
 But Ernst Ding-Batt just stood there, suddenly seeming a little confused.
 Had he forgotten his lines?
 Mysterio pushed his little piece of paper forward with one finger again and coughed.
 ‘Yes, Prime Minister?’ said Elydia. ‘What do you want to be absolutely clear about?’
 The Prime Minister blinked, once.
 What great words of wisdom was he about to impart?
 And finally he said . 
‘I really like my little blue pants.’
 No one said anything for a bit.
 ‘I said I REALLY LIKE MY LITTLE BLUE PANTS!’ yelled the PM. ‘They’re new!’
 That was a bit of an odd thing to say. Especially on live TV when you’re supposed to be a serious Prime Minister.
 ‘You . you really like your new pants?’ said Elydia, struggling to believe her ears.
 ‘Yes,’ said the Prime Minister. ‘I really like my new pants. They’re proper comfy-womfy.’
 Someone in the audience applauded this, confused.
 ‘But . but I was asking you about potato recycling . ’ said Elydia, checking her notes. There were definitely no questions on there about the Prime Minister’s pants.
 ‘What do you mean potato?’ asked the Prime Minister, scratching his beard. ‘What’s a potato?’
 ‘What’s a potato?’ said Elydia, and then for no apparent reason the Prime Minister broke into a little dance.
 ‘Here!’ he shouted. ‘Film this! Film me doing my New Pants Dance!’
 
*
Outside, ten minutes later, Hamish watched in quiet confusion as the Prime Minister was rushed into a big black Range Rover with tinted windows.
 ‘EE’S A NOT FEELING LIKE A CHIT-CHATTYING!’ yelled Mysterio, slamming the door of the car, and at least four people in the crowd thought, Maybe he’s Mexican?
 They’d stopped Question Me Silly early, saying the Prime Minister had been suddenly taken unwell, and put on an episode of Life’s a Dream with Vapidia Sheen instead. They’d done it just in time. The Prime Minister had already done his New Pants Dance, then tried to eat a raw potato and finally dropped his trousers so he could show everyone just how proud he was of his brand-new undies. A tall man in a soldier’s uniform and shiny black boots had immediately rushed him out of the school.
 Mysterio had spotted Hamish looking up at him.
 ‘Oh, yerz . Hamish,’ he’d said, as he climbed into the front seat of the Range Rover. ‘Sorry for no chitty-chat. Er, I zuppose you could let us know if you’re ever in London . ’
He handed over a business card with his telephone number on it. It said:
[image: ]


 
The car moved away, lit by the flash-flash-flash of cameras, and, as it passed Hamish, he found himself locking eyes with the Prime Minister . and shuddering.
 There was something very creepy about the Prime Minister now.
 His eyes were wide, but it was like he wasn’t looking at anything.
 It was like his eyes were blank.


 4
Well, That Was Weird
 The next morning, Hamish woke bright and early.
 Like everyone else in Starkley, he didn’t really have a choice.
 One nice thing about his town was that lots of people still had milk delivered in the morning. Most places don’t have milk floats going door to door any more.
 Even in Starkley, things were changing as some people bought their milk from Shop Til You Pop or had it delivered in a big van by the giant out-of-town supermarket, Foodface. Jimmy called it ‘the relentless onslaught of commerce’, but not even Jimmy knew what that meant.
 But every morning, in the wee small hours, tiny Margarine Crinkle would clamber into her battered electric milk float and pootle it right the way through Starkley, stopping to deliver glass bottles of milk on every street, like a sort of calcium fairy.
 It sounds magical, doesn’t it? Such an old-fashioned and wonderful way of life! So simple, and so lovely! One woman, against the elements, early in the morning, delivering bottles!
 In fact, it was really annoying.
 Margarine Crinkle was about ninety-five years old and she was a terrible driver. Just the worst.
 Every morning at 5 a.m., the people of Starkley would be jolted from their sleep by the sound of her milk float hitting a lamp post, or knocking off the wing mirrors of all the parked cars on the street and setting off their alarms.
 SCREEEEEECH.
 Ker-KLATTER-thunk-thunk.
 BEEEEEP BEEEEEP BEEEEEP.
 Then they’d hear her yelling some really terrible words indeed as she stumbled out of the milk float – which had probably crashed into someone’s hedge by now or might even be rolling down a hill because she hadn’t put the brake on.
 Also, her knees hurt. And her ankles. And she was having awful trouble with her wrists. And she’d shout and grumble about these ailments all the way up your garden path and back down again.
 And, as they lay there in their beds, eyes wide open, every person on the street would silently count the number of bottles they could hear Margarine Crinkle drop as she walked to their doorstep.
 She was the LOUDEST milk lady anyone had ever come across. But, because she was also the last of her kind, everyone knew it was important to let her just carry on.
 Hamish stared at the ceiling, thinking about the Prime Minister and trying very hard to concentrate on—
 CLATTER!
 Ahem. On exactly what could have happened to have made him go all—
 CRASH! TINKLE! SMASH!
 On precisely what could have—
 BEEP! BEEP! VEHICLE REVERSING! VEHICLE REVERSING!
 On the exact reasons that—
 ‘OH, NO! ME VAN’S OFF! COME BACK! COME BACK! OOF! ME POOR OLD KNEES!’
 Maybe it was just time to get up.
 ‘Well, that was weird,’ said Alice, taking off her coat and walking into Hamish’s house. ‘Everyone’s saying it.’
 She held up a copy of the Starkley Post.
 There was a picture of the Prime Minister in his little blue pants and the headline:
 
WELL, THAT WAS WEIRD
 
‘I really don’t think anyone expected the Prime Minister to start showing everyone his pants,’ said Alice. ‘Mum says he’s probably been under a lot of pressure because he was working so hard, but then Dad said that couldn’t be true because he’s a politician.’
 ‘Maybe it’s normal,’ said Hamish, shrugging. ‘I’ve never seen Question Me Silly before. Maybe he always finishes it with a New Pants Dance.’
 ‘That would mean an awful lot of new pants, Hamish. I don’t think grown-ups buy new pants. I think they just wear them until they dissolve in puddles of grown-up sweat. Anyway, the Prime Minister is back in London now, and you know what that means.’
 Hamish looked puzzled. What did that mean?
 ‘It means we’ve got to go there!’ said Alice. ‘You can’t nearly meet the Prime Minister and then not meet him! So I’ve been looking at bus timetables.’
 She pulled out a list of bus times so long it unfurled all the way to her feet.
 Well, thought Hamish, the strange Belgian man in the purple suit did say I should let him know if I was ever in London . but he didn’t really mean it, did he? He was just being polite, wasn’t he?
 ‘Now I think we should leave as quickly as possible,’ said Alice, ‘so that we can catch the Prime Minister before he has his tea.’
 Hamish thought about it as he picked up a bag of rubbish to take out to the bins.
 ‘I’m not really sure I’m allowed to go all the way to London on my own,’ he said, opening the door. ‘What with me being ten. You too for that matter.’
 ‘My uncle could pick us up at the station,’ said Alice, following him out. ‘And we could eat a kebab. And you could meet the Prime Minister. And we could see the big city. And we could eat a kebab. And ride on red buses. While eating kebabs.’
 ‘You really want a kebab, don’t you?’ said Hamish.
 ‘But more importantly,’ said Alice, making her most important face, ‘we could go to No. 1 Arcadian Lane and see if we can work out why the blackbird wanted you to go there!’
 Hamish thought about it some more as the morning sun warmed his face.
 ‘I’d have to ask my mum,’ he said.
 ‘We could be back by the evening,’ said Alice, feeling Hamish’s resolve weakening. ‘And you can tell her my uncle will be with us the whole time.’
 But Hamish had a question for Alice. Something that had been troubling him.
 ‘Did you notice anything . strange happening during the TV show last night?’
 Alice widened her eyes.
 She held up the photo of the PM in his little blue pants again.
 ‘No – before the New Pants Dance,’ said Hamish. ‘Did you notice a slight rumble?’
 ‘A rumble?’ she said.
 ‘A rumble and then a pop?’
 ‘Hmm,’ said Alice. ‘Sounds like you had some serious tummy trouble.’
 Hamish frowned. So Alice hadn’t noticed the way the room seemed almost to move. Or the spotlights bursting overhead. Or the way the Prime Minister’s eyes had seemed to go empty, hollow, blank . 
The last time he’d noticed something that no one else had, the world had been in serious trouble. What if something bad was happening again? Maybe this was all linked somehow? What if this was something to do with the Neverpeople? His dad might need his help!
 ‘What are you two talking about?’ said Buster, wandering up the path with a broom. He had a part-time job clearing away all the broken milk bottles Margarine Crinkle left everywhere. It could have been a full -time job, to be honest. ‘Is this important PDF business?’
 ‘You know there’s no Pause Defence Force since the world stopped stopping,’ said Hamish. ‘We’re just kids again! All that’s at an end!’
 ‘Every end is just another beginning!’ said Alice, who seemed to like that phrase almost as much as ‘be prepared’.
 ‘Who wants to be just kids again?’ said Buster, sadly, leaning on his broom. ‘And anyway we can’t stop being the PDF! What if the world needs saving again? Someone needs to be ready!’
 ‘Yes!’ said Alice. ‘Always be prepared! Have I taught you nothing, by repeatedly saying the same thing over and over?’
 Hamish looked at his friends, and thought about how much they’d achieved together as the PDF. If something strange was afoot, then they were right: someone needed to be ready.
 ‘Let me talk to my mum,’ he said, thinking that maybe – just maybe – a trip to London might not be such a bad idea after all.


 Find out what happens next in

[image: ]


 
out February 2016!


[image: ]


OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
DANNY WALLACE

adISH

ENDTHE
Aot BLE TERRBLE
CHRISTMAS

rivy






OEBPS/html/docimages/image21.jpg
Go to worldofhamish.com
NOW to find out more
about Hamish and Danny,
join the PDF, watch
exclusive videos PLUS
the chance to enter
special competitions!






OEBPS/html/docimages/image22.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/image20.jpg
aMISH

“‘N” E’\IERFEOPLE





OEBPS/html/docimages/image18.jpg
NO. 1 ARCADIAN LANE

LONDON






OEBPS/html/docimages/image19.jpg
MYSTERIO

10 DOWNING STREET






OEBPS/html/docimages/image16.jpg
\=/

STAREKELEY TOWN COUNCIL

To activate the

speaking clock,
simply stand here
and say what the
time is out loud.






OEBPS/html/docimages/image17.jpg
Dea, Hamish Ellerby.

Tt s 9. the Pume NMniter.
Veu can el o my furey

I weald bhe to thank gmandgeum
b o el o T whele
by g e
WVMMQSEppm and se on, ele.

de.

G itend o ceme to Stukley o
Mmmepuedneégmﬁmd/(a
QS-,(),@ il ) w‘wﬂi&b@géﬁgm
m%pwgmmm&!






OEBPS/html/docimages/image10.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/image11.jpg
‘U OH STARKLEY IS A LOVELY LITTLE &

TOWN, JJ
ONE WHERE WE SMILE AND WE NEVER
%  REALLY FROWN...





OEBPS/html/docimages/image14.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/image15.jpg
“A”AHA HAHAHA!

Frank Cottrell Boyce





OEBPS/html/docimages/image12.jpg
I

ﬁ OH STARKLEY IS A LOVELY LITTLE
TOWN,
ONE WHERE WE SMILE AND WE NEVER
REALLY FROWN,





OEBPS/html/docimages/image13.jpg
A

OH STARKLEY IS A LOVELY LITTLE
TOWN!





OEBPS/html/docimages/image4.jpg
"We hate an od grey beidge!”
| Tinned with Blandling, Ohio

PROPERTY OF
STARKLEY TOURIST NFORMATION OFFICE






OEBPS/html/docimages/image3.jpg
DANNY WALLACE

MISH

LIBLE TERR'BLE
Tt CHRISTMNS

LLusTrATEs BY JAMIE L™

SIMON & SCHUSTER





OEBPS/html/docimages/image6.jpg
@jimmyellerby ¥ Follow |
| AM EATING SOUP

4« 31 %2





OEBPS/html/docimages/image5.jpg
A
‘U OH STARKLEY IS A LOVELY LITTLE

TOWN, JJ
ONE WHERE WE SMILE AND WE NEVER
8 REALLY FROWN,
BUT THAT’S NOT ENTIRELY TRUE,
BECAUSE SOMETIMES WE FROWN, L
BUT THE POINT IS THAT IT’S
CHRISTMAS! I i





OEBPS/html/docimages/image8.jpg
@jimmyellerby [ Fotlow
| JUST PEED OUT THAT SOUP

4« 921 %6000





OEBPS/html/docimages/image7.jpg
¥ Follow

@jimmyellerby
| AM LOOKING AT ATREE

« 91 %2





OEBPS/html/docimages/image9.jpg
HMS CARRAS '





OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg
DANNY WALLACE DANNY WALLACE

WMISH iSH

W&(LDSI\OPPE? P—“"T“ RrﬁorLE

HMI« HA HA HR






OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
aMISH

Y\(-\ELE TeER'BLE
CHRISTMpS





