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                  Chapter One


               

               It was breakfast time, and Ben Pole was halfway through a huge bowl of cornflakes. His dad was busy with the paper, mumbling something through a mouthful of toast and marmalade.
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               But Ben was lost in his own thoughts. He had things to worry about. Well, one thing really. Monty Grabbe. As school bullies go, Monty was up there among the worst of them, and Ben was an easy target. He was so small and skinny he had to lean into even the slightest breeze to stop himself from toppling over.

               But he wasn’t stupid.

               He knew the trick to survival was to simply stay out of Monty’s way. So Ben did his best to slip around the school unseen, slinking through the shadows, darting from bench to bin to bike rack like a ninja assassin. And so far, it had worked. The summer holiday was just around the corner. He had almost made it.

               Suddenly, Ben’s dad sat bolt upright in his chair.
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               ‘There’ been another one!’ he said, holding up the paper and jabbing at the front page with a sticky finger. ‘Ha! What about this then, son? It’s a mystery, all right. Perhaps it’s ALIENS!’ he said, taking another enormous bite of toast and showering his belly with crumbs.

               ‘You ALWAYS think it’s aliens, dear,’ said Mrs Pole, rolling her eyes and dabbing at Mr Pole’s cardigan with a damp hanky.

               ‘Well, whatever it is, people are getting worried,’ said Mr Pole. ‘The Mayor will be for the chop if he doesn’t fix it fast!’

               ‘Pfft! Serves him right,’ said Mrs Pole, wiping milk off Ben’s face. ‘That Mayor Grabbe’s a crook!

               It’s no wonder his son Monty is such a bully. He’s a right horror, isn’t he, Ben love?’
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               Ben poked at his cornflakes and nodded weakly. Monty Grabbe was one of those school bullies who really enjoy bullying. Nothing cheered up Monty more than cramming some hapless squirt into a locker, or stripping a spindly lad of his lunch money and leaving him at the far edge of the playground folded into an

awkward shape.

               ‘Crikey!’ said Mr Pole, handing Ben the paper. ‘It says here Mayor Grabbe’s offering a reward from the city bank of ONE BA-JILLION POUNDS to anyone who solves the mystery! And he’s already hired a professional exterminator – some nasty looking goon called Ted Dedleigh. Here, look!’

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               ‘That’ll give those aliens something to worry about, eh, Dad?’ said Ben, but he wasn’t really listening. He had Monty to worry about, and he was late for school too. So he scoffed the last of his cornflakes, grabbed his bag, and with a wave to his mum and dad headed out the door.
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                  Chapter Two


               

               With only three days left until the end of term, Ben noticed a sunny feeling about the school. The countdown to the summer holidays had begun, and as the day ticked past, all the kids had started to twitch and fizzle with growing excitement. So when the bell rang for home time, they exploded out of their classrooms like a swarm of bees and surged down the corridor.

               Ben did his best to hang back and sneak out as usual, but as soon as he stepped into the corridor he was knocked off his feet and tumbled along by the

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               great tide of kids as they hurtled towards the door.

               When the crowd thinned out and Ben dropped to the floor, he realized to his horror that he had been dumped in the middle of the playground.

               He leaped up to make a dash for safety, but it was too late.

               ‘Gotcha!’

               Four enormous beefy hands plucked Ben off his feet. His stomach dropped into his socks and his heart thumped in his chest like a frog in a biscuit tin. Ben wriggled furiously but it was useless.

               His arms were clamped in the big fists of

               Monty’s personal twin goons, Bertie and

               Gertie Plank. They were remarkably huge,

               lumpy and each about as brainy as a baked

               potato. Tommy ‘Long Tom’ Plum,

               half as wide but twice as tall,

               loomed over them.
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               ‘Well, well, if it isn’t BEAN Pole,’ said Monty, leaning close and poking him in the ribs with a pudgy finger. ‘Hullo, Bean.’

               Ben smiled weakly and did his best to be cool and charming.

               ‘Oh, hi, Monty,’ he said, trying to keep his voice from sounding too high and wobbly. ‘Lovely day, isn’t it?’

               ‘Let me bash im, Monty,’ grunted Bertie.

               ‘Can I squish im?’ wheezed Gertie.

               ‘Now, now, Planks,’ oozed Monty, ‘there’s no need to damage him. Not if he’s a good boy and hands over all his cash. You ARE a good boy, aren’t you, Bean?’ he added, holding out a small hand that smelled a bit like sausages.

               ‘I, er, don’t …’ Ben began, but Monty just sighed impatiently and nodded at the twins.

               In the blink of an eye Bertie and Gertie flipped Ben upside down and dangled him by his ankles.

               Then with almighty jerks the twins jiggled

            

         

         
            
               
                  Ben up and down

                  like an enormous

                  bottle of tomato sauce.  

                  Everything fell from

                  Ben’s pockets: a pencil

                  stub, some old gum

                  wrapped in a bus ticket,

                  two stickers, an

                  embarrassingly snotty

                  tissue, a dinosaur key

                  ring, fluff, a piece of

                  Lego, three conkers and

                  a handful of toffees

                  wrapped in bright

                  gold foil.
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