
[image: cover]


[image: images]

www.hodderchildrens.co.uk


 

Text and illustrations copyright © 2013 Nicholas Allan

First published in Great Britain in 2013
by Hodder Children’s Books
This ebook edition published in 2013

The right of Nicholas Allan to be identified as the Author and Illustrator of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored or transmitted, in any form, or by any means with prior permission in writing from the publishers or in the case of reprographic production in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency and may not be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A Catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 444 90546 5

Hodder Children’s Books
A Division of Hachette Children’s Books
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH
An Hachette UK company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.hodderchildrens.co.uk

www.franklinwatts.co.uk

 www.orchardbooks.co.uk

 www.waylandbooks.co.uk



[image: images]

Billy and Alfie first met their weird Aunt Edna after their mum and dad got run over by a combine harvester.

It had happened one afternoon on holiday. Alfie and Billy were sitting on a gate whilst their parents stood in a field of corn explaining how modern machinery had made farming so much easier.

‘The combine-harvester,’ their dad had said, ‘cuts the corn, turns it into bales, and even ties the bales up. It saves so much time!’

What their mum and dad hadn’t realized was that the farmers had saved even more time by hiring two combine-harvesters. As they watched one sweeping across the field a short distance away, another approached, unnoticed, from over the hill. By the time Alfie and Billy saw it, it was too late. The two children were orphans.


‘Orphans? What’re they?’

‘Us,’ said Alfie sadly. ‘People who don’t have a mum and dad.’

‘But you do have an aunt,’ said the nice lady from the orphanage. ‘Professor Edna Stepford, the world-famous scientist.’
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It depended, Billy thought, what you meant by an aunt. If an aunt was someone who sent you birthday money and Christmas money and sometimes holiday money and half-term money, then Aunt Edna wasn’t an aunt. If an aunt was someone you’d never met, who never sent Christmas cards, who was some kind of weird scientist who hardly left her house, then, yes, they had an aunt.

‘Many orphans have no relatives at all. You don’t know how lucky you are!’ were the last words the nice lady said as they were driven off to their new home.
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59 Screw Drive was a thin, sallow, mean-faced house. When the door opened it was no surprise to be met by a thin, sallow, mean-faced aunt with eyes the colour of glacier ice – a cold, watery blue. These eyes stared at them as if they were very small aliens – or very small laboratory mice.
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‘You must be Alfie.’

‘No, I’m Billy. She’s Alfie.’

‘I’m Alfie,’ said Alfie.

The house seemed normal enough, if a little bare. There were no family photos on the mantelpiece, no books, no cupboards with doors that wouldn’t close because they were crammed full of toys. The tables and chairs had spindly metal legs and hard seats. The carpets were fog-grey. The walls were as white as Aunt Edna’s lab coat. There wasn’t even a television.


‘This is awful,’ whispered Billy after the first week, lying in bed in the dark of the attic room. He had to whisper. If he spoke any louder he’d activate the sound-sensor on the ceiling which sprayed them both with icy water. This was a device recently invented by their aunt.

‘I can’t be expected to wake you up, get your meals and organize your lives when I have so much VERY IMPORTANT WORK to do,’ their aunt had said after a few days of waking them up, getting their meals and organizing their lives.

‘Mum and Dad did,’ said Alfie.

‘And look what happened to them, Elfid,’ Aunt Edna said. ‘Ended up in little pieces, didn’t they? Well, that’s not going to happen to me!’

And so their aunt had spent most of the time that first week down in her basement laboratory inventing the following machines to help her:

1. The Masterchef Machine, which cooked up lengths of grey, wet sausage. It had all the right nutrients, but was entirely lacking in taste.

2. The Catapult Bed, which tipped Alfie and Billy out of their beds like cans from a vending machine when the alarm clock rang.

3. The Wheel, a giant, slowly-spinning hamster wheel which forced Alfie and Billy to go for long weekend walks in their backyard.

THE MASTERCHEF MACHINE
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THE CATAPULT BED
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THE WHEEL
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‘This is awful,’ said Billy.

‘It’s inhuman,’ said Alfie.

‘She isn’t human,’ Billy moaned.

It’s interesting that Billy should have mentioned this as that very evening their aunt was inventing something special…


As if things weren’t bad enough, Aunt Edna happened to live next door to Mr Snugbug and Justin, his son, who happened to be the most spoilt child in the world. Every evening Billy and Alfie looked down from the tiny attic window into their neighbour’s kitchen and saw Justin scoffing dripping pizzas and towering ice-creams. That evening it was chocolate gateau.
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Despite the Masterchef Machine, or because of it, Billy and Alfie were always starving. The sight of Justin Snugbug reminded them how hungry they were. They felt like the tramp who was, at that moment, searching for scraps in Aunt Edna’s rubbish bin.
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‘He won’t have much luck there,’ moaned Billy. ‘Aunt Edna’s bins are the last place I’d look for food.’
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‘He doesn’t seem to be looking for food,’ Alfie said, ‘he seems to be collecting scraps of paper.’

‘Wow! He must be hungry!’

They looked back at Justin, who was finishing off with a couple of Mars bars – and a burp, which they heard even from the attic.

The sight of the chocolate bars reminded them of the huge tin of Cheeki Choko Cherry Cakes Aunt Edna kept in the kitchen. These were for herself for when she was working. It was Billy’s idea to raid the tin and it was this that led to the discovery that would change their lives.


‘Is this a good idea?’ Alfie said.

‘Of course it is! I thought of it. Come on!’

 

Aunt Edna worked in her laboratory unusually late that night. At last they heard her footsteps on the stairs. As soon as she closed the door of her bedroom, Billy started across the landing. Alfie grabbed his arm and pulled him back.

‘Don’t be such a scaredy cat,’ Billy whispered impatiently.

Alfie said nothing, but pointed to little square plugs along each wall of the landing. ‘Laser sensors,’ she whispered.
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‘How do you know?’

‘Read about them in a book.’

After the sensors, Alfie noticed a trip-wire on the top step. Soon it was Alfie leading the way. They made it to the kitchen, but when they switched on the light they got the shock of their lives.

Standing before them, staring straight at them, was Aunt Edna!

‘Aargh!’ cried Billy, hiding behind Alfie.

‘It can’t be,’ whispered Alfie.

‘It is,’ said their aunt. ‘And what, Alfie, do you think you and your brother are doing here?’

That’s weird, thought Alfie. It was only the second time Aunt Edna had got her name right. Even more weird, her eyes had turned brown.

Just as Alfie noticed this, the kitchen door flew open.

Spinning round, Billy and Alfie found themselves staring directly into the ice-blue eyes of their aunt.

‘Aargh!’ cried Billy, trying to decide which side of Alfie to hide behind.
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The two children looked from one aunt to the other. It was like a nightmare in stereo.

‘And what, Alison, are you and your brother doing here?’

So at least Alfie could tell this was the real Aunt Edna. But who – or what – was the other?

‘We … we…’ began Billy.

‘Never mind,’ said Aunt Edna, dismissing him. ‘You may as well meet your new Aunt Android. She’ll be living with you in the attic and looking after you from now on. She’s faster than me, stronger than me, and not nearly so nice. And one more thing…’ The blue eyes burned into them. ‘Don’t try to creep down here again to steal my Choko Cakes. Your new aunt will be watching you. She will always be watching you. Because,’ she said darkly, ‘androids never sleep.’
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When Billy and Alfie had been at their new school for eight weeks, Mrs Portcullis – the headteacher – announced that sports day was in a week’s time. That day, the children were given a note for their parents:
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At the end of the day the children rushed out to bully their mums and dads into immediate training. But there was one person who couldn’t be bullied. By now everyone had become used to seeing the tall, thin figure in the dirty white coat marching Billy and Alfie to the school gates in the morning and marching them back at the end of the day.

‘Regular as clockwork,’ they said, not realizing, that they’d more or less hit the nail on the head. Aunt Android was nothing but plastic, metal and the electronic circuits from ten iPods, a handful of mobiles and an old washing machine.
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‘Your aunt hasn’t a chance,’ said Justin Snugbug. ‘She’s never done a bit of exercise in her life. She’s got about as much chance of winning the race as … as … as a washing machine!’
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