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To Spike and Zach –


I knew you when you were babies!
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THE RETURN
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Ah, it’s you. You came back. I’ve just been reading some of the fantastic headlines for Llama United’s cup run last season. Glory days.


What do you mean, you can’t remember who I am?


It’s me, Arthur Muckluck, the greatest footballer in the world ever! Last year, eleven llamas unknowingly ate my ashes and became brilliant at football. They then went on an amazing cup run, beating all the best human teams around, until they were unfortunately pipped to the post in the final.


You must remember that, now? OK, what about Tim Gravy and Cairo Anderson? Two best friends who managed Llama United all the way to the Cup final. Tim even scored the winning goal in the semi-final, while playing in goal! You really don’t remember? It was all over the papers . . .


Well, never mind. I’ve pretty much told you the story of Llama United now, so you should be up to speed.


Tim, Cairo and the llamas have been really busy since then.


After the Cup final, Llama United started to get requests for friendlies and exhibition matches from some of the biggest teams in the world. They were in so much demand, they didn’t have to start playing in a league. In the summer holidays, they travelled to Brazil, the spiritual home of football, and played on the famous Copacabana beach. They arranged a huge match against a team of over one hundred local people and still won 92 – 7. Goal Machine, Llama United’s star striker, scored about fifty goals. The game went on for what felt like a whole day, and nobody knew who the referee was. Tim and Cairo had at least ten ice creams each, and felt a bit sick, and McCloud, their grumpy Scottish coach, didn’t take his cap or tracksuit off at all, even though it was boiling hot.


Fitting things around school was difficult, but Tim and Cairo trained the llamas every evening and weekend, and in the half-term holidays they all went to Spain to play the giants of Borcaloona and Royal Modrid. Llama United defender Bill did do a poo in one of the star player’s boots, but he didn’t notice until he got home that night. He needs to buy a new carpet now.


At Christmas the whole team were invited to play in China. The Duke, Goal Machine and Smasher did headers and volleys over the Great Wall of China. Some schoolchildren tried to teach Cruncher how to play ping-pong, but he was only interested in eating the net. Tim and Cairo drank some yak’s milk. Let’s just say they won’t be putting it on their cereal in the morning.


And in the Easter holidays, the llamas were granted an audience with the Pope in his home in the Vatican City, a tiny state hiding in a corner of Rome. Cruncher chewed the edge of his cassock when he was blessing the llamas’ noses. Thankfully, the Pope laughed and let him chew on his zucchetto, which is that small white hat he sometimes wears when he is doing all that waving at people. Like Popes tend to do. After all the waving, Tim and Cairo ate a lot of the best pizza they had ever tasted, and not one slice had any pineapple on it. Because we all know that’s wrong, don’t we?
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Tim, Cairo and their grumpy Scottish coach, McCloud, had followed the llamas around the world, and though they had enjoyed every minute, it was incredibly exhausting. Tim’s dad, Frank, also came on all the trips, because McCloud is as good at looking after two children and eleven llamas as I am at French. Benjure, monsewer, je apple Arthur, silver plate.


One day, on the way back from a short weekend trip to Germany, where Goal Machine had smashed five past the German champions Booyern Moonich, Cairo noticed that Tim looked a bit fed up. He’d hardly touched his ‘delicious’ airline meal of a brown meat-paste sandwich, a tiny orange juice and a dry brownie, and was staring blankly out of the window. He certainly wasn’t thinking about what type of meat was in the brown paste. Shrew, perhaps?


‘You OK, gaffer?’ asked Cairo. ‘You seem a bit down. Is everything all right?’


Tim let out a deep sigh. Clearly, everything wasn’t OK. However, because he’s a boy, and twelve, he said: ‘Yep, everything is great. All good.’


Then he went back to staring out the window again.


Cairo, because he is also a boy, and twelve, shrugged and didn’t press his friend any more. He picked up a magazine from the back of the chair in front of him and began reading about a cheese-flavoured chocolate bar that was being made in South Africa. Yuck! Within minutes he was fast asleep.
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LUDO THE AGONY AUNT
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That evening, after dinner at the farm where Tim lived with his mum, dad and two sisters, Tim went out to the new state-of-the-art training ground, built with all the money they had made from being famous.


The llamas were all tucked up in their shed, having a sleep after their travels. He began dribbling a ball up and down the pitch, weaving in and out of a handful of cones that had been left out. For a goalkeeper, he had pretty good control.


Tim wasn’t really sure why he felt so low, but something was knocking away, deep in the pit of his stomach. He couldn’t talk to his parents, sisters, McCloud or Cairo. They would just think he was being selfish. He had everything he could ever want, so what was wrong with him?


As the sun was substituted for the moon, Tim could just make out a tall, dark figure striding purposefully out of the early evening gloom. Tim smiled as it got closer. It was Ludo, Llama United’s brilliant goalkeeper, and if I’m honest, my favourite player – well, one of my favourite players. I’m also quite keen on Goal Machine . . . oh, and Smasher, and maybe Barcelona. Actually, I like them all, really.


Ludo looked majestic as ever, nothing ever phased him. He was what every manager in the world wants from a keeper, unflappable, strong and focused. Ludo wasn’t interested in many things, apart from grass, football and protecting Llama United’s goalmouth sheep, Motorway, who thought she was a princess.


Tim reached up and stroked Ludo under the chin. It was his favourite place to be stroked. He then let out a deep, mournful sigh. Tim, not Ludo. Ludo never sighed. Although he sometimes liked to hum.


‘Oh, Ludo,’ said Tim. ‘What’s wrong with me? I have no idea why I feel so unhappy. I just do, and I shouldn’t. I’ve got everything I could ever want.’


Ludo stared deep into Tim’s eyes. Neither of them blinked for what seemed like an age. Actually it was eleven seconds, but it always feels longer, doesn’t it?


Tim blinked first. Ludo lowered his head and took a huge bite out of the lush green turf beneath their feet and began casually chewing on it. Of all the llamas in the team, he had the best manners. Bob ate with his mouth wide open so you could see exactly what he was mushing around his mouth. It wasn’t very pleasant.


‘The world tour was fantastic, wasn’t it?’


Ludo carried on chewing and didn’t reply.


‘It was really, really good. But it was missing something. We met celebrities and world-class footballers, but it just wasn’t the Cup, was it?’


Ludo carried on chewing and still didn’t reply.


‘The Cup had a sort of magic to it. Something we didn’t have during the tour.’


Ludo looked at Tim, and then swallowed his mouthful. His neck swung low to the ground and he took another bite out of the turf. If you think Ludo is going to start talking, then I’m afraid you’ve got another think coming. He’s a llama, after all. Tim watched Ludo’s jaw go round and round and round as he munched on the grass. It was almost hypnotic. Then something in his brain flashed.


‘Of course, that’s it!’ he said, slapping his forehead. ‘There’s no competition.’


Ludo carried on chewing.


‘There’s no pressure on us; we don’t have anything to aim for. Nobody cares if we win, draw or lose all these friendly matches; they just help the clubs we play to make more money because we’re famous. None of it really matters. We have all this training stuff and no real plan about what we’re doing next, and nobody gets to see your true talent when you’re not under pressure in a proper match.’


Ludo paused . . . and snorted.


‘We need to play in some important matches again, Ludo. We need to win a massive, big, shiny, silver trophy. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’


Ludo sniffed and swallowed his latest mouthful. He wasn’t one for dramatic reactions.


‘Oh, thanks, Ludo, you’ve totally helped me figure this out,’ said Tim, as a broad grin spread across his face. ‘I couldn’t have done it without you.’


He gave Ludo a big hug round the neck.


Ludo gazed off into the distance, and began sucking at his teeth to try and remove all the grass that was caught between them. Tim tickled him under the chin one more time, turned on his heel and marched across to the little caravan that was parked behind the training pitch. A surge of energy pulsed through Tim’s body. He felt alive again.


He was going to see McCloud.


Which sounds more impressive than it actually is. He only lives on the other side of the training ground.
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SCOUTING MCCLOUD
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Tim knocked loudly three times on McCloud’s caravan door. Nothing.


He knocked again and then pressed his ear to the door to see if he could hear anything from inside. He was greeted by total silence. This was odd. When McCloud wasn’t travelling with the team, he was usually in one of two places. When he was awake he was on the training pitch, talking about football, and when he was asleep he was in his caravan, dreaming about football. Tim couldn’t remember a time he wasn’t in these places. Loving football so much gave McCloud a very curious and unpredictable view on life. You were not to be trusted if you didn’t like football, and everyone who did like football couldn’t be trusted either. Trust no one, that was his motto. Apart from maybe Tim, Cairo and the llamas. Although he didn’t like the way the Duke looked at him.


A cold feeling covered Tim’s shoulders like a wet towel. What if McCloud was ill, had fallen over, or worse still, had gone in search of the mythical tartan paint? He always said this was a journey of no return.


Tim began knocking and frantically pulling on the tiny plastic door handle, a whoosh of worry surging through his body.


‘MCCLOUD,’ he shouted through the thin door. ‘Can you hear me, MCCLOUD? . . . Are you OK?’


He peered though the murky windows. All had orange curtains tightly drawn across them. Only one small light glowed from the inside.


‘MCCLOUD, MCCLOUD, MC . . . CLOUD!!!’ barked Tim, thumping the sides of the caravan with his closed fists. He was really panicking now.


There was a sharp cough from behind him. Tim spun round.
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‘Flaming tangerines, what’s all this fuss, laddie?’ It was McCloud. He was dressed, as usual, in his blue velvet Scotland tracksuit. Although his face was smeared in black, green and brown face paint and he had twigs and branches sticking out of his flat cap. Which was unusual. He looked like a soldier in the jungle. Well, his head did. The rest of him looked like an old football coach.


The fear drained from Tim in an instant when he saw his wiry Scottish coach.


‘Where have you been? I was worried.’


‘I’ve been out,’ replied McCloud, tapping the side of his green camouflaged nose and looking about suspiciously.


‘Out where?’ asked Tim. ‘You never go out.’


‘Sometimes a coach has to go out.’ McCloud tapped the side of his nose again. The green camouflage face paint was now transferring from his nose to his fingers.


‘But where?’


‘I cannae tell you, it’s a secret.’


Tim rolled his eyes. He knew McCloud was rubbish at keeping secrets, but he had a special tactic to make the Scottish coach reveal them almost straight away.


‘OK,’ he said, with a shrug of his shoulders. ‘I’m going in now, it’s getting late, and I’ve got a milkshake at home that won’t drink itself.’


‘Fine, fine,’ said McCloud quickly. ‘You’ve twisted my arm . . . I’ll tell you.’


Tim knew McCloud hated being ignored.


‘I’ve been out scouting,’ whispered McCloud, sneaking a glance over his own shoulder.


‘Scouting?’ asked Tim doubtfully, peering over McCloud’s shoulder to see what he was looking at.


‘Shh, keep it down, will you?’ exclaimed McCloud, grabbing Tim and pulling him behind a bush.


‘You don’t need to dress up in camouflage gear to go scouting,’ said Tim. ‘You can just go and watch matches whenever you want. It doesn’t have to be a secret.’


‘Doesn’t it?’ said McCloud with a knowing wink and another tap of his nose.


‘No, it doesn’t,’ replied Tim. ‘Anyway, why are you scouting? We don’t have any competitive matches coming up.’


McCloud’s shoulders slumped. ‘I know, laddie. That’s the problem. I’m missing the cut ’n’ thrust of important matches. It’s great playing and beating all the best teams in the world, but everyone is just so happy about it all – it doesnae really matter if we win, lose or draw. I thought a bit of secretive scouting might make me feel better . . . but it hasn’t.’


Tim’s eyes widened. McCloud was feeling exactly the same as he was! They both missed playing serious matches.


‘I know how you feel,’ admitted Tim with a sigh.


‘Ye do, laddie?’ replied McCloud. A broad grin began to creep across his face.


‘That’s why I came to find you.’


‘Well dunk me in a jam tart, what are we going to do about it then?’ asked McCloud. ‘It’s too late to enter the Cup or the league or a big European competition, the season is nearly over. That team Nork Town has nearly won the league.’


Tim tutted and shook his head at the mention of Nork Town. The team that had kicked, fouled and bullied their way to the top of the league. Llama United played attacking football with style and flair. Nork Town were the total opposite.


‘Well, I was wondering . . .’ Tim said hesitantly. ‘How about the World Cup? It’s only a few months away.’


‘Pffftttt, dinnae be stupid,’ replied McCloud. ‘It’s a team of llamas, not a country. Besides aren’t all llamas from South America? They’d have to play for one of those countries. Like Brazil, Peru or Switzerland.’


‘Switzerland isn’t in South America.’


‘Isn’t it?’ replied McCloud tapping the side of his nose again.


‘No, it isn’t. It’s in the middle of Europe, surrounded by mountains.’


‘Aye, that’s what they’d like you to think,’ said McCloud, knowingly. ‘They are tricky, those Swiss, with their chocolate, cuckoo clocks and tortilla crisps.’


Tim shook his head. Tortilla crisps weren’t Swiss. They were from South America, weren’t they? But he couldn’t be bothered to argue with McCloud as it always made it worse.


‘Brazil, Peru and Switzerland have already qualified for the World Cup and have strong, settled teams. However, the England team is rubbish. The worst England team in living memory, though I’ve not been alive very long,’ said Tim.


‘They’ve always been rubbish to me,’ muttered the Scotsman under his breath.


‘I think we should offer the llamas to the England manager, to help boost the squad. They can’t do any worse than the current players, who all seem to play for . . . Nork Town,’ said Tim, angrily firing out the name of his most hated team.


McCloud grumpily stuffed his hands deep into his tracksuit trouser pockets.


‘And why can’t we offer Scotland some of the llamas?’ he said grumpily. ‘They need just as much help.’


‘Well, they are English llamas, they live and were raised in England, so they wouldn’t qualify to play for Scotland,’ said Tim firmly. And then, more apologetically, ‘Besides . . . Scotland haven’t qualified.’


McCloud kicked at the grass and muttered something very rude under his breath. As a proud Scotsman, helping out England was something you weren’t supposed to do. A bit like wearing the shirt of your rival football team or putting ketchup on a roast dinner. However, for McCloud, the pull of big important football matches was too much.


After a long pause, and some more muttering, McCloud said, ‘Ach, Hibees, I suppose, if it means we get to play competitive football again, then I’m willing to give it a shot. Getting llamas to a World Cup, though . . . could be tricky.’ McCloud, rubbed his chin.


‘Nah, all we’ve got to do now is persuade the England manager to pick them in his World Cup squad. I’m sure he’ll be glad of the help.’


You’ll notice this book is full of bold statements like this. They usually turn out to be wrong.
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THE ENGLAND BOSS
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Tim was right. England were a terrible team. They had failed miserably at the last handful of World Cups and European Championships and had a selection of very average players wearing the famous shirt.


The current manager was called Ray Barnowl. Not only did he look like a barn owl, his head could almost turn 360 degrees and he also liked eating dormice . . . All right, I might have made that last bit up.


As a club manager, he hadn’t won any major trophies, apart from Best Manager’s Nose Hair at the World Manager of the Year awards, so it was a big surprise that he had been given the top England job . . . although it was lovely nose hair. Things didn’t go much better for him after that. The players he picked were very ordinary, and when they played together they were a shambles.


One thing Barnowl did have was luck. The matches that England won were usually down to luck rather than the skill of the team. An own goal here, a dodgy penalty there, or a pigeon heading home the winner against Sweden in a World Cup qualifying match.


This wasn’t the pigeon’s intention, by the way. He was flying home after a long day working with the tourists at Trafalgar Square and decided to take a short cut via Wombley Stadium. The pigeon was called Jeff, if you are interested. As he swooped down across the pitch, a long-range shot from one of the England defenders caught the startled Jeff square on the beak and looped in over the Swedish keeper’s head, straight into the back of the net. England 1 – 0 Sweden!


Having qualified for the World Cup, Ray Barnowl was expecting to be hailed as a hero. But the fans were fed up with him and his team’s string of boringly lucky results. They didn’t want to be embarrassed at another World Cup.


So the fans did what they do best: BOO!!! Barnowl was booed everywhere he went, making leaving his house a real problem. The players were booed at their clubs, while they were training, and even when they went out for dinner. There was a Best Booing championship on TV, which was won by someone called Simon. Barnowl hardly slept and spent most nights wandering round his house in his green dressing gown, worrying. When he did finally go to bed he would sleep with one eye open, and dream about people booing him. He wasn’t actually dreaming about booing – it was his wife lying next to him in bed, booing gently into his ear.
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The England team were a massive joke. They made it even worse by losing their World Cup warmup friendlies to some of the smallest countries in the world – Liechtenstein, Malta and Barbados. Barnowl appeared to have lost control, so it was the perfect opportunity for Tim and McCloud to approach the manager with their llama proposal. Time was running out, the World Cup was getting closer and closer.
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FINDING BARNOWL
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The media was hounding Barnowl at every opportunity. Between boos, they asked if he was going to resign, so, unsurprisingly, Barnowl decided he should go into hiding.


Unfortunately, Barnowl wasn’t very good at hiding. Tucking himself behind the large, thick red curtain in his office at England headquarters seemed like the next best idea. Which it wasn’t.


Barnowl was standing behind the curtain for the third day in a row when Tim, Cairo, McCloud and Tim’s annoying little sister Fiona arrived at England headquarters to talk to him. Fiona claimed she was easily the best negotiator in the world, so had to be there.
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Frank sat in the car with the engine running. It’s very hard to park in central London.


Fiona reached up and pressed the large gold buzzer on the front door. She had put herself in charge of ‘pushing important buttons’.


‘Hello, England headquarters,’ answered a posh voice.


‘Oh, hello, it’s Tim, Cairo, McCloud and, er . . . Fiona from Llama United. We were wondering if we could have a word with the England manager,’ said Tim in his most polite voice ever.


‘Do you have an appointment?’ came the bored-sounding voice from the gold speaker.


Tim and Cairo gave each other a worried look. Nobody had thought to ring ahead.


‘Yes, we have an appointment,’ said Fiona boldly. ‘I was also promised mango juice during the meeting.’


There was a shuffling of papers and a muttering from behind the gold speaker.


‘I’m afraid the England manager is away on a scouting mission at the moment,’ lied the voice eventually. ‘So you’d have to rearrange the visit.’


‘No, he isn’t,’ said Fiona. ‘I can see him hiding behind the curtain on the second floor. He is wearing a jacket and no trousers. He has very hairy legs.’


Barnowl didn’t always dress like this, but he’d just spilt a load of tomato ketchup on his trousers and he’d sent them off to be washed.


Through the gold speaker came the shuffling of more papers and more muttering.


‘Sorry, he’s not here,’ said the now flustered voice, and the speaker was turned off.


‘Oh,’ said Tim disappointedly. ‘That wasn’t very nice.’


‘This is England HQ,’ muttered McCloud. ‘What do you expect? You cannae just rock up, like a wee badger in a top hat.’


Tim gave McCloud a curious look, but didn’t ask about the badger.


A large brown paper bag full of tomatoes was suddenly shoved under Tim’s nose. Fiona was holding them.


‘Tomatoes?’ said Tim slowly. ‘Where did you get them from?’


Fiona turned and pointed at the fruit and veg stall on the other side of road. The man on the stall gave Tim a thumbs-up and shouted, ‘Love your llamas. Help yourself, got plenty of stuff here.’


‘Now we hurl the tomatoes at Barnowl’s window,’ said Fiona gleefully, cocking her wrist and launching a huge red tomato at the side of the England HQ building.


‘WHHHHEEEEEEEE SPLAAAAATTTTTT,’ said the tomato as it flew through the air and exploded on the wall just below Barnowl’s window. Tomatoes love being thrown, it’s so much better than being eaten.


‘Hey, whoa! Whoa!’ shouted Tim, grabbing his sister’s arm, trying to stop her. ‘You can’t go throwing tomatoes at someone’s window.’


‘WHHHHEEEEEEEE SPLAAAAAAATTTT,’ said a different tomato, launched by McCloud. He had a much better aim than Fiona and it hit smack bang in the middle of the glass with an incredibly satisfying squelch.


‘Hey! McCloud!’ shouted Cairo. ‘You can’t do that.’


‘Can’t I?’ replied McCloud with a menacing stare, grabbing another large tomato. ‘I can do what I like. I’m an old man.’


‘PINNNNGGGG TINNNNNNGGGG,’ came a different noise.


‘Lychees,’ said Cairo, holding the fat bullet-shaped fruit in the air.


‘WILL EVERYONE JUST STOP,’ shouted Tim at the top of his voice. ‘THIS ISN’T RIGHT. They’ll never listen to us if we’re throwing things. Would you?’


Cairo, McCloud and Fiona looked down at the street and guiltily put the fruit back in the brown paper bags.


‘I’ve got a pineapple you can have,’ called the fruit and veg seller chirpily. Tim ignored him.


The window on the second floor opened and Barnowl’s head slowly and nervously poked through it.


‘Stop throwing fruit!’ he shouted.


‘We have,’ replied Tim. ‘I’m sorry, your receptionist wouldn’t let us in and we needed to speak to you.’


‘Let us in, Mr Barnowl!’ shouted Fiona.


Tim quickly put his hand over her mouth to stop her from saying anything that would make Barnowl shut the window.


‘People have been throwing fruit at my window for weeks now, thanks to him.’ Barnowl pointed at the man in the fruit stall across the road. The man waved back, and did another thumbs-up.


‘We’re really sorry,’ said Tim. ‘We just wanted to talk about the World Cup, we think we can help.’


‘How?’


‘With our llamas. We’re from Llama United.’


‘Why don’t you let us in so we can talk about it a bit more?’ called Cairo, sensing that Barnowl might be interested in their llama plan.


Barnowl’s gaze moved from Tim across to Cairo, whom he hadn’t really noticed before. Then his eyes fell on McCloud, standing there in his blue Scotland tracksuit. His face immediately changed, as though his ears had sucked a dark storm cloud into the rest of his head.


‘YOU!!!’ Barnowl barked accusingly at McCloud, his face going purple. Then he slammed the window shut without saying another word.


Tim, Cairo and Fiona stared at McCloud, his hands firmly planted in his pockets as though he was watching the first fifteen minutes of a Llama United match. He was showing all the emotion of a block of concrete.


‘What was that?’ asked Tim.


‘I’ve nae idea,’ replied McCloud with a shrug.


‘Oh, c’mon,’ added Cairo. ‘Barnowl clearly knows who you are, and doesn’t like you.’


‘Beats me, laddie,’ replied McCloud with another ice-cold shrug. ‘Perhaps he dinnae like a successful Scotsman.’


‘Oh, McCloud . . .’ said Tim with a resigned sigh. He knew getting McCloud to open up was impossible. McCloud kept his personal feelings in a small bottle, at the bottom of the deepest loch.


Frank pulled up in the car. He looked stressed, like most dads do when they have to do driving in a busy city.
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‘Are you lot done yet?’ he called through the window. ‘I’ve been driving round the block for ages now and I’ve got loads of traffic wardens chasing me. Quick, jump in.’


Tim stared blankly at shops and offices as Frank’s car lurched slowly through the clogged streets of the capital. Why had Barnowl suddenly changed his mood when he saw McCloud? Something fishy was going on. There had to be another way of getting to the England manager. But how?


‘Er . . . where’s Fiona?’ asked Frank with a squawk, spinning round in his seat.


Tim and Cairo looked nervously at each other.


‘Erm . . . I don’t actually know,’ said Tim.
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FIONA THE NINJA
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‘Barnowl.’ The word softly echoed from the corner of the England manager’s office.


Ray Barnowl peered out into the darkness of his office. As he was in hiding, he didn’t bother turning the lights on any more. This meant he was constantly stubbing his big toe and whacking into furniture.


‘Barnowl,’ came the soft voice again, this time slightly closer.


‘Er . . . hello?’ replied Barnowl nervously in the darkness. He began fumbling around on his desk for something heavy to protect himself with. All he could find was a half-eaten cheese-and-onion baguette left over from yesterday’s lunch.


‘Who’s there?’ he asked again, holding his baguette aloft like a sword. He’d received plenty of threats, and had people hurling stuff at his window, over the past few weeks, but his security was so tight, surely nobody could get into his office like this.
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‘I’m going to call security,’ said Barnowl bravely, fumbling for the red alarm button under his desk. It was dead. Someone had removed the battery.


‘Barnowl,’ came the voice again. This time from behind his chair.


He spun his chair around. A bright torch light was shone directly into his face, blinding him instantly.


He put his hands over his head and began whimpering. ‘Please don’t hurt me,’ he begged.


The main office light snapped on. As he slowly regained his sight, Barnowl peered through the gap in his fingers to see a figure standing in front of him, dressed from head to toe in black. The person wasn’t very big at all.
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