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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 there 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 possible 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.
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  ‘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 . . .




  

    NO. 1 ARCADIAN LANE LONDON


  




  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.




  

    [image: ]




    Tonight’s Three Important Topics (pay attention):




    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.




  

    We need a country in which pens can sometimes be mended just by thinking about how it would be better if they were mended
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  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.
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