



  




  [image: cover]








    


    




    [image: half-title]








  



    

      [image: titlepage]


    








  



    

       

    




    FOR JO




    With thanks to Kate at the Viney Agency,


    Jane G, Jane B and Kat at Simon & Schuster,


    Pete Williamson, Pete Wallis, Matt Hill and Nick Devereux.








  



    

       

    




    [image: ]




    First published in Great Britain in 2012 by Simon and Schuster UK Ltd,
 a CBS company.


    Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


    1st Floor, 222 Gray’s Inn Road, London WC1X 8HB




    www.simonandschuster.co.uk


    www.markgriffithsbooks.co.uk




    Text copyright © Mark Griffiths 2012


    Illustrations copyright © Peter Williamson 2012


    Design by Jane Buckley




    The right of Mark Griffiths and Peter Williamson to be identified as the author and illustrator of this work respectively has been asserted by them in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.




    This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


    No reproduction without permission.


    All rights reserved.




    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




    A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




    PB ISBN: 978-0-85707-132-3


     eBook ISBN: 978-0-85707-888-9




    Printed in the UK by CPI Cox and Wyman Ltd,


    Reading, Berkshire RG1 8EX








  



    

       

    




    CONTENTS




    PROLOGUE




    CHAPTER ONE: FUNSTRONOMY




    CHAPTER TWO: DEATH BY PEACH




    CHAPTER THREE: A SPACE LIZARD IN DOWNING STREET




    CHAPTER FOUR: OMEGA WAVE GOODBYE




    CHAPTER FIVE: REAL BRAINS




    CHAPTER SIX: SLANGFASH REVISITED




    CHAPTER SEVEN: HIDEOUS MONSTERS




    CHAPTER EIGHT: TELEPATHIC ICE CREAM




    CHAPTER NINE: A SINGLE, SOMEWHAT ANCIENT, UNWRAPPED TOFFEE




    CHAPTER TEN: BRILL STUFF




    CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE MANTIS SEER’S PROPHECY




    CHAPTER TWELVE: BY THE LIGHT OF THE SILVERY ASTEROID




    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: BLOOZLEQASH POISONING




    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: BREAKING BREAD




    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: PEACH SURPRISE




    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: THE SOUND OF TWO HUNDRED THOUSAND SOLDIERS SIMULTANEOUSLY BLOWING A RASPBERRY




    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: SEVENTEEN STOCKS AND SHARES




    EPILOGUE








  



    

       

    




    [image: ]




    A pair of long, green claws danced over the buttons of a mobile phone. It was a very new, very complicated kind of mobile phone, the sort that lets you send emails or tells you what the weather is going to be like in Cardiff tomorrow, should you wish to know that sort of thing.




    The owner of the claws was using the phone to surf the Internet.




    In fact, the owner of the claws was using it to access a top-secret website owned by the UK Government. The site was not normally accessible to the general public, hidden as it was behind many layers of encryption, firewalls, passwords and other forms of electronic protection, but one of the things the owner of the claws also owned was a mind of subtle and fiendish genius, and it found sidestepping the site’s security measures as easy as opening an envelope.




    A list of documents appeared on the phone’s screen. A spindly green finger scrolled through it.




    The documents were ranked in secrecy from Reasonably Confidential (Try not to leave on the train if you can help it, please) to Ultra-Ultra-Top-Really-Awfully-Tip-Top-Top-Secret-Indeed (Breathe a word of this to anyone and you are toast, mate). The spindly green finger selected a document from this latter category and double-clicked on it. Another thing that the owner of the claws also owned was a pair of small, cunning eyes and it now used these to read the startling words that had just materialised on the screen before it.
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    Admiral Skink switched off the mobile phone with a flick of his long iguana claw. The screen went black. He gave a snort of satisfaction. Stealing the phone from PC Sledge as he was reaching into the vivarium to change the gravel had been pathetically easy, but no doubt the policeman would soon notice that it was missing and retrace his steps. So what to do with it in the meantime? Order the components of another super weapon over the internet? Track down Lance Spratley and Tori Walnut? Prank call PC Sledge’s mother?




    Maybe.




    Admiral Skink yawned and settled himself comfortably beneath the vivarium’s ultraviolet lamp. He closed his eyes and let the mobile phone flop on to the gravel.




    He was in no hurry. When the right moment came, he would know what to do.




    And when it did, the entire human race would pay the consequences.
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    ‘No one, absolutely no one, is having ice cream. Is that understood?’




    Twenty-five children howled like a pack of very disappointed wolves.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Mr Taylor. ‘But it’s a waste of money. It makes you fat. It’s terrible for your teeth. It gets everywhere. And all the sugar in it turns you lot into hyperactive idiots. It is in my experience the number one cause of ill-discipline on school trips. So there will be no ice cream today. For anyone. In fact the entire café in the visitor centre is out of bounds. They have scones there too and they’re almost as bad.’




    ‘But sir—!’




    ‘But sir nothing!’ said Mr Taylor and mimed zipping up his mouth.




    Twenty-five faces scowled back at him.




    He turned to the strange little man standing next to him. The man was wearing oversized glasses and a flowing cape made of sparkly material. On his head was a large spherical hat painted to look like a weird alien planet, complete with a system of cardboard rings. ‘Sorry for that interruption, Doctor Planetnoggin, please continue.’




    ‘Sure thing, dude!’ said the little man. He had the kind of voice you would more usually expect to belong to a cartoon rabbit rather than a human being. ‘OK, my fellow funstronomers! We’ve had a totally, totally fun time so far, haven’t we? We saw the film in the visitor centre about the history of the observatory and that was totally, totally fun! Then we saw the exhibition showing the relative sizes of the planets in the solar system and that was totally, totally fun too! Now we’re going to go up to the main telescope and take a look at the sky! What’s that going to be, dudes?’ He cupped his hand to his ear expectantly.




    ‘Totally, totally boring?’ said a girl’s voice. The class sniggered.




    ‘Oi!’ said Mr Taylor. ‘Watch it, Jasmine!’




    ‘It was Peach!’ protested Jasmine. Peach and Jasmine were a pair of straggle-haired girls whose principal interests in life were pointing out why things were rubbish and then smirking.




    ‘Whoever it was,’ said Mr Taylor, ‘just shut it. Righto. Lead the way, Doctor . . . thingy.’




    ‘Sure thing, dude,’ cried Doctor Planetnoggin. ‘This way, funstronomers!’ He scampered up some concrete steps that wound their way up the hill towards the metal dome of the observatory. The children trudged after him, sighing and grumbling. The steps were steep and narrow and there were an awful lot of them.




    ‘Funstronomy,’ muttered Tori Walnut, looking at her best friend, Lance Spratley, through her unruly mop of curly hair, as they climbed the steps. ‘Have you ever heard of anything so daft? You won’t get airheads like Peach and Jasmine interested in a subject just by adding the word “fun” to its name. It’s Quadratic Funquations all over again.’




    Lance and Tori were the sole members of a club devoted to science, computers and arguing over the club’s name (Lance favoured Knowledge Warriors, Tori Knowledge Champions). Some of their classmates had come up with their own names for the club behind their backs – names like Team Loser, Nerd Patrol, The Unpopular Squad and The League of Extraordinary Swots. But then they didn’t know that Lance and Tori had recently saved the entire world from destruction by Admiral Skink and his scaly alien hordes.




    ‘Manchester City,’ said Lance, pointing at a boy in his class. He pointed at three more boys in turn. ‘Apples, elephants, Timmy the Seasick Wasp.’ He chuckled to himself.




    ‘Is there some reason why you’re pointing at people and saying random words?’ said Tori. ‘Or has the thrill of being in an actual observatory affected your brain?’




    ‘Passwords,’ replied Lance.




    ‘Come again?’




    ‘You know how we all have a password to log on to the school network?’




    ‘You’ve stolen everyone’s computer password?’ said Tori, her eyes widening. ‘What are you now, Lance? An identity thief?’




    ‘Not stolen,’ said Lance with a grin. ‘Guessed.’




    ‘What? How?’




    ‘I have this theory, you see. I reckon most people use their favourite thing as their password. So I did an experiment.’ He pointed to the four boys again. ‘Everyone knows Owen there is a massive Manchester City fan. Danny likes apples. He must eat about five a day. Elliot is very keen on elephants. And Ben there is absolutely bonkers about a book called Timmy the Seasick Wasp. So I tried logging in to the network as each of them using their favourite things as passwords. And you know what? It worked.’




    ‘And what does that prove?’




    ‘Two things,’ said Lance. ‘The first is that people need to think harder about online security.’




    ‘And the second?’




    ‘That Ben seriously needs to read another book. Timmy the Seasick Wasp is for preschool kids.’




    At the top of the steps Doctor Planetnoggin led the children through a door into the observatory. Above them the domed metal roof rose like the ceiling of a cathedral. Dominating the space was a huge metal cylinder. It was surrounded by banks of computers, monitor screens and other equipment.




    ‘Now that,’ said Lance, ‘is what I call a telescope! Wowee!’




    ‘Totally, totally fun, huh?’ said Doctor Planetnoggin. He tapped a key on one of the computers. There was a clanking and whirring noise and the domed roof over the telescope slowly slid open, revealing a stripe of blue-grey evening sky and a single brilliantly bright star. ‘That star you can see up there is actually the planet Venus, dudes. Who wants to come and take a peek at it through the eyepiece?’




    Lance and Tori’s hands shot up like rockets.




    ‘No, let someone else look first,’ said Mr Taylor. ‘You two are always first to volunteer for everything.’ He scanned the faces of the other children. ‘You, Peach. Hop to it.’




    Peach rolled her eyes as if she’d just been handed a week’s worth of detention and stomped over to the eyepiece at the base of the enormous telescope. Her friend Jasmine smirked.




    ‘Look through it and tell us what you see, dude,’ said Doctor Planetnoggin to Peach. ‘Go ahead. It’s gonna be totally, totally fun!’




    Peach sighed and peered through the eyepiece. ‘Your telescope’s broken,’ she said with a snort. ‘I can see two stars, not one.’




    ‘Are you sure?’ said Doctor Planetnoggin. ‘You should only be able to see one object – the planet Venus.’




    Peach shrugged. ‘Well I can see two. See for yourself.’ She stood aside. Doctor Planetnoggin squinted into the telescope, fiddling with the focus control. Then his jaw fell open.
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    ‘I can’t quite believe what I’m seeing,’ he gasped. ‘I thought maybe the telescope was out of focus and you were seeing a double image. But it’s not. There really is a new star – or planet, or something – in the sky near Venus. How totally, totally fun!’




    ‘Could it be a meteor?’ asked Lance. He and Tori exchanged a startled glance. The last ‘meteor’ they’d encountered had contained the brain pattern of an evil alien warlord who had been intent on taking over the world, so now they were a little suspicious of unknown rocks flying through space.




    ‘Most probably an asteroid,’ said Doctor Planetnoggin. ‘A huge lump of rock in orbit around the sun just like the Earth and the other planets. Hmmm . . . ’ He tapped a few keys on the nearest computer. ‘There aren’t any asteroids scheduled to be this close to the Earth for quite some time. This might be a new discovery!’




    ‘Hey Peach! You’ve discovered a new space thing!’ called Jasmine.




    Peach rolled her eyes again. ‘Don’t tell anyone. They’ll think I’m a total geek like Spratley or Walnut Whip over there.’




    Lance opened his mouth to respond but Tori clamped her hand over it. ‘Could the asteroid be heading for Earth?’ she asked.




    Doctor Planetnoggin gave a little chuckle. ‘The chances of that are extremely remote, dude. Here at the observatory we’re actually part of a network of telescopes that monitor all known near-Earth asteroids and if anything was heading in our direction you’d be hearing all kinds of alarms and—’
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    Everyone jumped.




    ‘What’s that?’ said Tori.




    ‘An alarm, as it happens,’ said Doctor Planetnoggin. ‘Let me see what’s going on.’ He studied his computer monitor. ‘Ah. It appears this is a previously undiscovered asteroid and its course will in fact bring it somewhat close to Earth. That’s totally, totally fun! I shouldn’t worry, though, kids. My colleague Doctor Paxton is an expert on asteroids and if this one were on a collision course with us he’d be in here screaming and shouting about it, so there’s really no need to—’




    The door flew open and a tall, thin man exploded into the room, waving his arms about madly. ‘Waaaaaaaah!’ he yelled before colliding with a filing cabinet and collapsing in a heap. A plant pot toppled off, struck him on the head and shattered, leaving a clump of soil and a plant sprouting out of the top of his head.




    ‘Doctor Paxton?’ said Doctor Planetnoggin. ‘What’s going on? Explain yourself, dude. We’re in the middle of some serious funstronomy here!’




    ‘The asteroid’s going to hit us! We’re done for!’ cried the tall, thin man.




    The children gasped. Someone let out a scream. Tori grabbed Lance’s hand.




    ‘What?’ said Mr Taylor. ‘You can’t be serious? Are you actually claiming that an asteroid is going to collide with the Earth?’




    ‘No doubt about it,’ replied Doctor Paxton. He clawed the soil and the plant off his head. ‘I just worked it out. We’ve got until Friday – four days. That’s all. Just four days until the asteroid hits and wipes out all life on the planet. No doubt, no mistake. It’s definitely going to happen. This really is it, everyone. It’s the end of the world!’




    There was a very, very, very long silence.




    ‘Whoa,’ said Doctor Planetnoggin at last. ‘That’s totally, totally not fun.’




    Peach raised her hand. ‘Can we have some ice cream now, sir?’
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    The news that the world was going to end on Friday seriously miffed a lot of people, particularly those with plans for the weekend. Angry letters were written to newspapers; irate calls were made to radio phone-ins and over a hundred and twenty-five thousand signatures were collected for a petition before it was realised that petitions were powerless to stop enormous lumps of rock from slamming into the Earth.




    Representatives of all the world’s nations assembled hastily with the goal of finding some solution to the asteroid problem. But before their discussions could begin, an argument broke out about the seating plan in the meeting hall. The representative from the UK wanted to sit next to the representative from the USA, but found the representative from Ireland had already taken that seat. The UK claimed it always sat next to the USA and, as one of its closest allies, should be allowed to sit there now. Ireland claimed it usually sat next to the USA. Furthermore, it claimed it was an even bigger ally of the USA than the UK, and anyway it was first come first served. The UK stamped its foot and said that wasn’t fair. In a bid to calm the situation, the USA suggested the UK sit next to Mexico, which was nearby. The UK shook its head fiercely and said that just wasn’t the same. Then Ireland stuck out its tongue at the UK. The UK’s bottom lip wobbled and it stormed off, choking back tears and declaring that it was going to sit next to Denmark, which was better than the silly old USA and Ireland put together, and Denmark had biscuits too. But then Norway claimed it always sat next to Denmark. By the time the seating arrangements had been agreed to everyone’s satisfaction, it was time for lunch, and a whole new argument broke out about how many sausages you were allowed to take from the buffet. At about three o’clock that afternoon it was decided to postpone discussion of the asteroid until the next day, so that everyone would have had a good night’s sleep, and all the nations of the world were expected to be a good deal less grumpy and naughty.




    Meanwhile, the world’s scientists had been busily contacting one another via a social networking website called Cleverweb, firstly to confirm the existence of the asteroid and its deadly trajectory, and secondly to try to figure out how to stop it from hitting Earth.




    One scientist named Doctor Killian Crunch announced that there was no need to panic. He had made it his life’s work to prepare for the possibility of such a rogue asteroid and had developed a sure-fire plan to deflect it. Upon inspection, however, this sure-fire plan appeared to involve launching huge amounts of lettuce into low-Earth orbit, an action that the doctor claimed would create an impenetrable lettuce-barrier and cause the asteroid to bounce harmlessly away from Earth. Doctor Crunch then let it be known that he owned the second-largest lettuce farm in Europe and could provide the required amount of the vegetable for a mere twenty-four billion pounds.
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    The world’s scientists issued a collective sigh and de-friended him on Cleverweb.




    There was talk among many of firing a nuclear missile into space to destroy the asteroid. But when the scientists suggested this, the world’s military leaders had sheepishly to admit that no one actually had nuclear weapons any more. They had all been dismantled years ago because it had been thought much simpler and cheaper just to let people think they still existed.




    At this point the world’s scientists gave up and started playing computer games instead.
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    Computer keys clicked like chattering teeth. Encyclopaedia pages swished like the wind.




    ‘Hello,’ said a pleasant voice from the TV screen in the corner of the room. ‘We hope you’re having a lovely Tuesday afternoon. This is Asteroid Watch, your number one source of information about the end of the world. Stay with us because coming up later in the show we’ve got some super recipes you can make with any leftovers you may have about the house after the recent food riots, a guide to all the best shops to loot in your area, plus of course all the very latest news about Asteroid Peach and the coming apocalypse itself.’
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