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         For Luke and Lara.

Officially, this never happened.

         D.S.
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         There was something deeply wrong with the Christmas tree.

         For one thing, it was sweating. Long streaks of fake snow slid down its branches like it had just run a marathon in a fur coat. A small child was poking it with a candy cane and another was asking loudly why Santa had gone “melty”.

         GoldenCliff Holiday Park had been hit by a Christmas warehouse explosion, courtesy of Adam Stickland’s relentlessly optimistic parents. In theory, Frostival (Ice and Easy Does It!) would save the family business. In practice, it was thirty degrees and rising. Adam’s dad 2had insisted the festival would “put GoldenCliff back on the map”. He was correct, technically. The map now showed a large puddle where the ice rink used to be.

         Adam, dressed as an elf and currently losing a slow battle with a pair of tights, dabbed his forehead with a mince-pie-stained napkin.

         He was stationed in the Elf Hut – a plywood cabin painted like a gingerbread house, complete with foam liquorice and sticky curtains. His badge read Joy Liaison.

         “Remind me again why I’m the one in tights and you get to nap?” he asked Rocket.

         The dog lay under a collapsing inflatable snowman, tongue lolling. His expression said clearly: I signed up for sausages, not this.

         Across the park, a speaker crackled to life and began playing “Jingle Bell Rock” at a volume that could strip paint. Somewhere behind the hot-chocolate stand, there was a fzzzt-crack-thump, followed by a puff of glittery steam.

         The snow machine had just burst into flames.

         Adam sprinted out, grabbed the nearest extinguisher and smothered the blaze. Foam hissed, steam rolled and the wreck wheezed its last festive gasp.

         His mum appeared through the haze with the calm face of someone running a yoga class inside a volcano. 3Floaty white kaftan, jangly bracelets, expression halfway between peace and panic.

         “The snow-machine rental is non-refundable, Adam,” she said, misting a pensioner with lavender spray. “Can you fix it?”

         He eyed the control panel. He could fix almost anything. Once, he’d repaired the dolphin ride with a whisk and paperclips, and the fairy lights with bits of karaoke mic. He’d even got the hot tap working again by jamming it with a jellybean. But this?

         “Let’s just say it’s moved on to a higher form of decoration.”

         His mum sighed and glided back towards the Elf Hut. Adam followed, brushing extinguisher foam from his sleeves.

         Inside, she was already scrolling on her iPad and frowning at the line marked Projected Frostival Revenue. 

         “That’s six hundred pounds of slush down the drain,” she said. “If this flops it might put a slight wobble in the budget forecast.”

         Adam knew she was downplaying it. If Frostival failed, they were finished. The family business was hanging on by a very thin and sparkly thread. He twisted his elf hat between his hands and kept quiet.

         That was when his dad burst in – Hawaiian shirt with 4Santa flamingos, red swim shorts, and the optimism of a man who’d never met a problem a marker pen couldn’t solve. He carried a whiteboard scrawled in red capitals:

         NEW PLAN: SUN-SLEIGH RACES!

         “Good news, everyone!” he beamed. “Reindeer jousting is off – Gerald got concussed by a deckchair – but picture this! Santa Claus on a jet ski! Sunglasses, board shorts, joy from the surf! We reverse the snow machine. Ice slide! But, like, horizontal.”

         Adam glanced at the smoking wreck outside. “Tricky, seeing as it just exploded.”

         “Even better!” said Dad. “Sculpture garden. We rope it off, add a QR code, call it The Spirit of Winter Past!”

         “Good luck finding anyone still willing to dress up,” said Zada, stepping from behind a cardboard igloo like a glitter-coated commando. Her hair shone pink and silver; her shorts sparkled with stray baubles. “We lost the elf in zone B to heat rash, and two carol singers ran into the sea.”

         She waved a clipboard. “Also, the bubble machine’s foaming again. It’s either broken or achieved full robot consciousness.”

         Rocket thumped his tail in agreement.

         “What are you wearing?” Adam asked, blinking at her T-shirt, which featured a cartoon yeti in sunglasses 5captioned Flake It Till You Make It.

         “Seasonally appropriate pain,” she said. “Tinsel shorts. Do not recommend. Where’s Tyler?”

         Tyler shuffled in, Santa hat slumped over one ear, clutching a folding chair and half a mince pie. “The snack tent collapsed. I may never recover.”

         “From the shock?” Zada asked.

         “From the custard.”

         He unfolded the chair, sat and groaned. “If I stop moving, tell my mum I gave my life for Christmas.”

         Mrs Stickland’s headset crackled. She winced. “The pudding raffle just became a food fight.”

         At the same moment, Mr Stickland’s walkie-talkie buzzed. “The candy-cane arch fell on the stilt walkers. One’s upside down in the reindeer pen.”

         They exchanged a brisk nod and charged out in opposite directions like festive emergency responders.

         “Mum’s still trying to find the zen in the chaos,” Adam said. “Dad’s selling sun-powered sleigh races.” He managed a weak smile. “So it’s fine. Everything’s fine.”

         He looked at his friends. “You two are meant to be managing the grotto queue.”

         Zada and Tyler had arrived three days ago for a holiday. Instead, they were now fully drafted into 6Operation Keep GoldenCliff Afloat, paid in ice lollies and guilt.
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         7“The grotto melted,” said Tyler. “We’ve reclassified it as a sauna.”

         “Perfect,” said Adam. “We can go into competition with that new spa. Call it the GoldenCliff Relax-and-Regret Package. Free flip-flops and heatstroke.”

         Zada snorted. “My mum went there for a Glow Alignment. Said the woman running it never blinks and calls everyone ‘Radiant Being’.”

         “Anyone who says ‘Namaste’ at you during a fire drill is hiding something,” said Tyler.

         Adam thought of the spa up on the cliffs. His mum had already muscled in, supplying them with fruit boxes from the park shop and “emergency ice deliveries”. When it came to new ventures, she was less businesswoman, more guided missile. He’d already cycled up there in the heat three times. Another run and he’d qualify as a spa treatment.

         He was about to speak when his phone buzzed. He glanced down to see a single message. No emoji, just a name.

         PROFESSOR GOODSPEED:

         Come. Bring the others. It’s waking up.

         “That’s not ominous at all,” murmured Tyler. 8

         Adam flipped the sign on the Elf Hut to Back in 5, gave the mince-pie soup a respectful nod and ran. Zada and Tyler were right behind him. He led the way, weaving past a toppled snowman, three tangled candy canes and a toddler earnestly licking what might once have been a chocolate reindeer but now looked more like a crime scene in foil.

         The message sat heavy in his pocket.

         It’s waking up.

         He didn’t know what “it” was, not exactly, but the last time the professor had used that tone, Adam had ended up airborne, oil-smudged and mildly famous.

         Behind them, “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” juddered to a halt mid-key-change, and someone shouted, “The trifle’s escaping!”

         Adam didn’t look back. Whatever was waking up, it wasn’t the jelly.
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         Spyglass Manor looked even grumpier than usual. Its turrets poked at the sky like accusing fingers, and its salt-streaked windows glared down at the path as Adam and the others arrived, their bikes wobbling from the heat. The place still seemed annoyed about losing Best Coastal Property to a yurt. Rocket trotted ahead, tail up, nose twitching, like he expected something to explode.

         Zada hopped off her bike and winced. “I think the seat branded me.”

         “Better than what mine did,” said Tyler. “I’m not sure the bike was squeaking. I think it was pleading.”

         Adam didn’t answer. He was looking up at the house: 10the tilting towers, the crooked chimneys, the rusted weathervanes. It looked halfway through a dramatic sigh.

         This was where it had all started.

         A summer delivery gone wrong. One misdelivered package – the Icarus Device – had sent them tumbling into a full-blown spy adventure: shipwrecks, submarines, robot sharks and gadgets. So many gadgets.

         Because Professor Goodspeed wasn’t just a grumpy recluse with a possibly imaginary chameleon. He’d been MI6’s quartermaster: the man who made umbrellas that grappled, teapots that exploded and pens that did things pens shouldn’t do.

         Adam felt it then, a pulse under his ribs, like something winding up. The air shimmered with heat as the waves slapped the cliffs, urgent and insistent.

         Something was starting. Again.

         They leaned their bikes against the blistering stone wall. It was hot enough to poach an egg. Or fry one. Or possibly launch it into the stratosphere, if it had dreams. Rocket gave a low, suspicious growl. Adam took a breath, reached out and knocked on the front door.

         The brass sea-beast knocker glared at him, ruby eyes 11flashing in the sun. One thud. Two. Then a hiss – and the door eased open.

         They stepped inside. The hallway was dim, all shuttered light and waiting silence. Somewhere deeper in the house, something hummed. Not the soothing kind, like a model train doing laps of a bedroom at bedtime. The other kind. The kind that made your teeth tingle.

         “D’you hear that?” said Adam.

         “Maybe it’s one of the professor’s new gadgets,” Zada said.

         “Or a haunted air fryer,” said Tyler. “You never hear it start. Only when it’s too late.”

         Zada rolled her eyes. “It’s not a haunted air fryer.”

         “That’s exactly what someone possessed by a haunted air fryer would say.”

         A door creaked open at the end of the corridor.

         “Guess we’re expected,” Adam said, and led the way down the hall.

         Professor Goodspeed was waiting in the study, framed against the long windows. He stood behind a cluttered desk covered in blinking components, wires and what appeared to be a teacup filled with screws. His eyebrows were even more explosive than usual. His expression less so. 12
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         13“You came,” he said.

         “You summoned,” said Adam. “We assumed it wasn’t for eggnog.”

         “Egg-what?” said Zada.

         “Ignore him,” Tyler sighed. “He watched Elf twice and thinks he’s bilingual now. What’s waking up?”

         The professor leaned over his desk and made a small adjustment to one of the machines, just enough to amplify what was already there.

         The hum that had been ghosting through the room suddenly rose in pitch, clearer now.

         “That’s not interference,” said the professor. “It is a signal from something that should not be active. Not now. Not ever again.”

         Zada raised an eyebrow. “OK … but what exactly is it?”

         The professor was quiet for a moment. Not the usual cross sort of quiet, or the “I’m thinking about wiring a banana to a pressure sensor” kind. This was something far more worrying.

         “It’s called the Skycore,” he said at last. “Built to stabilise atmospheric conditions. Redirect storm systems, cool floods and warm famine zones.”

         “You built a climate weapon!” said Zada. “Like … a proper mad scientist.” 14

         “Don’t be absurd,” he snapped. “I was never mad. Just chronically under-supervised.”

         He paced to the projector screen, tugging it down to reveal a collage of scrawled equations, magnetic field plots and jagged weather patterns.

         Adam squinted at the confusing sketch.

         “This was the theory,” the professor said. “Climate harmonics, pressure modulation, directed turbulence.” He traced a finger down the equations. “We thought we were building balance. What we made was something else entirely – a device that could rewrite the sky. One machine, powerful enough to unmake seasons. It shouldn’t have existed. We couldn’t destroy it, and we couldn’t leave it lying around. So we sealed it away in a classified containment chamber. An underground facility. Codename: Coldfinger.”

         “Seriously?” said Tyler. “Coldfinger? What was already taken – Snowtoe? Frostkneecap?”

         The professor sniffed. “It was named after Dr Agatha Coldfinger. She designed the containment protocols. Brilliant woman. Slightly unhinged. Once patented a weather balloon that deployed by insult.”

         There was a pause.

         Zada said, “OK. I like her.”

         “The Skycore is still down there,” the professor 15pressed on. “Beneath layers of shielding, inside a sealed vault at the heart of the site.”

         Something at the base of Adam’s neck prickled. “And where’s that?” he asked. “This Coldfinger place?”

         The professor adjusted his cuffs and gave them a look that said: I warned you, and I will not be mocked.

         “Roughly,” he said, “beneath Santa’s grotto.”
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         Santa was wilting.

         Or rather, Mr Crabbe – seafood shack proprietor and a man who’d never knowingly underperformed a pirate accent – was wilting.

         His hat slumped, his beard starting to peel off on one side, and he smelled faintly of fudge and seaweed.

         Behind him, the grotto’s fairy lights sagged like tired spaghetti. A mechanical elf dangled from a nail, plinking “Silent Night” in slow, ghostly chimes.

         At his boots squirmed a queue of flushed, sticky children. Their parents loitered nearby, fanning themselves with event maps and trying not to make eye 17contact with anyone wearing antlers.

         “And what be it ye want for Christmas, me lad?” Santa asked the child currently parked on his knee.

         “For my sister to stop breathing on me,” the boy said.

         “A noble wish,” said Santa. “An’ how about a squid what grants forbidden knowledge?”

         The boy looked alarmed.

         “Only jestin’,” Santa added. “Mostly.”

         Behind the candy-cane curtain, Adam, Zada, Tyler and Professor Goodspeed crouched in the gloom, peering through a gap in the plywood.

         Zada wiped sweat from her forehead with her sleeve. “Coldfinger’s under that?”

         “Thirty metres down,” said the professor. “Sealed beneath concrete and armour-plated shielding that was never supposed to see daylight, lies the containment vault.”

         “Right below Santa’s grotto,” Adam said.

         “It wasn’t Santa’s grotto fifty years ago,” the professor replied.

         “In the seventies everyone around here knew better than to wander on to this headland. Signs every few metres saying Keep Out or Else. They brought me in when I was twenty-three and fresh out of a secret tech program.” He sighed. “Long hair, big dreams, 18no safety goggles.”

         “You were stationed here?” Zada asked.

         “I helped build the Skycore prototype. Ran the first tests. Watched the fail-safes fail spectacularly. I even soldered the launch switch myself, and then unsoldered it when things got … unpredictable.”

         “And then they shut it down,” Adam said.

         “They wiped it from the map. A few years later someone got planning permission, and GoldenCliff Holiday Park was born.”

         Adam felt dizzy. “So you’re saying our family holiday park is built on top of a Cold War base?”

         “Exactly,” said the professor.

         Adam opened his mouth, then closed it again.

         “Well, that explains the questionable plumbing,” he said finally. “And possibly the time the toaster picked up Radio Moscow.”

         Tyler frowned. “Cold War? Like, people throwing snowballs at each other until someone surrendered?”

         “It means nobody actually fought,” said Zada. “They just stocked up on huge rockets and glared across the planet.”

         “How do you—” Adam began.

         “Black Ops Cold War,” she said. “That map with the shelved nukes?” 19

         “Two sides,” said the professor. “Too many missiles. Everyone nervous.”

         “Congratulations,” Tyler said, turning to Adam. “Your parents are accidentally running a seaside doomsday Airbnb.”

         “And you came back,” Zada said to the professor.

         “To retire. Officially,” he said. “Unofficially, I wanted to be close. In case.”

         “Of what?” Adam asked.

         He didn’t answer immediately. He reached into
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