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INVASION 
MAY BE BY AIR

Despite three months of Nazi bombings, 
it seems many people in Britain have 
become lulled into a false sense of Christmas 
security.

The forces of the Third Reich are still 
only separated from us by twenty-two miles 
of water. There is growing evidence to 
support the belief that Hitler may be plan-
ning a new attack over the Christmas period.
The threat of invasion is still very real.

21 December 1940
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T onight is the darkest night of the 
year.

It is so dark, you can barely make out the stone 
cottage sitting in front of you. It is the only building 
in the valley. A path runs right from the fields to a red 
front door, framed by the remains of a rose bush. In 
summer, when the days are long and warm, the roses 
flourish. But there are no roses now. It is the dead of 
winter and the dead of night. The door is surrounded  
by thorns. 

The cottage is dark inside, even darker than outside. 
The windows are hung with heavy curtains, so that no 
light can escape and none can get in. There is a fireplace 
in the corner, but it has been a long time since anyone 
has lit it. The cottage is bone-cold, frozen from the 
inside out: even the floor stones are coated with frost. It 
is silent, and it is dark, and it is dead.

But not completely.
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From somewhere in the attic, a light is glowing. 
It comes from a single candle that rests in the centre 

of the floor. The light gleams off the rubbish packed high 
to the rafters: broken boxes, old rugs, furniture, all of it 
left and forgotten. The glow is small but strong – it feels 
like it could light the whole house, if it tried.

Three figures sit around it. They have been waiting 
for some time.

“This is stupid,” says the first.
It’s a knight in shining armour. He is much smaller 

than you’d expect – no bigger than a child. The candle-
light shimmers off his breastplate and catches on the 
edge of his lance. A moustache pokes from his visor and 
dances when he talks.

“He’s not coming! We’re going to get in heaps of 
trouble and it’ll all be for…”

“Quiet, Rogue.”
The knight turns to the figure beside him – a badger. 

But this is no ordinary badger. He’s smoking a pipe.  
He carries a club and wears a tweed waistcoat. Also, he 
can talk.

“I told you not to call me that,” says the knight.
The badger bristles. “Oh! Your name! I can’t call you 

your name now?”
“It’s not Rogue,” says the knight. “It’s the King of 

Rogues. I’ve told you a thousand times! I don’t call you 
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Noakes, do I? I call you ‘Mr Noakes’, because that’s what 
he named you so…”

“Quiet, both of you.”
The knight and the badger turn to the third figure – 

a Bengal tiger, towering over the room around them. 
Her head is lost to the gloom of the ceiling; her whiskers 
catch the cobwebs in the eaves.

“Col will come,” she says. “Maybe not tonight, 
maybe not tomorrow, but he will come. We just have 
to keep calling him, that’s all.” She shuffles. “Now if 
you don’t mind, I’d rather not do it listening to you two 
squabble like a pair of old ladies.”

The badger grumbles and puts his club down.  
The knight sighs.

“Oh, Pendlebury … how can you be so sure that 
Col’s coming?” 

The tiger gives him a look that seems, at first, like 
anger. But it’s not anger: it’s fear. She is very, very scared.

“Because,” she says, “he’s the only hope we have.”
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LONDON  
CROWDS BACK  
FOR CHRISTMAS

Thousands of evacuees arrived back in 
London this weekend for the Christmas 
holidays – despite the Ministry of 
Transport’s “stay-put” appeal.

Trains arriving and leaving the big 
London terminals yesterday were packed, 
and the platforms at Euston Station were 
crowded with travellers.

Child evacuees who cannot return home 
for Christmas will have parties just the 
same.

In Bedford, there will be a free panto-
mime. Soldiers in Devizes will give an 
entertainment, and Maccles field has prom-
ised “a really good party” for everyone 
evacuated there.

Since the war began, 2,100 children 
have been left orphaned and homeless.

22 December 1940
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The Evacuee

Col was imagining things again.
Are you there, Col?

Can you hear us, Master Col?
You must come back to the cottage, Col!
Col sighed. He’d been hearing the voices for days 

now, every time his thoughts drifted. It was strange: he 
hadn’t thought about the Guardians in months, and now 
he couldn’t seem to keep them out of his head. 

But he didn’t have time for imaginary friends –  
not now. 

Not when Rose was waiting for him.
He raced down the empty streets, leaping over 

sandbags and skidding round corners. Blackout was 
about to start, and Buxton was deserted. The last of 
the Christmas shoppers had gone home, and the only 
people outside now were air raid wardens, wrapped 
up in scarves and camped out shivering in deckchairs.  
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The shop windows were all dark behind the strips of 
brown paper glued up to protect them from bomb blasts.

Not that any bombs would fall here – Buxton was a 
country town tucked in the valleys of the Peak District. It 
was the safest place in Britain, or so everyone kept saying. 
The only enemy planes you saw out here were the ones 
heading to bomb cities like Liverpool and Manchester. 
That was why Col had been sent up here in the first place. 
Buxton was safe. Safer than London, at least. 

Col glowered. He was safe, all right: safe and 
miserable. He’d hated every minute of the six months he 
had spent here, over a hundred and fifty miles away from 
his home and everything he had ever known. Living 
with his Aunt Claire had been the darkest, loneliest and 
saddest time of his entire life.

But finally, all that was going to change. His sister 
was here: she had finally come. When he got back to 
Aunt Claire’s, Rose would already be waiting for him. 
Col turned the final corner and saw the tiny crack of light 
beneath Aunt Claire’s front door, where the blackout 
curtains didn’t quite reach. His heart leaped. After 
months of being separated, he was finally back with his 
family – his true family. He threw open the gate…

And stopped. There was something waiting for him 
in the darkness of the garden. A crouched figure, its 
breath seething in silent clouds…
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Col shook his head. He was just scaring himself,  
as usual. 

“Mrs Evans?”
“Yes, dear?”
“What are you doing in the flowers?” 
Mrs Evans glared at him from beneath her helmet. 

“Never you mind what I’m doing! It’s a free country. 
Hitler’s not here yet, you know.”

No one in Buxton understood how Mrs Evans had 
been made an air raid warden. She was “an eccentric”, 
“a real character”, or “a raving lunatic”, depending on 
who you asked. She was old – no one knew exactly how 
old – but she had the energy of a much younger lunatic, 
so no one ever made fun of her in case she hit them with 
her walking stick. She could usually be found putting 
neckties around the trees in the town square, having 
arguments with the garden moles at four in the morning, 
or – like now – crouching in Aunt Claire’s geraniums in 
the middle of blackout. 

“Who am I poking?” she said, giving him a jab with 
her stick. “Speak up, young man!”

“It’s Col, Mrs Evans. From next door.”
She nodded. “Ah, yes! The orphan boy.”
Col’s blood chilled. No one had ever used that word 

to describe him before – but it was true, wasn’t it?
“I didn’t recognize you, dressed like – that,” said Mrs 
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Evans. “You look like a performing monkey at a funeral.”
Col blushed. He was wearing a pair of black shorts, a 

black jacket, a bright white sash, and a pillbox hat with 
a little chinstrap. 

“It’s my uniform,” he muttered. “I’m in the Boys’ 
Brigade.”

“Boys’ Brigade?” 
“It’s like the scouts. Camping, making fires, that sort 

of thing. Aunt Claire thought it would help me make 
friends.”

“Did it?”
“No.” 
Col had spent most of the last six months hiding in 

his bedroom. He’d always been a loner – and he didn’t 
see the point in doing anything else, when blackout 
started so early and ended so late. Col had never known 
so much darkness.

He glanced at the crack of light under the door. He 
didn’t have time for this – Rose was waiting for him. 

“Can I help with anything, Mrs Evans? I still don’t 
really understand why you’re in our flowers.”

Mrs Evans tutted. “If you must know, Col, I’m 
putting out salt for the little folk.”

Col frowned. “Little folk?”
“Fairies! Pixies. Troopers. They’re all over the 

country side at the moment. The Midwinter King is in 
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dominion, you see, and he’s sent the fairies from the 
Spirit World to search for the Green Man. Good thing 
I had so much salt lying around!” 

“Oh. Do they like salt?”
“No! Can’t stand the stuff. Have to stop and count 

every grain, you see. That should keep the little runts out 
of my butter.” She shivered. “Surely you’ve noticed the 
change in the weather, boy? That’s his doing. He grows 
stronger every day.”

Col had no idea what Mrs Evans was talking about – 
but she was right about the weather. Buxton was cold 
– iron cold, constant and brutal, coming up through the 
ground and clawing your ankles. No one had ever known 
a winter like it, and it was happening all over the country. 
By day, Britain was hammered by rain and blanketed 
in thick fog, stopping trains and stranding travellers. 
At night, the temperature plummeted: it cracked toilet 
bowls, froze sheep in their stalls, and cut off hundreds of 
houses with snowdrifts. The emergency services – already 
stretched to breaking point with the nightly raids – were 
forced to abandon the cities and cut paths through the 
snow to help cut-off villages. 

That was the worst part of all. Despite the weather, 
the raids were still continuing. People were trying to 
stay cheerful and keep their spirits up, but things were 
becoming desperate. Rationing was getting worse, food 
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supplies were running low, and the enemy was right 
on their doorstep. People said that they might stand a 
chance if America decided to join the war – but with 
each passing day, that seemed less and less likely. The end 
had never seemed so close before. 

Col gazed at the sky. It looked like tonight was going 
to be worse than ever. The wind was beginning to pick 
up, and the sky was bare and black as sheet-ice, the 
moon a razor-sharp crescent that was almost too bright 
to look at. Raids were always bad on bright, cloudless 
nights like this, when enemy planes could make out 
the ground beneath them. People had started calling it 
Bomber’s Moon…

Col snapped to attention. Mrs Evans was poking 
him with her stick again.

“Good grief! Are you deaf as well as stupid? I said, 
any plans for Christmas?”

Col’s heart lifted at once. He’d been so distracted, 
he’d forgotten all about the plan. 

“Yes!” he said. “My sister Rose is coming. She stayed 
behind in London to volunteer with the emergency 
services. It’ll be the first time we’ve seen each other in 
six months!” Col glowed with pride. “She’s a despatch 
rider – she bikes around during the raids, passing on 
messages for the fire service. Rose has always been brave 
like that.”
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Just for a moment, the cold and the dark dis-
appeared – that always happened when he thought 
about Rose. Mrs Evans frowned. 

“Really? And your aunt’s OK with that, is she?” 
Col grimaced. “She, er … doesn’t know we’re doing it.”
Col and Rose had been forced to keep their plan 

a secret for months – and with good reason. Rose and 
Aunt Claire did not get on, and everyone in Buxton 
knew it. His aunt badmouthed his sister every chance 
she got: seventeen years old, and thinks she knows 
everything! It was why Rose hadn’t once been to visit – 
that, and the fact that trains were reserved for soldiers 
and war supplies, and tickets were so expensive, and 
then the terrible weather…

But tonight – finally – it had all come together. 
Rose was here, and there was nothing Aunt Claire 
could do about it. They were going to have the perfect 
Christmas together, just the way they’d always done it. 
The decorations, the presents, the food … the cottage. 

“We’re staying in Darkwell End,” said Col, his 
eyes shining. “It’s where my dad grew up. It’s the most 
magical place in the world! It’s only half an hour away 
from here by train, but it’s right in the countryside, 
with forests and fields and streams. We used to spend 
every Christmas there, before…” 

Col stopped. He still didn’t know how to finish that 
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sentence. The last of his words were left hanging in the 
air between them, like smoke from a snuffed candle.

“I should go,” he muttered. “Rose will be waiting 
for me – her train got in an hour ago. Merry Christmas, 
Mrs Evans.”

Mrs Evans nodded. “Merry Christmas, Col! Make 
sure the King’s spies don’t see you.”

Col frowned. “What king?”
But Mrs Evans didn’t answer – she just stayed where 

she was, fiddling with her salt and humming carols 
under her breath. Col considered getting her a blanket, 
then decided against it. He was late enough as it was. 
Rose would be explaining everything to Aunt Claire by 
now – she’d need his help.

He turned to the house, heart glowing. It was hard 
to imagine, after such a terrible year, that anything could 
ever be good again. The war had made everything so 
dismal. He and Rose had lost so, so much. But now, 
their struggles were all behind them. Just for a short 
while, the world didn’t matter any more.

It was Christmas … and his family had come back 
to him.

He opened the door, and stepped into the light.
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The Letter

The light in the hallway stung his eyes like 
seawater. The darkness disappeared – the wind 

died. After being outside, the warmth of the house 
almost burned him. It felt like stepping from one world 
into another. 

“Col! How many times? Close the door properly 
when you come in!”

He blinked. Aunt Claire was standing in the 
hallway, her arms folded. She looked tired and irritable, 
but then she always did. Col glanced around. There 
was no sign of Rose – she must be in the other room. 
He closed the door.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “The Brigade meeting 
overran and—” 

“That wind!” said Aunt Claire, cutting him off. “And 
you wearing shorts! Aren’t you cold?”

“Yes,” Col admitted. 
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“Well, mustn’t complain, it’s good for you.” She thrust 
a shovel into his hand. “Now get back outside and bring 
in some coal! There’s a storm heading this way tonight – 
the worst yet, they said. We’ll need as much as we can!” 

Col was thrown. There was no mention of Rose – no 
sign that she’d even arrived. No bags, no coat, nothing. 
Where was she? “But…”

“Stop arguing, Col, I’m not in the mood!” said Aunt 
Claire, shoving him back to the door. “I had to queue at 
the butchers for an hour, then work out how to make a 
Christmas pudding with vinegar instead of eggs, then I 
tripped over Mrs Evans in the garden…”

Col’s mind raced. Why wasn’t Rose here? What was 
going on? Her train was supposed to have arrived in 
Buxton at least an hour— 

And then it hit him. The storm. Rose’s train must be 
caught in it – it was stuck on the tracks, or rerouted to 
another station. She could be stranded in the middle of 
nowhere by herself, in the pitch dark and freezing cold. 

“Wait!” Col cried. “Aunt Claire, listen…”
But Aunt Claire wasn’t listening – she rarely did. 

She kept pushing him towards the door, cutting him off 
whenever he tried to speak. Col had to do something: 
Rose would be counting on him. He closed his eyes and 
steadied himself like someone preparing to lift a heavy 
weight. 
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“NO!”
Aunt Claire was shocked – Col never spoke back. 

He never even got the chance to. But now, he had to be 
brave. He turned to face his aunt, and swallowed. 

“We need to go to the station. Rose is coming up from 
London. We’re … we’re spending Christmas together.” 
He folded his arms. “That’s right. We’re going to Darkwell 
End, just like we used to. We knew you’d try to stop us, 
so we didn’t tell you. We’ve had it planned for weeks. You 
can come too, if you’d like. Er… That’s it.”

He held the shovel up like a shield, steeling himself 
for the ear-clipping of a lifetime. But it didn’t come. 
When he looked up, Aunt Claire wasn’t angry, or even 
surprised. She looked … sorry for him. She let out a 
deep sigh.

“Oh, Col. Right. You’d better read it now.”
She pulled a letter from her apron pocket and 

handed it over. Col frowned. He knew it was from Rose: 
you could tell by the beautiful patterns she drew on the 
envelopes. 

“But…”
“Just read it.”
Col didn’t feel brave any more. He felt like something 

had shifted – like a curtain had been drawn back, 
revealing the true shape of the room. He opened the 
letter and read it in silence.
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Dear Collie,
I’m so sorry to do this. 
By now, Aunt Claire will have told you the bad news. 

I know you’ll be angry. I know I promised we’d spend 
Christmas together. I’ve wanted to tell you the truth for 
some time, but you were so excited that I didn’t know how 
to be honest with you.

Things have been terrible in London – much worse than 
I’ve said, and much worse than the newspapers have been 
making out too. The bombings have been relentless and the 
bad weather’s made it so much worse. I’m helping at a nurses’ 
station during the day as well as doing all my despatch duties 
at night. There are so many people here who desperately need 
help, who’ve lost everything in the raids – their houses and 
families, right before Christmas. Everyone has been so kind 
since Dad’s accident too. I can’t leave them now. 

I’m going to stay in London for Christmas, and you’re 
going to stay in Buxton. I know how much this will upset 
you – I know how unhappy you’ve been living with Aunt 
Claire, and it breaks my heart, but it means so much to 
me to know that you’re safe. I promise we’ll see each other 
soon. For now, we must both be brave, and do whatever 
we can to help people – it’s what Dad would have wanted. 

Don’t worry, I’ll send up your present!!
Rose 
xxx
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Col stared at the letter for some time. It felt like a sack 
of cold water had burst in his lungs. Aunt Claire stood 
and fussed at her apron, trying to keep her hands busy.

“I’m sorry, Col. She wrote to me the other day, 
asking for help,” she said quietly. “The silly girl – raising 
your hopes like that, just before Christmas.” She shook 
her head. “Honestly, Col, what were you both thinking? 
To come up here now, with everything that’s going on? 
In weather like this!”

Col had told himself to be brave, that he wouldn’t 
cry, but it was hopeless. Tears spilled down his face and 
onto his jacket. 

“But… She promised. It’s our first Christmas without 
him. Without Dad.”

Aunt Claire winced, like something had stung her. It 
took her a while to answer. She reached out and placed a 
single hand on his shoulder. Col was almost shocked – it 
was the first time she had ever touched him.

“I know, Col. It’s going to be a difficult Christmas 
for all of us.” She swallowed. “We’ve all been finding life 
hard since … the incident.”

Incident. Col hated that word. Newspapers used 
it all the time. A bomb blast was an incident; a shelter 
collapsing on a family was an incident. What happened 
to Dad wasn’t a disaster, or a tragedy – it was just an 
incident from six months ago, another entry in a list 
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that grew longer every day. Aunt Claire quickly took the 
hand off his shoulder and used it to dry her eyes with 
her apron.

“I know it’s tough, but there’s a war on. Some people 
have lost their entire families, you know. Rose is right: 
your father would have wanted you here, where it’s safe. 
You’re just going to have to get used to it.” 

Something inside him suddenly boiled up. He held 
up the letter.

“No – I know what you’re doing. This letter’s a fake! 
You’ve always hated Rose, and now you’re trying to keep 
us apart! You’ve got the real letter hidden somewhere…”

His voice trailed off. He knew it didn’t make any 
sense – he just couldn’t stand the truth. Aunt Claire 
rolled her eyes. 

“Col, I’m sorry you’re upset, but that is ridiculous. 
It’s time you grew up and started living in the real 
world. This war is tough on everyone, not just you. 
You’re twelve years old – you’re not a little boy any 
more. You can’t just shut yourself in your room and 
make up stories. You need to try to make the best of it. 
Like the rest of us.” 

Col clutched the shovel, burning with rage. “I never 
wanted to come here.” 

“Well, tough!” said Aunt Claire. “I never asked to be 
your guardian, did I? But do you hear me complaining?”
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With that, Aunt Claire stormed out of the hallway 
and started slamming knives and forks onto the kitchen 
table. A belt of wind suddenly slammed the door open 
behind him and flooded the corridor with frozen air. 

“What did I say? Close that door properly!”
Col spun round. The door was wide open, hammering 

against the wall. Outside was like another world, leading 
far away from all of this. A portal of deepest black 
stretched into nothingness ahead of him. 

And there were the voices in his head again. 
Come to the cottage, Col!
We need you, Col… 
It’s a matter of life and death!
“Col! Did you hear me? Close that door!”
Col dropped the shovel on the carpet. The wind 

wrapped around him, two frozen hands pulling him 
forwards. 

“Col? Col!”
He stepped into the storm, and closed the door 

carefully behind him.
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Q&A with ROSS MONTGOMERY
1.  What is The Midnight Guardians about?
One night, a boy called Col discovers that his old imaginary friends 
- a shape-shifting tiger, a badger in a waistcoat, and a very short, very 
rude knight in shining armour - have come to life! And they’ve come 
with a terrible warning for him: in one week’s time, his sister is going 
to be killed in a terrible raid.

The story is set in December 1940, when Britain was being bombed 
almost every night by enemy planes. Col and his Guardians have 
seven days to travel to length and breadth of the country in blackout 
conditions, during the worst storms of the century, to save his 
sister before it’s too late - and as if that wasn’t enough, they’re being 
pursued by the terrifying Midwinter King, who has his own reasons 
for stopping Col’s quest...

2. What’s your inspiration behind the story?
A lot of things! When I was a child, I spent hours playing imaginary 
games with characters I’d created - I think it was how I first fell in 
love with making up my own stories. I’ve always wondered what 
happened to those characters that I left behind! 

I was also thinking about the classic children’s books that I read as a 
child - ones that were filled with folklore characters, and made it feel 
like fields and forests and rivers could still be rich and mysterious 
and other-worldly. I loved the idea of one child’s invented characters 
living right alongside fairies and goblins and giants!

3. How did you create and develop your characters?

Strangely - and this does sometimes happen, I promise - they came 
into my head almost fully formed. Looking back at my notes, the 
very first thing I wrote down were the three Guardians, including 
their names - Pendlebury, Mr Noakes, the King of Rogues. At the 
time it felt like I was pulling those names out of a hat, but I guess I 



was going with my gut! 

Having said that, it also looks like the original plan was to make 
Pendlebury out of porcelain and she had to eat plates to survive - so 
clearly my gut is often a bit weird.

4. Why did you choose war-stricken London as one of the key settings?

I’ve lived in London for almost half my life, and it’s only recently 
that I really started noticing how much stuff is still left over from 
the Blitz - gaps in rows of terraced houses where bombs fell, 
shrapnel scars in walls.

I’ve known my whole life that London was bombed heavily during 
the war - my nan used to tell me stories about her neighbours’ house 
being hit one night, and her dad being blown over the fence - but it 
suddenly struck me for the first time that these weren’t just stories, 
they really happened. Suddenly I couldn’t stop thinking about it - 
what must it have been like to hide in a shelter while planes flew 
over, and then emerge the next morning to see what was left?

5. What are your top writing tips for budding authors?

My tips are obvious, but that’s because they’re true!

READ LOADS - not just stuff you know you like, try out things 
you’d never have considered. You never know what you might find! 
It’s always so exciting to see what other writers are able to achieve, 
and see what new things are possible.

WRITE LOADS - there’s no getting around this one! Writing is a 
skill - the more you practise it, the better you’ll get. 

HUNT FOR IDEAS - this isn’t always easy, I know. But you’re 
never going to find that spark of inspiration playing computer games 
all day. Get outside: look under rocks. Look up at the sky. Open up 
the circuitbox of the world and look at how it works. Start tinkering.  
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