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  Raven Boy is so good at climbing trees that he goes higher even than really brave squirrels do.
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  Saving the world was not going very well.




  Raven Boy and Elf Girl had left their homeland far behind them, and had been wandering across a wide and empty plain for what seemed like days.




  It was, in fact, only an afternoon, but they were already fed up.




  Very.




  ‘Look at it!’ Raven Boy cried. ‘Not a tree in sight!’
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  ‘That’s what happens when you leave the forest,’ Elf Girl said, a little snappily.




  ‘It’s your fault,’ said Raven Boy. ‘You wanted to come this way.’




  ‘Only because it’s faster. The other way would have taken five times as long.’




  ‘Yes, but at least there’d have been trees.’




  He thought sadly about his favourite pine tree, and wished he could be there, at the top, swaying gently in the breeze.




  But Raven Boy knew that Elf Girl was right.




  In order to save the world, they’d have to go and find the evil Goblin King, who had sent an ogre to destroy their forest. Having defeated the ogre, they’d learned that the Goblin

  King lived far away, across the sea. To get to the sea meant a long journey either north or south to get around a huge, dark and gloomy mountain range.




  ‘Although,’ the ogre had told them, ‘there could be a third way.’




  ‘Which is?’ Raven Boy had asked.




  ‘You could go straight over the mountains. That would be fastest. Only I don’t think you’ll want to do that.’




   




  [image: ]




   




  Elf Girl hadn’t been listening, and there and then had said, ‘We’ll go the quick way! There’s no time to lose!’




  And she wouldn’t even let Raven Boy stay long enough to find out why going over the mountains might not be a good idea. Just looking at them made Raven Boy nervous.
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  Since then, they’d hurriedly packed a small bag each, with some food and a hat in case it got cold. After saying goodbye to Elf Girl’s family, they’d left.

  Raven Boy didn’t have a family, but he’d spent ages saying goodbye to three owls, a magpie, seventeen sparrows, and giving a badger a hug.




  ‘We’ve been walking for days,’ Elf Girl moaned.




  In the far distance, they could see the black mountains, but they never seemed to get any closer.
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  ‘It was lunchtime,’ muttered Raven Boy.




  ‘What?’ asked Elf Girl.




  ‘What what?’ asked Raven Boy.




  ‘What was lunchtime?’




  ‘Oh,’ said Raven Boy. ‘It was lunchtime. When we left.’




  ‘Well, it feels like days.’




  ‘Elf Girl, you’d better get used to it. We’ve hardly started.’
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  At that, Rat poked his head out of Raven Boy’s pocket, and squeaked.




  ‘I know,’ said Raven Boy, tickling Rat’s ears.




  Elf Girl looked at him suspiciously.




  ‘What?’ she said.




  ‘Nothing,’ said Raven Boy.




  ‘It can’t have been nothing. What did he say?’




  ‘No, nothing, really,’ said Raven Boy again.




  The ends of Elf Girl’s ears started to go pink. Then red.




  ‘What did he say?’ she asked, sounding very cross now.




  Raven Boy stopped walking and glared at her.




  ‘If you must know, he said, “she does moan a lot, doesn’t she?”’




  Rat squeaked and quickly disappeared back into Raven Boy’s pocket.




  ‘And who did he mean by “she”?’ Elf Girl asked. Both her ears were bright red now, but Raven Boy was too cross to care.




  ‘Well, who do you think? There aren’t any other “shes” round here, are there?’




  ‘Well, really!’ cried Elf Girl, and with that, she stomped off, heading towards the mountains at double speed.




  Rat poked his head out of Raven Boy’s pocket again.




  He squeaked.




  ‘Yes,’ said Raven Boy. ‘It’s safe now.’




  He sighed.




  ‘Come on, we’d better catch up and say sorry.’
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  They did, and by the time they had, they suddenly realised they’d reached a series of small hills. The ground was rising and falling and a stream babbled beside the path.

  They stopped for a drink by a stone bridge that crossed the water.




  ‘We’re nearly at the mountains,’ Raven Boy said when they’d had their drink.




  Elf Girl grinned.




  ‘So, whose idea was best then? We’ll be over the mountains by tea-time, and then we can get on with finding the Goblin King.’




  Raven Boy wasn’t so sure about that, and he was just about to say so when he heard something.




  ‘Quick,’ he said, ‘somebody’s coming. Hide under the bridge.’




  ‘Why?’ asked Elf Girl.




  ‘In case they’re bad people!’




  ‘But they might be good people.’




  ‘In which case hiding under the bridge won’t matter. But if they’re not good people, and we don’t hide under the bridge . . .’




  ‘Ah,’ said Elf Girl. ‘I see.’




  They scrambled down under the bridge as fast as they could.




  ‘Look!’ hissed Elf Girl. ‘It’s the trolls!’




  ‘Those aren’t trolls,’ whispered Raven Boy. ‘They’re just three men.’




  ‘Raven Boy! Look! It’s the trolls from Fright Forest, only it’s daytime. They’re in their human form.’




  Raven Boy peered harder.




  ‘You’re right,’ cried Raven Boy. [image: ] ‘They must be following us.’




  They shivered and ducked back out of sight as the three troll-men passed over the bridge.




  ‘I can smell ’em,’ said the big one.




  ‘You’re just imagining it,’ said the middle-sized one.




  ‘Nah, I can smell ’em, I really can.’




  ‘That’s the trouble with the daytime,’ said the little one. ‘I can always smell better when I’m a proper troll. Not looking like I does in the daytime.’
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  ‘Yeah,’ said the middle-sized one. ‘You’re right.’




  ‘But I can still smell ’em,’ insisted the big one.




  ‘Look, let’s just get on with it, shall we?’ said the little one. ‘The sooner we catch ’em, the sooner we can boil ’em.’




  ‘And eat ’em?’ asked the first voice.




  ‘We’re not gonna play chess with ’em, are we?’




  At that, all three gave a long, loud and very unpleasant chuckle, and then their footsteps faded away, up the path towards the mountains.




  Elf Girl looked at Raven Boy, her eyes wide.




  ‘What are we going to do?’ she wailed. ‘Hungry trolls ahead of us, and that’s just the way we want to go.’




  Raven Boy thought carefully about what to say next. Finally he opened his mouth.




  [image: ] he cheeped.




  





   




   




   




   




  TWO




   




[image: ]




   




  Before Elf Girl’s hut got flattened by Raven Boy she was planning to redecorate it with moss green walls and a sky blue ceiling.
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  ‘If only you knew how to use your bow properly,’ Raven Boy said, ‘we could zap those trolls and be on our

  way.’




  ‘I do know how to use my bow,’ said Elf Girl. ‘Sort of. At least, I got us out of trouble with it before, didn’t I?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Raven Boy. Then added quietly, ‘By accident . . .’




  ‘Well, I haven’t seen you doing anything deadly or courageous lately.’




  ‘Hang on just a . . .’




  Rat stuck his head out of Raven Boy’s pocket, and gave the loudest and longest squeak either of them had ever heard.
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  They both stared at him.




  ‘What did he say?’ Elf Girl whispered to Raven Boy.




  Raven Boy looked guilty, and sad too.




  ‘He says please can we stop arguing with each other all the time, or he’s going home.’




  Elf Girl looked sad too.




  ‘Sorry, Rat,’ she said.




  ‘Sorry, Rat,’ said Raven Boy. ‘We will, won’t we?’




  ‘Oh yes,’ said Elf Girl. ‘It’s just that it’s all so scary and difficult to know what to do.’




  ‘We’ll go slowly and keep our eyes and ears open for the first sign of troll trouble.’




  ‘Maybe it would be best to wait until dark.’




  ‘I don’t think that would make any difference,’ said Raven Boy. ‘Didn’t you hear? They can smell better in the dark. That means they can probably see and hear

  better then too. And they’ll be hungrier when they’re trolls.’




  ‘I don’t like it,’ said Elf Girl.




  ‘Neither do I,’ said Raven Boy, ‘but we have no choice. Nobody said saving the world would be easy!’




  ‘Okay, but let’s give the trolls a head start. Why don’t we count to a thousand, then go?’
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  So they counted to a thousand. Then, they looked at each other for a second, and counted to a thousand again.




  Then they climbed out from under the bridge, and set off up the path.




  It wasn’t long before the hills turned into the foot of the mountains, and not much longer after that that they came to a sign by the path.




  STOP, it said.
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  They didn’t.




  A little further on, they found another sign.




  DIDN’T YOU READ THE SIGN? it said. GO BACK. AHEAD LIE THE MONSTER MOUNTAINS.




  ‘The Monster Mountains?!’ cried Elf Girl. ‘That doesn’t sound too wonderful.’




  [image: ] cried Raven Boy, but they both took a deep breath and walked on.




  Soon, they came to a third sign.
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  THREE
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  Trolls are not only mean and vicious and smelly, they also never brush their teeth and their tongues are yellow and slimy.
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  ‘Raven Boy,’ said Elf Girl, ‘Do you think we . . .’




  ‘No,’ said Raven Boy. ‘We’ve come too far this way now. We have to go on. Anyway, we’re two very small and tiny people. And a rat. No one’s going to take any

  notice of us, are they?’




  Elf Girl didn’t look sure, but Raven Boy was right. It was too late to go back.




  The path began to climb steeply into the mountains. The landscape around them was bleak and rocky, and they heard nothing, not even a single bird in the sky.
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  ‘Do . . . do you think there really are monsters in these mountains?’ asked Elf Girl.




  ‘No,’ said Raven Boy, as they rounded a corner. ‘Look!’




  He began to laugh.




  ‘That’s probably the kind of thing they mean!’




  In front of them stood a goat.




  It was standing right in the middle of the path, facing them.




  Raven Boy laughed some more.




  The goat looked at them. It had a short beard and two very long curly horns on its head. It didn’t look pleased to see them.
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  Raven Boy laughed.




  ‘Look, it’s just a silly old goat.’




  A second later, the goat charged at him, and Raven Boy was hurtling back down the path as fast as he could. It wasn’t fast enough.




  The goat rammed him from behind and he ended up head first in a bush. Elf Girl ran up to find him rubbing his bottom.




  ‘Ow,’ he said, grumpily. ‘That really hurt.’




  Elf Girl began to laugh.




  ‘You look so serious,’ she said.




  ‘You don’t want to do that . . . !’ shouted Raven Boy, but before Elf Girl could ask why, she’d joined him in the bush, and there was the goat, his horns still wobbling

  from butting Elf Girl on the behind.
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