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Hi, I'm Emil.







Chapter 1


It was a frosty day in November, and the last rays of sunshine were sparkling in the northern sky. The long Polar night was closing in.


Emil sat on the floor in his room. The sun made his fair, reddish hair gleam. Emil’s eyes glared and he was disgruntled. Yesterday had been his eighth birthday and everything had gone wrong. He had wished for a castle with knights as a present but hadn’t got one. He’d received a lot of other quite nice presents, too, but no castle.


What’s more, his cousin, a little girl, had blown out his birthday cake candles. The grown-ups had just laughed. Mum had, of course, relit the candles, but it just wasn’t the same thing. His little cousins had smothered his board game with chocolate, too, and some pieces were missing. Emil was particular about his board games, everything had to be in order and intact. The DVD discs had been covered in dirty fingerprints, and they all had to be washed and rearranged into their proper covers. Cleaning had been exhausting, though mum had helped.


***
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Now Emil was angry. He looked at the carpet on the floor and ran his hand across it. It was soft and had a star-like pattern, which somehow reminded him of the adventures of Aladdin. Why had mum put a carpet like this in his room?


Ok, it was soft and looked nice, but it was useless for playing on. It was no good to bounce a ball on, and toy characters couldn’t stand up on it.


On a sudden impulse, Emil started to roll the carpet up. “Out of my way, nuisance!” he exclaimed. The carpet was heavy, and it gave him little electric shocks, which irritated him even more. His cheeks were glowing, and his forehead was sweating as he worked away.


Then something strange appeared from underneath the carpet. What was that? With eyes bulging the boy stared at the hatch in the floor.


The hatch stood out from the lighter floorboards and was about the size of a school desk, with gold-coloured edges and was fitted with a buckle-like handle of the same colour. Emil tried to lift the hatch. It was heavy. The boy looked around and noticed his dressing gown peeping out of the wardrobe. In a flash, he tied its belt around the handle and wrenched the hatch open.


He was astonished as he gazed at an open hole in the floor. “Wow, my room’s got a secret cellar.” Emil whispered quietly to himself.


On the right of the narrow steps there was a light switch, which he pressed as he stepped down. As he went past it the light dazzled his eyes, and it took a while before the layout of the cellar came into focus.


The room wasn’t very big, and a small window was covered with cardboard. Emil climbed onto a wooden box, tore the cardboard away and gave the room a bit more light. Now he could see more details. There were a lot of old things, like a blue dresser with white trimmings painted on its doors. There was an old lamp on a small brown table, next to a chair that had one broken armrest. There was a child’s bed in the middle of the floor. Sitting on the bed was a brown teddy bear that was missing an eye and an ear. Behind the teddy was a laced white pillow and a blue starry patterned blanket on the bed.
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“Wow, what a place!” Emil sighed in wonder. He was just bending to open the blue dresser’s door, when he heard mum’s voice from upstairs. He needed to be quick. Clambering up the stairs, the boy thought that he probably shouldn’t be in the cellar without permission. He closed the hatch as quietly as he could, and just as Emil had rolled the carpet into place, mum opened the door and asked


“Didn’t you hear me call you for dinner? Quick now, before it gets cold.”


***


Emil’s mother wrote articles and stories and whenever she was writing, she was so engrossed in her work that she knew nothing of the outside world. She babbled on and giggled to herself, and got in a flap with the machine, when nothing she was doing was going well for her. Sometimes she grabbed her hair and pulled it up towards the heavens, screaming:


“Oh, no, you smoking cyber spaceship and your burnt gingerbread brains!”


She almost always threw a tantrum, growled and kicked over the wastepaper basket.


These were ideal moments to do what one wanted, especially to slip away down a cellar full of interesting things.


***


On his way to school, Emil thought about his cellar. Should he tell the secret to his friends?


The answer came immediately in the schoolyard. The velcro band on his backpack had picked up his mother’s green striped woolen sock, which Emil hadn’t noticed. His friends, though, had noticed it straight away, and were already teasing him about it.


“Look a walking washing line, haha!” they jeered.


Before Emil could do anything, Timmy had snapped the sock away and waved it mischievously in front of Emil saying: “A comfort cloth so you won’t miss mummy, are you going to sniff it all day?”


Laughter and giggling. Emil flared up and threw a snowball at the nearest boy teasing him. This, of course, developed into a real snowball brawl. During the brawl, the sock had changed hands and had now settled on the edge of Willy’s hoody.


As is common in most schools, news of the snowball fight spread like wildfire, and the boys’ school day started with a trip to the headmaster. Luckily nothing more serious had happened, and the headmaster’s call for apologies from both sides was honoured. The headmaster scolded them and spoke in length about how wrong it was to bully and fight. He said sternly that this behaviour would not be allowed at school. Then he announced that he wouldn’t give them detention, but he would phone all their parents, and discuss with them about suitable punishments.


“No!” screamed, Emil quietly to himself. He was sure he’d get grounded, and he had already arranged to go bobsledding in the evening at the Pine Gravel Pit. All the village kids would be there. He’d been given a new bobsled for his birthday, and it would be great to test it there, and give his friends a good race.


Emil became even more upset as he thought about this.


***


Zacharias, nicknamed Zak, was a small elf, reaching about the height of a kitchen stool. He had white fluffy, thick eyebrows, blue eyes, a small round nose with a slightly crooked smile, under which grew a short, tufty elf beard.


He wore a red peaked cap with a big white bobble. The hem and sleeves of his greeny wooly coat were decorated with white fleece. He wore grey trousers and had white wooly mittens.


Poking out of his coat pocket was a book with a red cover, and he was carrying a small lantern.


His felt booties were the most important. They had magic golden tassels on them, with which the elf could travel at lightning speed from one place to another, but only if both bobbles were in place.


There was more magic, too, by tapping one bootie on top of the other, he could speak the language of animals.


***
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Spruce Alley was the oldest residential area in Hill village, and, apart from varying colours, all the houses looked about the same. The road formed a sort of loop in front of the houses. There were trees growing on an island in the centre of the loop.


Zak was standing on that island now, in front of Two Spruce Alley, and was staring at the house curiously. The house was a pale yellow with white window frames. It was an old house, but beautiful. The smoke billowing up from the chimney looked like it was playing funny games against the bright starry sky. The elf smiled contentedly.


The front door opened and out came a small boy shouting “Bye-bye, mum!”


“Bye-bye and have a good day at school!” came the reply from the house, just before the door was closed.


The elf crouched down a little, blew out his lantern and set it down by his feet. He looked quickly at the figure moving away and wondered about the boy’s backpack.


The flap of the dark blue bag had such an ugly grimacing dinosaur’s face printed on it, that it made the elf shudder. There was a green-striped wooly sock hanging from the shoulder strap, too.


As he followed slowly behind the boy, Zak thought: “If I know anything about anything, that sock means trouble.”


And, there, as we all know, he was dead right.


***


On his way home, Emil noticed a cat pacing along the street. It was quite a sight with its golden-brown coat. It had a very thick tail, which was a lighter colour than the cat itself. Isabel was Vera’s, the neighbour’s cat.


Vera, in Emil’s eyes looked like a witch with her long black hair and weird looking skirts. Quite a scary sight, and Emil often ran a few steps as he passed her house. But now he stopped, grabbed a handful of snow and threw it at the cat.


“Hey, little miss dainty tail, go away!”


The cat was startled and shot off yowling.


***


Emil’s mother was a very ordinary mum, and just as a mum was supposed to be, at least in Emil’s opinion. She had freckled cheeks and reddish hair just like Emil, but her hair was long and often in a ponytail, with tufts of hair sticking out here and there. She was wearing a grey cardigan, over a weird dress that had pockets. There were usually all sorts of things poking out of the pockets, like pens or stuff she’d picked up off the floor. Then she wore white crocs that sparkled. Emil thought it was the funniest outfit he could imagine for his mum.


She had a really funny laugh, which always made Emil feel good.


But now her face was stern. Emil knew that meant trouble. Mum asked Emil to come and sit with her in the kitchen.


“I received an unpleasant phone call from your headmaster, and I suppose you know what about?”


“Yes, I do,” the embarrassed boy said, then pulled mum’s green sock out of his backpack.


“I do understand that teasing can hurt, but fighting is the wrong way to try and solve anything. You have to learn self-control, even in bad situations.”


They talked for a while and Emil got to tell his version. It was, naturally, a bubbly show of events and Emil acted it out to his mum, ending up himself lying on the floor as if he were some traveller who’d been knocked out.


Mum calmed down a bit, but then announced


“Timmy’s, Willy’s and Matt’s parents and I have all agreed that you brawlers will not go to the downhill sledding at the Pine Gravel Pit tonight.”


“There you go, oh, misery!” thought the deeply disappointed Emil.


Mum also reminded him that it would soon be Christmas, and Santa had already sent his elves out on their way. “But now, son of mine, go and fetch the post!” mum told him.


Emil put on his woolly hat and boots and a grey jumper, then, without his coat, rushed out to the yard and headed for the post boxes. Fetching the post was his favourite chore and he’d been doing it for ages. First with his mum, and then, even since pre-school, on his own.


There were five post boxes situated in front of Snowy Joey’s house. Their own post-box was green, and his mum had stuck a picture of the sun on it, for Emil to recognize it, before he could read.


Now, though, mum’s decision was annoying, and he didn’t enjoy fetching the post. Emil kicked lumps of snow as he walked along.


“So, Santa’s elves are on their way, well, I’m going to trap Santa’s elves and not let them free till Santa pays me five euros for each one I give back. At least I’ll be able to buy that castle,” snapped Emil to himself.


***


Snowy Joey was the man who cleaned up the neighbourhood’s yards with his tractor and snow blower, hence his nickname. He had a dog in his garden, called Storm. It was a nice dog that always wagged its tail to welcome any visitors. It was brown and had cute patches above its eyes, and a slightly inclined curly tail.


Storm’s kennel was red, had a door and two windows, just like a real house. Emil had always admired it, as it was such a cool looking dog. He had often petted the dog and sometimes Joey had let him feed the dog a few tidbits. He hadn’t yet been allowed to walk the dog. Joey had thought that Storm would be too strong for Emil and would drag him along the ground on his backside.
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Emil didn’t feel like petting the dog today, let alone giving it any treats. He took the post out of the box, and was about to run off, when he suddenly turned round, headed for the dog, then kicked its red ball so hard that it ended up on top of the highest pile of snow, far out of Storm’s reach.
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