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            A Monster Master of Hide and Seek
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         EDWIN SPOOK was standing in a very dangerous place indeed. Any sudden movement, like a simple pick of his nose or a scratch of his behind, could ruin everything in one swift snap. He was standing in the corner of a dark, damp bus shelter wilting in the rain that swirled into a giant puddle beneath his yellow wellington boots, scuffed by a hundred past adventures.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Edwin watched the heavy raindrops as they bounced off his green raincoat and dented the pavement, leaving tiny bullet holes that split the puddle in all directions. He noticed the reflection of his eyes on the wet floor staring back at him, glowing with an intense blue that pierced through the darkness of the bus shelter. And through those brilliantly 12blue eyes Edwin saw the world not as a dull wet place to live, but rather a place filled with colour and excitement.
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         He looked up at the sagging bus-shelter roof that he was holding in place with a bowed umbrella. He couldn’t quite reach the roof without it; not that Edwin was particularly short, he was actually somewhere between twelve and fifteen tins of beans high, the standard height for an eleven-year-old boy. 13

         Even with both hands, Edwin struggled to hold on to the bowed umbrella. Just one more bend and it would snap like a pencil, mashing him flat against the cold wet floor.

         ‘Grandpa was right. He said tonight would be a storyteller’s night,’ he muttered to himself, flicking aside a tuft of shaggy brown hair that sprouted out of the front of his raincoat hood with a jerk of his head. ‘A night when a story is waiting to be discovered by an adventurer like me who does goose-pimpling things while their parents are at home fast asleep.’

         Through the thick rain Edwin saw a round face appear. It was craggy and misshapen and floated in circles like a lost moon. Its owner was Mrs Feeney, an elderly neighbour who stood only as tall as she was wide. Edwin stood quiet as she shuffled nearer, watching her with his bright wide eyes shining like a cat’s.

         Mrs Feeney looked up and caught a glimpse of Edwin hidden inside the bus shelter. ‘And what is young Mr Spook doing balancing bus shelters on such a wet night?’ Mrs Feeney spat, clutching her handbag close to her chest as though it might burst 14at any moment. ‘Your skin will shrivel so fast you’ll end up as one giant walking wrinkle.’
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         Edwin let loose a long, thin smile: a river of white teeth which sparkled beneath the hood of his heavy raincoat. ‘I am up to something really dangerous,’ he told her, tightening his wet grip around the 15quivering umbrella. ‘Something that my grandpa Spook would say is so unbelievable it would melt your brain into slush.’

         ‘Your grandpa Spook tells some odd tales, Edwin, and it seems you are following in the old fool’s footsteps, but you know what’s best for your brain, I’m sure.’ A flash of lightning shredded the moonless sky. All was silent. ‘But tell me,’ she asked, ‘why is such a young boy out all alone on such a nasty night?’
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         ‘My parents don’t understand my hobbies,’ Edwin replied. His grip began to slip on the umbrella’s handle. His arms quivered under the weight of the bus-shelter roof. He wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer. ‘That’s why I carry my things around with me.’ Edwin nodded to a huge backpack that hung from his shoulders down to the backs of his knees, bulging to the brim with an assortment of trinkets that poked through every available seam.

         ‘That backpack looks heavy and fit to burst with excitement,’ Mrs Feeney mumbled. ‘I’m sure whatever it is you are doing is very important. Just don’t stay out too late, young Edwin. You never 16know what you might find lurking between the shadows.’

         Edwin smiled as Mrs Feeney faded into the dark streets, lost like a ghost in the fog. Her footprints pointed this way and that and slowly peeled off in the rain.

         And not a moment too soon.

         With a vicious crunch the bus shelter suddenly snapped closed. Edwin threw himself onto the wet pavement outside as his umbrella exploded into pieces behind him. Slowly and suspiciously the bus shelter creaked open, proudly showing off a row of jagged monster teeth, pointy, sharp and as dangerous as a dinosaur.

         ‘Chomp, Spit, Gnash and Chew,’ boomed the giant bus-shelter mouth. ‘Those are the words that belong between my jaws; not pointy pokey umbrella-stick or junk-filled humpty-back foraging between my teeth.’

         Edwin clambered to his feet, quickly side-stepping the long red tongue that rolled out of the bus-shelter’s jaws like a wet rug. He unzipped his backpack and took out a thick book nestled amongst the jumble of treasures. ‘So, you’re a People Eater?’ he said excitedly. ‘That is a rare find.’ 17
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         18‘I am only a People Eater if I am given the chance to eat them,’ the Bus Shelter Beast slobbered back. ‘If you hadn’t jammed my jaws to creaking point that rickety old woman would now be crunched up and munched up and turned into digested slop. I was looking forward to picking the rest of her out of my teeth for breakfast.’

         Carefully, Edwin took five welly steps backwards. Although, to Edwin, a monster was the best thing since toasted bread, a monster was still a monster and there was always a chance of him becoming tonight’s main monster meal.
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         ‘I’m here to spot monsters, not molars,’ Edwin explained. ‘I am Edwin Spook. I spot things hidden and hiding. Whether you’re a Noggin’ Flogger, a Juice Swabber or a Gobble Gurgler I will spot you and write your name in my Monster Spotter’s Handbook!’ He flipped open his book to reveal a collection of sketches and notes about everything monster-shaped and odd.

         ‘And who else have you spotted tonight, mighty Monster Spotter?’ the Bus Shelter Beast barked. ‘Which of my friends are out there crawling and snuffling and shuffling about on such a wet night?’ 19

         ‘Well, nobody actually,’ Edwin replied glumly. ‘I haven’t spotted anyone else yet. It’s as if all the monsters have been snatched from their hidey-holes. My usual spotting places are now nothing but forgotten spaces.’

         The Bus Shelter Beast snorted at Edwin’s rhyming words, adding drool to the already rain-soaked pavement. ‘It sounds to me as if the Monster Catcher is on the loose.’

         ‘Monster Catcher,’ Edwin said, flicking through his book in search of a question mark. ‘I thought they disappeared a long time ago?’ He had found one. ‘I heard they were filling their greedy guts by mining for diamonds and jewels far away in the Bullion Mountains.’
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         ‘No such luck, Short Socks,’ the Bus Shelter Beast dribbled. ‘There is one Monster Catcher left, the last of his kind, but he is the snarliest and the finest of the lot. And he’s definitely on the prowl if monsters are going missing. The giant-normous Monster Catcher has fingers as quick as lightning and a brain filled with traps. His hands are as huge as dirt diggers ready to scoop us off the floor. And when he gets a sniff of us, he’ll be off; not running away, mind, but running towards 20us, to mince us into monster meat or to flatten us into a picture frame to hang on the wall. The last of the Monster Catchers is on the loose alright and he is sour and rotten and squirming with wormies. Find him and you will have all the monsters you can spot.’ The Bus Shelter Beast rolled his tongue into a tube, sending his words whispering down the tasting tunnel. ‘As for clues to his whereabouts, I don’t have any. But if you do want to spot this Monster Catcher, look for his shield of smoke and a stench that will make your nostrils run a mile.’

         ‘This Monster Catcher sounds like he can make even the mightiest of monsters cry tears of terror,’ Edwin said, trying to hide the twang of worry in his belly that stirred up this morning’s breakfast. ‘But I bet I can spot him.’ He quickly scribbled a note in his Monster Spotter’s Handbook and packed it away in his backpack. ‘There, he’s now at the top of my spotting list,’ he said, bravely. ‘My special spotting skills can spot anything. I can even spot a pimple in a jar of measles.’ Edwin tightened the straps on his backpack. ‘In fact, I’m going to start looking right now. That Monster Catcher is as good as spotted. Goodbye, Bus Shelter Beast. Next time we meet 21I hope it’ll be on the outside of your mouth rather than on the inside.’

         As if on cue, a thick pair of yellow headlights fought their way through the rolling rain, snaking this way and that through the dripping nose of the storm. As the beams angled themselves towards Edwin, he vanished, leaving a broken bus shelter and no clues that either the Monster Spotter or the monster had ever existed.
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         To a Monster Spotter, the gift of spotting the unspottable is the greatest gift of all, a gift to unwrap in your own unique and unusual way. But now there was a Monster Catcher at work, busily prowling and poking around the planet, looking to take that gift away and never give it back.

         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            2

            Between the Pages of The Monster Spotter’s Handbook
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         THERE WAS A TIME when Edwin used to stay awake all night waiting for Grandpa Spook to come home. He would stand at the top of the stairs in his favourite Robot Monster Truck pyjamas and the oversized slippers which his toes never quite reached the end of. He would wait patiently for the sound of jangling keys, the click of the door lock and the shuffling of boots which were all signs that Grandpa Spook had finally returned.

         Grandpa Spook’s crooked teeth would appear in the glow of the hallway light, poking through a forest of knotted beard and hair, his tall frame dressed in an emerald-green waistcoat held together with holes. His eyes would travel up the stairs to meet Edwin’s, round and staring like an old owl. Grandpa’s eyes were the same as Edwin’s: the same shape and the same vivid blue, now slightly faded with time and creased around the edges. 24He would smile at Edwin with a naughty schoolboy grin and reach into his waistcoat to pull out an amazing treasure. Not a treasure from this world, but a treasure from his adventures in the world of monsters.

         But on one particular life-changing night, there had been more than presents to share.

         Grandpa Spook had fallen asleep in an armchair, his long arms dangling to the floor and folding up on the carpet. On his lap sat a book, battered and worn. It was a book Edwin had seen many times during Grandpa Spook’s epic telling of bedtime tales but tonight Edwin would find out that it was more than a simple storybook.

         Edwin saw a faint glow appear from between its pages. Curiously, he reached out for it. As his fingers wrapped around its cover the book began to shiver and tingle. A tickle ran up his arms like an army of scuttling spiders bringing a wave of knowledge that filled Edwin from the top of his head through to the bones he was standing in.
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         ‘Keep it,’ Grandpa Spook mumbled, watching through a half-open eye that teased out the shock of blue beneath it. ‘The Monster Spotter’s Handbook belongs to you now. I’ll be sad to see it go but I am 25getting far too old to chase monsters across the globe.’ He sat up in the armchair, wincing as his back cracked into place. ‘You are the last in a long line of Monster Spotters, my boy. It is time for you to travel down the path you were destined to take.’

         Edwin’s eyes sparkled with astonishment as he opened the book. The pages inside pulsed with a warmth that spread through his fingers, giving life to the many sketches of monster figures that stared back at him. He gasped in amazement at the hand-drawn characters as they stamped and stomped across the dented page, peeling from the flat surface and swirling like autumn leaves through the air around him.

         ‘I can see the monster world, Grandpa,’ Edwin said, hypnotised at the display of monster figures. ‘I can smell their stinking breath and feel their sharp teeth. Aren’t you scared when you meet them?’

         ‘You should remember that sometimes the scariest adventures are also the most exciting,’ Grandpa Spook said. ‘When your father looked inside the handbook at your age all he saw were blank pages. He couldn’t spot a monster if it was swimming about in his bathtub. But you, Edwin, you have the eyes of a Monster Spotter. 26The Monster Spotter’s Handbook has chosen to give you enough knowledge to start your first adventure: the rest you will need to work out for yourself. The Monster Spotter’s Handbook is not only a place to record where monsters are: it is your survival guide and a box of tricks. It is as much a part of the monster world as the Monster Spotter is.’

         ‘I think I understand,’ Edwin said, his wide eyes glued to the handbook.

         ‘The monster world needs a Monster Spotter, like you and I need shoes on our feet,’ Grandpa Spook continued. ‘It needs a monster ally, a monster protector.’

         Grandpa Spook reached out with a wrinkled hand, smiling as a word settled in his palm, fluttering like a butterfly. He cupped it in both hands before setting it free to rejoin the handbook. Edwin’s mouth hung open in wonder, a stunned silence perched on the end of his tongue.

         ‘The preservation of the monster world is down to you now,’ Grandpa Spook continued. Standing up, he put a comforting hand on Edwin’s shoulder. ‘It is very important that you don’t let anything upset the balance within it, however big, however small or however wicked that thing might seem. 27
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         The monster world overlaps our world; one cannot survive without the other. The monsters hold our world together and fuel our imaginations. Without creatures to catch a glimpse of behind the curtain, creatures to excite the mind, the world would be a boring and flat place to live.’ Grandpa Spook slumped back into the armchair. ‘Just remember, young Edwin, anybody can spot a monster lurking out of the corner of their eye but only a true Monster Spotter can see its full magnificence. A Monster Spotter’s eyes have no corners. They see only straight paths into the monster world. So open your eyes as wide as you can, Edwin. You will find there are many surprises yet to be discovered.’ Grandpa Spook smiled softly, tugging at the knots in his beard. ‘Wouldn’t it be a shame to waste them?’

         Edwin’s eyes dropped to the open pages of the Monster Spotter’s Handbook. As his eyes scanned 28the pages, certain words lit up as though fighting for his attention. 

         
            Monsters were here long before you and me and the dog next door, the words read, and most have an important job to do, whether it’s holding up the sky, keeping the sea wet or making sure that the land is safe to walk on. They do this without fuss, without asking for thanks or sending a bill. 

         

         The thrill and excitement of holding the Monster Spotter’s Handbook raced through Edwin. The wonder of what was to come, who he would meet and where he would travel circled above him, a cloud of endless possibilities waiting to be plucked out of the air.
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         As Edwin stared inside the handbook he imagined himself flying over the Great Green Sea, laughing as a school of Seasick Long-fins jumped and splashed through the waves. He tiptoed through the Forgotten Forests, filled with the 29stench of sleeping gaseous Rot-beard Giants and he peeked down the burrows of the six-clawed Skull-rats that could scrape through stone as easily as soft cheese. Edwin looked up into the smooth sky, blinking in the strong sunshine, but as he opened his eyes wider, he found himself standing back in his front room, the Monster Spotter’s Handbook firmly closed in his hands. Edwin’s smile folded up his face like an empty crisp bag. He could not wait to explore the monster world properly for himself.

         ‘Grandpa,’ Edwin shouted, his blue eyes still twinkling with excitement, eager to share his journey, ‘you’ll never guess…’ But Grandpa Spook was sound asleep.
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            The Floating Spook
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         A SOLID SHEET OF RAIN dissolved the image of sleeping Grandpa Spook from Edwin’s memory as he crept quietly through the empty streets in search of the Monster Catcher.

         The excitement he had felt when he first held the Monster Spotter’s Handbook was still strong. Between those pages Edwin had found the courage he needed to face the dangers of the monster world and the collected knowledge of a hundred Monster Spotters who had gone before him. And this evening Edwin needed their knowledge more than ever. To spot something as terrible as a Monster Catcher he would need to use every trick in the handbook.

         ‘All monsters leave trails and tracks,’ Edwin said out loud to himself, unhooking his backpack from his shoulders and pulling out the Monster Spotter’s Handbook again. He fanned through it, stopping at a thick page with a round glass lens folded into the 32middle. ‘Now I wonder if the trail of the Monster Catcher will be just as easy to spot?’

         Above Edwin the rain stopped and the clouds parted, revealing the bright, round moon, a single spotting eye that ruled the heavens, coating Edwin in the silver foil that glistened on the wet surface of the street.

         ‘The Bus Shelter Beast said to look for the Monster Catcher’s shield of smoke and a rotten smell,’ Edwin reminded himself.

         Edwin held the handbook up and looked through the lens with wide eyes, magnifying his view of the world. The moon’s silver rays glowed and pulsed, giving him the light he needed to inspect every point of every corner of every brick that made up the buildings lining the street.
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         ‘Something has been here tonight.’ Through the magnifying lens Edwin could see a scurry of scratches and bite marks climbing their way up the side of a building. ‘Whatever it was has tried to 33escape in a hurry. The Monster Catcher must have come this way.’

         Looking upwards, he spotted a wispy puff of smoke that had snagged itself onto a drainpipe like a clump of cotton wool. As his eyes followed the smoke it got thicker and darker before disappearing around the corner of a building. Carefully, Edwin poked his head around the corner. A sudden roar almost made him leap out of his raincoat. The roar, a deep ear-punching engine kind of roar, fuelled with anger and upset, that shrieked and growled in the distance. As Edwin stopped and listened, he felt the pavement beneath him vibrate, shaking the colour from his boots. He followed the trail of smoke, the pattering of his boots keeping up with the stomping of his heart beating through under his raincoat.
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