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Sam J. Butterbiggins and Dandy the doodlebird
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Uncle Archibald





[image: images]



 

The Knotted Worm
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Aunt Eglantine
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Sam pushed his pen away, and stared out of his bedroom window. Outside, the snowflakes whirled and twirled as if they were never going to stop, and he sighed a huge sigh.
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“Dandy,” he said, “what do you think’ll happen if we can’t do the fifth task today? Will it stop me getting to be a Very Noble Knight?”

The doodlebird put his head on one side. [image: images] he said, [image: images]

“Really?” Sam brightened. “We should read the scroll anyway?”

The doodlebird nodded. [image: images]

“Even though we can’t go outside?”

The doodlebird nodded more emphatically. [image: images]



[image: images]





Sam jumped up. “I’ll go and find Prune.” He hurtled out of his room and leapt down the tower stairs.

The doodlebird flew after him, and the two of them arrived at the bottom in such a rush that Uncle Archibald, who was coming out of his study with a pile of books, had to skip sideways to avoid being flattened. The books went flying, and Sam skidded to a halt. “Ooops! Sorry, Uncle Archie.” As he began to pick up the scattered books a title caught his eye, and he stopped to look at it. “Hey! This is all about knights! And armour!”

Uncle Archie went pale. “Sssssh!”

Sam didn’t hear him. He had opened the book. “I say, Uncle Archie! This is REALLY interesting! It’s got all the names for the different bits of armour …”

His uncle was jigging from foot to foot in extreme agitation. “Yes, yes … now, do be a good chap, and stop reading. Can’t have your aunt upset, what what what? Hates it all, don’t you know … no time for the past. Wants all my books gone. Burnt.” He turned a guilty shade of puce. “Told her I’d done it … but couldn’t quite do it at the time.”
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“So where were you going with them?” Sam asked.

Uncle Archie shook his head, and sighed a gusty sigh. “Kitchen stove. Has to be done. All clear today. Cook’s having her rest, and your aunt’s feeding the beasts. Prunella’s helping her.”

Sam was horrified. “But you mustn’t burn them! Isn’t there somewhere you could hide them? A cellar, or something?”

A thoughtful expression came over Uncle Archibald’s face. “The cellar, eh? … Had almost forgotten about the cellar. Not been there for years! Not allowed down the stairs, of course. Especially on Tuesdays.” The old man sighed again. “Your Aunt Eglantine – wonderful woman, of course – made me promise. But there’s a cupboard near the top … should be big enough.” He gave Sam a slap on the back that sent him reeling. “Good lad! Good lad! Not a word to your aunt, mind. Word of honour?”
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Sam looked at his uncle with interest. When he had first come to stay at Mothscale Castle he had thought that Uncle Archie was both mad and scary. Gradually, however, he had become fond of him – and when he discovered that his uncle had once been a Very Noble Knight, he was thrilled. He longed to hear exciting stories of Knightly Deeds – but there was a problem.

Any mention of armour, tournaments, swords or shields made Aunt Egg so furious she turned purple – and nobody in Mothscale Castle wanted a furious Aunt Egg, particularly Sam. She was not the easiest of aunts even when cheerful; when angry, she was terrifying.
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Now, however, it seemed that he had formed an alliance with Uncle Archibald – and who knew what he might learn? He held out his hand. “I won’t breathe a word. You have the word of Sam J. Butterbiggins.”




“Good lad …” Uncle Archibald coughed as he shook Sam’s hand. “Ahem.” He gave a nervous glance over his shoulder, and bent down to Sam’s level. “Interested in knights, what?”
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“Oh YES,” Sam breathed.

Uncle Archibald winked, and his moustache tickled Sam’s ear. “Thought as much. Bit bored today? Can’t get out?”

Sam nodded, wondering what was coming next.

“Have a look at the cellar yourself.” Uncle Archie coughed again. “Ahem. Take Prune. Be glad to get away from her mother, I’d say. Beasts playing up – terrible noise! Your aunt’s not happy … not happy at all. One or two things down there from the old days, don’t you know.” A wistful tone came into his voice. “Best days of my life, the old days …”

“They must have been VERY interesting,” Sam said. “I’d love to hear all about them—”

“Harrumph!” His uncle gave an embarrassed snort. “Shouldn’t have said that about the old days. No no no … not at all. Be obliged if you’d forget it, dear boy.”
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