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Praise for George and the Golden Letterseed:


“Wittily written and beautifully illustrated, the book recasts the traditional dragon tale to convey its message about the importance of looking after our language.”


Joaquin Blasco


“A very original story and some interesting insights into child friendships and behaviour. Adults will enjoy reading it to their children and smile at some of the allusions to modern day life.”


Robert Hughes


“An action-packed story full of suspense! Brave children save the language and the town. With the help of a dragon – or perhaps the dragon is the danger? Full of quirkiness and good humour – wonderfully illustrated.”


Rani Sharma


“A masterfully spun, utterly enchanting tale detailing the exploits of the very hungry dragon Oroflamm, the small town of Hamlet, the alphabet tree that sustains the ‘Inglish’ language and young George, who saves the day with courage and compassion. Language lovers and young readers alike are sure to delight in this wonderfully written tale full of wordplay.”


Eva Stabenow


“This book is just beautiful: the colourful characters, the imaginative, entertaining and even thrilling plot (it is a page turner, actually) and the beautiful and humorous language – so delightful.”


Sabine Breit









For Lotte and Ben


P.B.


For my boys


B.H.









Chapter 1


The arrow sped silently on its way, trailing a spidery-thin thread of fizzing droplets from its tip. It was enjoying the rush of early morning air through its feathers, the thrill of speeding high above the ground, its razor-sharp, poisoned point slicing through the low clouds. This was the last of the five hundred or so that had been loosed from fifty bows outside the walls – the walls of Hamlet on the Hill.


*


In his library, high up in the tower on Hamlet’s town square, Lermin the wizard had been watching as the three longships drew up on the sandy shore of the River TyeBerr at the bottom of the hill. Now he was staring up wistfully at a leather-bound book on a top shelf. He had balanced a stool on a chair and was about to start the perilous climb when he suddenly remembered who he was. “Heavens, I must be getting old. How forgetful is that?” he chuckled to himself and, pointing a long index finger at the book, he called out “Libroamano!” and the slender volume flew into his hand. “Tss, tsss,” said the wizard, amused at his own foolishness, “how practical a little magic can be!” He carried the book across the room to where the daylight was brightest, then skirting around his desk, he perched on the windowsill and allowed his eye to rest on the golden letters on the spine: A Hystory of the Fyekings, he read. He slipped a fingernail under the front cover, flicked left and the first page lay before him. In no time at all, the wizard was lost in a world of longships, runestones and distant lands beyond the great Northern Sea.


*


The morning air was crisp and cold. The arrow gathered droplets of condensation as it sped through the clouds. If it had been able to look down, it would have seen the town walls pass beneath it, the battlements lined with figures, some with shiny breastplates, others armed with longbows, all hurrying to their posts to defend the town.


*


Lermin turned another page. If the town was to deal with its attackers, he had to know more about these white-haired folk from the North. What kind of people were they? What were they after? What… His thoughts were interrupted by the unmistakable creak of an old oak door on rusty hinges. Four floors down, someone had just come in. Someone very light-footed, for his ears, though very old, were still keen and he could make out no footfalls on the stone stairs. He smiled and waited, his eyes on the door to the study.


Suddenly, from the lanes and alleyways of the old town centre, cries of anger and dismay wiped the smile off his face and the wizard spun around to peer down from the window. “What on earth…?” Down below, the town square was empty, not a soul in sight, but the air was dark with a swarm of arrows. Many bounced harmlessly off the solid stone walls of Hamlet’s biggest buildings and fell to the ground. Some found their way into the narrow streets and, judging by the cries, a few had done some harm. He would have to go down and see. People would need his help. Lermin turned from the window as the library door opened to admit a slender, dark-haired girl with remarkable jet-black eyes – his understudy, Leihla, one day to be Hamlet’s first wizardess.


*


No longer flying level, the arrow was tilting downwards towards the town centre, its arrowhead glowing red, as if on fire, the metal sizzling and spitting. Down it came, steeper now, hunting, seeking, would it find a target? So many of the others had failed. It sensed them on the ground, spent and wasted. There! A flash of movement. A white cloak swirling behind glass. The arrow flung itself forward, smashed through glass and buried its tip gratefully in flesh and bone.


Leihla heard the cry and was just in time to see the old wizard stumble. She darted across the room, caught him as he fell, and lowered him gently to the ground. Wide-eyed, she gazed at the arrow and knew instinctively that it had to come out. “I’m sorry, Lermin,” she said, as the wizard’s eyes began the glaze over, “but I can feel so clearly that this is causing more than just pain.” And with a sharp tug, she heaved out the arrow, dropped it instantly, sensing the danger, and used her scarf to bind up the wound. Behind her, the tip of the discarded arrow was blackening the wooden floorboards in a ring that spread until the power of the poison was exhausted.


Summoning the last of his fast-failing strength, Lermin raised his head: “Book…” he said, flicking his fingers in the vague direction of the windowsill: “Fyekings… islands… Orcknie…” then something that sounded like “Auntie Dot…” and he slumped into a deep, deep sleep, his heart beating slower and slower until Leihla could hardly feel a pulse at all.
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Chapter 2


Earl Aric Asulf’s pulse was hammering in his ears. Things were not going to plan. Raising his axe, the Fyeking leader waved it towards the walls of Hamlet and roared his people on. Approaching Hamlet from the River TyeBerr, where their longships were drawn up on a sandbank, Aric and his hundred white-haired followers had expected little resistance from the townsfolk. From the moment their feet touched dry land they could see the place perched up on its hill. Tiny it looked, and very, very old. But the closer they got, the steeper the climb became, and those puny little town walls turned out to be mighty high when you were almost beneath them. The defenders’ arrows had begun whistling around their ears and unless they could get close enough to break down a gate, this expedition was doomed to fail and they would be leaving empty-handed.


The story that had set them on their way from their home island of Orcknie, way up North, had been too good to resist. It told of a small Inglish town, not far from the coast and easily reached upriver, that had been threatened by a huge dragon. Knowing how dragons love gold, to persuade the beast to leave them in peace, the people of Hamlet had started to collect all the gold they could find. Even the King of Ingland had sent sacks of sovereigns to help heap up their hoard. And while the dragon had eventually given up and flown away, instead of returning all the gold to its owners the Mayor had decided the town should keep it in reserve. “My spy says he’s got it stored in a strongbox, locked away in the town hall,” said Earl Aric with a wicked grin as his liegemen met in their longhouse to plan the season’s raids. “Won’t take us long to persuade him to give it up – and no strongbox is a match for Fyeking axes!” and he laughed his famous belly-shaking laugh – “Har har har!”


“Who’s this spy then?” croaked his short, broad and battle-scarred second-in-command Gisbert Groysir, raising a hairy eyebrow. “How do we know we can trust him?”


“Never you mind about that,” said the Fyeking chief, “he knows the place, knows the Mayor – and hates his guts. That’s all you need to know,” and he slammed his ale horn down on the thick oak table. “Know what? You ask too many questions, Gisbert Groysir. Too many questions for your own good. Now get back to work preparing our longships – and don’t forget the empty chests for all that gold we’ll be bringing back! Har har har.”


Now here they were, outside the walls of Hamlet, the high, strong walls of Hamlet, as it turned out, and it was beginning to look like those empty sea chests were going to stay that way. An arrow fired by a defender from the top of the walls thudded into a tree beside Aric Asulf, causing him to look left to where most of his men were grouped in a clearing, preparing a ram with which to attack the South Gate. Beyond them, on the crest of a low hill, he saw a large house ringed by a wall, though not half as high as the town walls before him. Figures could be seen peering over the wall. Sunlight glinted off armour. Perhaps they could capture that place, use it as a base, and work out from there how to get into Hamlet. It was worth a try.


“Groysir!” he yelled, “that house over there!” and he pointed. “We’re going to take it. Get the ram over there now. Move!” and he ambled into a heavy trot. As his men grasped the new situation, they turned and followed him. Up on the walls of Hamlet, cheering broke out. It looked as if the Fyeking raiders were giving up...









Chapter 3


When Leihla’s mind-message reached them, George and his best friend Mo, short for Mohammed, were straining their brains to complete an angryword puzzle.


The magic game had been invented by Lermin. The moment you opened the box, out flew all the letter tiles, buzzing around like bluebottles until you unfolded the angryword board when they would fly down and settle in random groups. All the players had to do was put each group of letters into the right order to make a word – or what might be a word – then say what it meant in a way that rhymed. But the boys were getting nowhere. To at least make a start, Mo had taken the smallest small group of three letters, A, C and R, and rearranged them to spell CRA, but that wasn’t right because the letters spun back into their old order. He tried CAR – and the letters stayed put, but what on earth was a car? Maybe a cart without the T? Maybe the T was the shape of the yoke to which the horses were strapped? “A cart, without the horse, of course,” rhymed Mo. The letters lit up and settled onto the board.


“Great,” said George, “we’ve made a start. But what about this one – it’s huge,” and he pointed to a cluster of tiles: I V E T L N O E S I.


“We’re going to need some help with that,” said Mo and turning to the angryword box he spoke the magic word “Gizzaklu”.


“Use your eyes and look at me, and you will see what you can’t see,” came what sounded like an old woman’s voice from the box, followed by a cackling laugh.


“Use your eyes...” said George. “Maybe the V comes from visible, visibility – I’ve got it: VISION!”


“What does that leave us with?” asked Mo, “L E E T. What’s the name of that thing Lermin has on a tripod, up in the tower? “


“You mean his telescope?”


“That’s it! T E LE V I S I ON – it’s what you can see through a telescope. Quick, a rhyme... To see things far away, you dope, all you need’s a telescope!” shouted Mo and, hey presto, the tiles lit up and settled onto the board.


“Now we’re getting somewhere,” smiled George, but at that very moment the back door flew open and in rushed George’s terrier Yorrick, barking fit to burst.


Leaping onto the table, he skidded on the board, scattering tiles in all directions. The letters flew into the air, buzzing furiously.


“Oh Yorrick, you...” began George, but a tingling in his right ear made him stop in mid-sentence. “It’s Leihla,” he cried, “she needs us at Lermin’s place!” But he was talking to himself because Mo and Yorrick were already out of the door and storming up the narrow street towards the town square.









Chapter 4


In his parlour in the town hall, Montague the Mayor of Hamlet was gazing at the heap of gold he had tipped out of the large and sturdy sack he had just taken from his strongbox. “Well, the strongbox of Hamlet on the Hill, to be precise,” he reminded himself. On top of the pile lay his own heavy gold chain of office. “Hmmm,” said the Mayor who loved to talk to himself, “what difference could a single gold chain make? I know we’re storing the gold in case that dreadful dragon comes back but just one chain more or less... would he even notice? And in any case,” he went on, as his hand reached out, almost of its own accord, to pluck the chain from the pile, “a mayor is not a mayor without his chain of office.” Moving to where he could see his reflection in a glass window, he slipped the chain over his head and stood there admiring himself. “Yes,” he said happily, “yes, that’s much more like it.” And he began scooping handfuls of treasure back into the sack.


When it was so full that not another gold sovereign, ring or bracelet would fit, Montague heaved the sack around the back of his desk, puffing and blowing with the strain. He dropped it gratefully into the strongbox and closed and locked the lid. Then, reaching up, he took down a gilt-framed portrait of King Boris the Bold to reveal a shelf, recessed into the wall. The Mayor pushed the front of the shelf at both ends and it slid out towards him, complete with four different-coloured tumblers − red, yellow, green and blue − sunken neatly into sockets on the top. Opening his desk drawer, Montague took out a cloth bag with a drawstring around the top. Without thinking, he eased open the string and reached inside. “Aargh, ow, ouch, let go! All right, all right, I’ll say it, stop it, ouch!” And with his hand still stuck inside the bag and his face slowly turning purple, he said, very quietly, so that no one could possibly hear:


“I’m Montague, mayor of Hamlet, As greedy a soul as you can get, I’ve kept all the gold, from King Boris the Bold, and they haven’t caught up with me yet!”


He was rewarded by a shriek of laughter from inside the bag and out popped eight brightly coloured balls, each marked with wide-open eyes and a full set of small sharp teeth. They lined up on Montague’s desk in two rows of four but were constantly moving around, changing position. The Mayor felt dizzy just looking at them. “Concentrate, Montague!” he said to himself, “You only have one chance to get this right.” His job now was to select the correct two balls to go in each tumbler and insert them in the right order. To help him remember what went where, he had made up a sentence in which the initials of the colours – r for red, y for yellow, g for green and b for blue − appear in the right order. He wrote it out now on the parchment in front of him and underlined the letters that counted: “I’m Montague the Mayor, bold as a lion yet strong as a bear.” It didn’t make much sense, wasn’t exactly poetry and there was an extra “r” at the end, which could be confusing, he supposed, but still it served its purpose. He placed the two rows of balls in the right order and shouted “Stillgestanden!”, the magic word that Lermin had taught him to stop them rejumbling themselves. Then taking one ball from each row, starting on the left, he dropped them into the coloured tumblers. As the last ball fell into place, the tumblers sank swiftly into their sockets and at once, a door-sized section of the wall behind the Mayor’s desk swung silently outwards, revealing a dark, square strongroom, empty at present. Reaching down, Montague grabbed a handle of the strongbox and took four heavy steps into the strongroom, dragging it behind him across the complaining floorboards. Once inside, he spun on his heel and stepped smartly back into his office before the massive door could swing back into place, his chain of office still hung firmly around his neck. He replaced the portrait of the king with a whispered “Sorry, Sire!”, watched the coloured balls fly back into their bag, pulled tight the drawstring and dropped the bag into his desk drawer.
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