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To Edward, and with enormous thanks to everyone who has helped along the way
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JOHNSON’S TAXONOMY OF TROLLS AND CREATURES
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Ratbridge town center.



chapter 1

COMING UP!
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Ratbridge.

It was a late Sunday evening and Ratbridge stood silver gray and silent in the moonlight. Early evening rain had washed away the cloud of smoke that normally hung over the town, and now long shadows from the factory chimneys fell across oily puddles in the empty streets. The town was at rest.

The shadows moved slowly across the lane that ran behind Fore Street, revealing a heavy iron drain cover set among the cobbles.

Then the drain cover moved. Something was pushing it up from below.

One side of the cover lifted a few inches, and from beneath it, a pair of eyes scanned the lane. The drain cover lifted further, then slid sideways. A boy’s head wearing a woven helmet with nine or ten antennae rose through the hole and glanced around. The boy shut his eyes, and he listened. For a moment all was quiet; then a distant dog bark echoed off the nearby walls. Silence returned. The boy opened his eyes, reached out of the hole, and pulled himself up and out into the lane. He was dressed very oddly. In addition to the helmet, he wore a large vest knitted from soft rope, which reached the ground, and under that a short one-piece suit made from old sugar sacks. His feet were wrapped in layers of rough cloth, tied with string.
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A pair of eyes scanned the lane.

Fixed about his body by wide leather straps was a strange contraption. On his front was a wooden box with a winding handle on one side, and two brass buttons and a knob on the front. A flexible metal tube connected the box to a pair of folded wings, made from leather, wood, and brass, which were attached to his back.

The boy slid the drain cover back into place, reached inside his under-suit, and pulled out a toy figure dressed just like him. He held the doll out and spoke.

“Grandfather, I am up top. I think I’ll have to go gardening tonight. It must be Sunday; everything is shut. The bins behind the inn will be empty.” He looked at the doll.

There was a crackle of static, then a thin voice came from the doll. “Well, you be careful, Arthur! And remember, only take from the bigger gardens—and only then if they have plenty! There are a lot of people who can only survive by growing their own food.”

Arthur smiled. He had heard this many times before. “Don’t worry, Grandfather, I haven’t forgotten! I’ll only take what we need, and I will be careful. I’ll see you as soon as I am done.”

Arthur replaced the doll inside his suit, then started to wind the handle on the box. As he did, the box made a soft whirring noise. For nearly two minutes he wound, pausing occasionally when his hand started aching. Then a bell pinged from somewhere inside the box and he stopped. Arthur scanned the skyline, crouched, and then pressed one of the buttons. The wings on his back unfolded. He pressed the other button and at the same moment jumped as high as he could. Silently the wings rushed down and caught the air as he rose. At the bottom of their stroke, they folded, rose, and then beat down again. His wings were holding him in the air, a few feet above the ground.

Arthur reached for the knob and turned it just a little.
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“Grandfather, I am up top.”

As he did so, he tilted himself a little forward. He started to move. Arthur smiled . . . . He was flying.

He moved slowly down the lane, keeping below the top of its walls. When he reached the end, he adjusted the knob again and rose up to a gap between the twin roofs of the Glue Factory. Arthur knew routes that were safe from the eyes of the townsfolk, and would keep to one of them tonight on the way to the particular garden he planned on visiting. When it was dark or there was thick smog, things were easy. But tonight was clear and the moon full. He’d been spotted twice before on nights like this, by children, from their bedroom windows. He’d got away with it so far, as nobody had believed the children when they said they had seen a fairy or flying boy, but tonight he was not going to take any chances.
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He was flying.

Arthur reached the end of the gap between the roofs. He dipped a little and flew across a large stable yard. A horse started and whinnied as he flew over. He adjusted his wing speed and increased his height. The horse made him feel uneasy. At the far side of the yard he rose again, over a huge gate topped with spikes. He crossed a deserted alley, then moved down a narrow street flanked with the windowless backs of houses. At the far end of the street he slowed and then hovered in the air. In front of him was another high wall. Carefully he adjusted the knob and rose very gently to the point where he could just see the ground beyond the wall. It was a large vegetable garden.
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He adjusted the knob.
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A horse started and whinnied as he flew over.

Across the garden fell paths of pale light, cast from windows of the house. One of the windows was open. From it Arthur could hear raised voices and the clatter of dominoes.

That should keep them busy! he thought, scanning the garden again. Against the wall farthest from the house was a large glass lean-to.

He checked the windows of the house again, then rose over the wall and headed for the greenhouse, keeping above the beams of light. He came to rest in front of the greenhouse door.

Dark leafy forms filled the space. As Arthur entered, he recognized tomato plants climbing the strings, and cucumbers and grapes hanging from above.

He moved past all these and made his way to a tree against the far wall.

It was a tall tree with branches only at its top. Dangling from a stem below the branches was what looked like a stack of huge fat upside-down spiders. It was a large bunch of bananas. As Arthur got closer, he caught their scent. It was beautiful.

Arthur could hardly contain his delight. Bananas! He tore one from the bunch and ate it ravenously. When he finished, he looked over at the house. Nothing had changed. So, he reached inside his under-suit, pulled out a string bag, then grabbed a hold of the banana bunch and gave an eager tug. It wasn’t as easy to pick the full bunch as it had been to pull off a single banana, and Arthur found he had to put his full weight on the bunch. A soft fibrous tearing sound started, but still the bunch did not come down. In desperation Arthur lifted his feet from the ground and swung his legs. All of a sudden there was a crack, and the whole bunch, along with Arthur, fell to the ground. The tree trunk sprang back up and struck the glass roof with a loud crack. The noise sounded out across the garden.

“Oi! There is something in the greenhouse,” came a shout from the house.

Arthur scrambled to his feet, grabbed the string bag, and looked out through the glass. No one was in the garden yet.
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It looked like a stack of huge fat upside-down spiders.

He rushed to collect up as many of the bananas as possible, shoving them into the bag. Then he heard a door bang and the sound of footsteps. He ran out of the greenhouse.

Clambering toward him over the rows of vegetables was a very large lady with a very long stick. Arthur dashed over to one of the garden walls, stabbed at the buttons on the front of his box, and jumped. His wings snapped open and started to beat but not strongly enough to lift him. He landed back on the ground, his wings fluttering behind him. Arthur groaned—the bananas! He had to adjust the wings for the extra weight. He wasn’t willing to put the bananas down and fly away empty-handed—they were too precious. He grabbed at the knob on the front of the box and twisted it hard. The wings immediately doubled their beating and became a blur. Just as the woman reached the spot where Arthur stood, he shot almost vertically upward. Furious, she swung her stick above her head and, before he could get out of range, landed a hard blow on his wings, sending him spinning.
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A very large lady with a very long stick.

“You little varmint! Come down here and give me back my bananas!” the woman cried. Arthur grasped at the top of the wall to steady himself. The stick now swished inches below his feet. He adjusted the wings quickly and made off over the wall. Shouts of anger followed him.

Arthur felt sick to the pit of his stomach. Coming up at night to collect food was always risky, and this was the closest he’d ever been to being caught. He needed somewhere quiet to rest and recover.

I wish we could live aboveground like everybody else! he thought.

Now he flew across the town by the safest route he knew—dipping between roofs, up the darkest alleys, and across deserted yards, till finally he reached the abandoned Cheese Hall. He knew he would be alone there.

The Cheese Hall had been the grandest of all the buildings in the town and was only overshadowed by a few of the factory chimneys. In former times, it had been the home of the Ratbridge Cheese Guild. But now the industry was dead, and the Guild and all its members ruined. The Hall was boarded up and deserted. Its gilded statues that once shone out across the town were blackened by the very soot that had poisoned the cheese.
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The Cheese Hall.

Arthur landed on the bridge of the roof, and settled himself among the statues. As he sat catching his breath, it occurred to him that maybe he should inspect his wings for damage. The woman had landed a fairly heavy blow, but Arthur decided it would be too dangerous and awkward to take his wings off high up here on the roof, and besides, they seemed to be fine. Then something distracted him from his thoughts—a noise. It sounded like a mournful bleat, from somewhere below. He listened carefully, intrigued, but heard no more. When he finally felt calm again, he stowed the bananas behind one of the statues, climbed out from his hiding place, and flew up to the best observation spot in the whole town. This was the plinth on the top of the dome, which supported the weather vane and lightning conductor.

A complete panorama of the town and the surrounding countryside, broken only by the chimneystacks of the factories, was laid out before him. In the far distance he could just make out some sort of procession in the moonlight, making for the woods. It looked as though something was being chased by a group of horses.
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The plinth on the top of the dome.
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North East Bumbleshire.



chapter 2

THE HUNT
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Three large barrel cheeses broke from the undergrowth.

Strange sounds were filtering through the woods—scrabblings, bleatings, growlings, and, strangest of all, a sound closely resembling bagpipes, or the sound bagpipes would make if they were being strangled, viciously, under a blanket. In a small moonlit clearing in the center of the woods, the sounds grew louder. Suddenly there was a frantic rustling in the bushes on one side of the clearing, and three large barrel cheeses broke from the undergrowth, running as fast as their legs would carry them. Hurtling across the clearing, bleating in panic, they disappeared into the bushes on the far side of the clearing, and for a moment all was still again.

Suddenly a new burst of rustling came from the bushes where the cheeses had emerged, along with a horrid growling noise. Then a pack of hounds burst out into the open. They were a motley bunch, all different shapes and sizes, but they all had muzzles covering their snouts, and they all shared the awful reek of sweat. The hounds ran around in circles, growling through their muzzles. One small fat animal that looked like a cross between a sausage dog and a ball of wire wool kept his nose to the ground, sniffing intently. He gave a great snort, crossed the clearing, and dived onward after the cheeses. The other hounds followed.
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They were a motley bunch, all different shapes and sizes.

The weird bagpipe sound grew closer, accompanied by vaguely human cries. Then there was a louder crashing in the undergrowth, and finally the strangest creature yet arrived in the clearing. It had four skinny legs that hung from what looked like an upturned boat made from a patchwork of old sacking. At its front was a head made from an old box, and on this the features of a horse’s face were crudely drawn. A large, angry man rode high on its back.

“Which way did they go?” the man screamed.

An arm emerged from the sacking and pointed across the clearing. The rider took his horn (made from some part of a camel) and blew, filling the clearing with the horrible bagpipelike sound. Then he raised the horn high in the air and brought it down hard on his steed.

“Hummgggiff Gummmminn Hoofff!” came muffled cries of pain from below.

The creature started to move in a wobbly line across the clearing, picking up speed as the rider beat it harder. More men on these strange creatures arrived in the clearing, following the sound of the horn. They were just in time to catch the lead rider disappearing. They, too, beat their mounts. As they did, shouts of “Tallyho!” and “Gee-up!” could be heard over the cries from the beasts below.

The front legs of the last of these creatures came to a sudden halt. However, the back legs kept moving and, inevitably, caught up with the front ones. There was an Ooof! and a sweaty, red face emerged from the front of the creature. The head looked up at the rider and spoke.
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A large, angry man rode high on its back.

“That’s it, Trout! I have had enough! I want a go on top.”

“But I only got a turn since the start of the woods, and you had a long go across the fields,” moaned the rider. Another face now emerged from the back end of the creature and joined in.

“Yes! And Gristle, you tried to make us jump that gate!”
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A sweaty, red face emerged from the front of the creature.

“Well, I’m not going on, and I’ll blame you two if we get in trouble for getting left behind,” said the face at the front.

“All right then!” the rider said with a pout.

He jumped down, and as he took off his jacket and top hat, the creature’s body lifted to reveal two men underneath. The man at the front unstrapped himself, and the rider took his place. The body lowered itself, and the new rider put on the jacket and hat and climbed with some difficulty into the saddle.
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The creature’s body lifted to reveal two men underneath.

“Don’t you dare try going through the stream,” the back end of the creature demanded.

“All right, but make sure we catch up,” said the new rider. “You know the rules about being last!”

He then grabbed a large twig from an overhanging branch, snapped it off, and belted the back end of his mount. With a short scream and some cursing, the creature set off. Quiet returned to the clearing.
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With a short scream and some cursing, the creature set off.

The woods now disgorged a weird procession. First the cheeses, then after a few moments the hounds, followed by the huntsmen. Baying filled the night air as the hounds got a clear sight of their quarry. Fear drove the cheeses faster. The hounds gained on them, and as they did, the cheeses’ bleating became ever more mournful.

Then the first of the cheese-hounds struck. One of the smaller cheeses was trailing a few yards behind the rest. It was an easy target. In one leap, the hound landed its front paws on the cheese. Whimpering and bleating, the cheese struggled to get free, but it was no good. Its legs buckled, and it collapsed on the grass. The dog rolled the cheese onto its side with its snout and held it down firmly with his paws. Most of the other hounds raced after the other fleeing cheeses, but a few dogs paused long enough to worry the trapped cheese, growling threateningly. As they did so, the leader of the hunt arrived on his mount and clonked it mercilessly with his horn.
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A weird procession.

“Back to the chase, you lazy dairy-pugs!” he yelled. “Gherkin! Deal with this ’ere cheese!”
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In one leap, the hound landed its front paws on the cheese.

“Yes, Master!” replied a stubby rider close behind. He slowed his mount, stopped close to the cheese, and climbed down. Throwing a piece of dried bread to the ground to distract the hound, Gherkin put a boot on the cheese to keep it pinned down, then took some string from his pocket and tied it firmly to the cheese’s ankle. Keeping a tight hold on the string, Gherkin climbed back onto his mount.

“Right. My boys, it’s a gentle ride home for us,” said Gherkin, stirring his mount back toward the town.
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“Gherkin! Deal with this ’ere cheese!”

“It might be a gentle ride home for you, Gherkin, but it’s a damnable long walk for us!” a muffled voice grunted from under the saddle. Still, off they set with the cheese in tow. The hunt was now in the distance, picking off the rest of the cheeses. Their mournful cries were replaced by a resigned silence.

[image: picture]

Off they set with the cheese in tow.
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The Cheese Hall.



chapter 3

FROM ON HIGH
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He grabbed his doll from under his suit.

Arthur watched it all from his perch on top of the Cheese Hall. The procession drew closer to Ratbridge, and now he could make out most of the creatures involved. It slowly dawned on him what was happening. It was a cheese hunt!

He grabbed his doll from under his suit and raised it to his mouth.

“Grandfather! Grandfather! It’s Arthur. Can you hear me?” There was a crackling and his grandfather replied.

“Yes, Arthur, I can hear you. What’s happening?”

“I think I see a cheese hunt!”

There was a pause; then Grandfather spoke again. “Are you absolutely sure? Cheese hunting? Where are you?”

“I am sitting on top of the Cheese Hall. I am . . .”—Arthur decided to gloss over earlier events—“. . . having a break. I can see the whole thing. Riders and hounds chasing and catching cheeses.”

“But they can’t! It’s cruel and it’s illegal!” Grandfather sputtered. “Are you sure there are riders on horses?”

“Yes, Grandfather. Why?”

“Because all the cheese-hunting horses were sold off to the Glue Factory after the Great Cheese Crash.”

[image: picture]

“They do seem to be riding horses.”

“Well, they do seem to be riding horses . . . but there’s something rather odd about them,” Arthur told him.

“What is it?”

“They’re very ungainly and somewhat oddly shaped. I can see that even from here. Who do you think is doing the hunting?”

“I am not sure,” said Grandfather. “Where are they now?”

“They are approaching the West Gate.”

“Well, they must be from the town then. If we could find out who was responsible, perhaps we could do something to put a stop to it. Do you think you could have a closer look without being seen?”

“Yes, I think so,” Arthur said, starting to feel excited.

“Well, keep up on the roofs, and see if you can follow them.” Grandfather paused. “But . . . be very careful!”

“Don’t worry; I will be.”

“And call me if you find out anything.”

“All right. I’ll speak to you later. And, Grandfather . . . I’ve got some bananas.”

“Err . . . well . . . err . . . I rather like bananas . . . .” Grandfather’s voice trailed off.

Arthur put the doll away and wound his wings again. Here at last was a chance for some real adventure.
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Here at last was a chance for some real adventure.
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The hunt wove its way into town.



chapter 4

INTO THE TOWN
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He pulled out a large, black iron key.

By the time the Hunt reached the West Gate, they had nine cheeses in tow. The hounds were exhausted. As the chase was over, their muzzles had been removed. Snatcher, the leader of the hunt, maneuvered his mount till he was within arm’s length of the thick wooden gate. He pulled a large, black iron key out of his topcoat, leaned over, and unlocked it. Gristle, on the horse behind him, dismounted and swung the gate open.

Arthur flew from the Cheese Hall to a rooftop near the gate and settled out of sight behind a parapet. He looked down.

In the street below, the hunt wove its way into town. It was a terrifying sight. Strange four-legged creatures were carrying very ugly men in very tall hats. A pack of manky hounds sniffed around behind them, and just visible in the shadows were tubby yellow cheeses tied with pieces of string to some of the riders. A cheese stumbled on the cobbles and let out a bleat.

“Quick!” hissed Snatcher. “Muffle ’im!”

One of the riders threw a large sack over the cheese and it fell silent. The rider scooped up the sack and the procession continued on its way.
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He looked down.

Arthur moved along the parapet till he reached the end of the building. An alley divided him from the next house. He pressed the buttons on the front of his box, rose silently, and flew toward the next house. He was proud of himself—he had not made a single sound that attracted their attention. But what he had not accounted for was the position of the moon. As he crossed the alley, his shadow fell across the street.
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The procession continued on its way.
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Arthur’s flapping shadow was too much for them.

Cheeses have many predators, but the one that they fear most is the Cheese Hawk. The merest hint of anything large and winged will send cheeses into a blind panic. Arthur’s flapping shadow was too much for them. All hell broke loose.

One cheese let out a sharp cry. This set off the other cheeses. The riders, caught off guard, had the strings ripped from their hands as the cheeses bolted . . . straight under the legs of the “mounts.” Two of the mounts tripped over the cheeses and collapsed, throwing their riders to the ground. The riders following them were unable to halt their mounts, and they, too, all piled into the heap. The hounds now went crazy. In their excited state, with no muzzles to hold them back, they set upon all the available human limbs sticking out of the heap. This caused much screaming and wailing. In the middle of the confusion, only Snatcher and his mount were left standing. He looked up and caught Arthur in his stare.
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They, too, all piled into the heap.
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Just above Snatcher.

“What do we have ’ere?” he said with a mixture of malice and curiosity.

Arthur watched the commotion in shock. Then, suddenly, his right wing gave a jerk. He twisted around and saw a large tear in it, and his heart sank. The banana woman’s blow had left its mark.

Arthur started to drop. He grabbed for the knob and twisted it hard. Still he fell, his right wing dragging limply above him like a streamer. Snatcher was driving his mount toward the ground below him. In a last desperate attempt, Arthur reached for the handle on the side of the box and started to wind for all he was worth. The remaining wing sped up. Harder and harder he wound. His descent slowed to a stop . . . just above Snatcher.
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His arm aching, Arthur wound even harder. Then he felt something grab his ankle. He tried to pull away. There was a cackling from below.

“ ’Ow ingenious! I always rather fancied flying,” came a voice.

“Let me go!” cried Arthur.

“I shall not!” came the reply, and Arthur felt a sharp tug swinging him around, and the tip of his broken wing poked Snatcher in the left eye.

“Wwwwaaaahhhh!!” Snatcher cried, releasing his grip on Arthur’s ankle and putting his hands to his eye. As soon as he was released, Arthur rose a little. Still winding he kicked off from one of the walls and started down the alley. Behind him he could hear a very pained Snatcher.
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“Wwwwaaaahhhh!!”

“Get the little tyke!” screamed Snatcher.

Though he kept winding, it was impossible for Arthur to get high enough to escape over the roofs with the broken wing. He’d have to make his way through the streets and alleys to get back to the drain, he thought wildly. But the cheese-hounds were now snapping below him, and he wound faster still, trying to keep above their reach . . . .
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Snapping below.

Ahead of him the alley faded into darkness, and he turned through an archway into a yard beyond. With a start of relief, Arthur realized he knew where he was. The yard backed onto the lane where the drain—and the way home—was. He had a chance of getting there if his wings would just hold out. The wall dividing him from the lane was just a few feet higher than he was flying. He might just make it. The barking grew louder again. Arthur wound and adjusted the knob at the same time, twisting it with all his might and willing himself over the wall.

But the remaining wing could not take any more. With a sharp tearing noise, the leather tore away from the wing spars. Arthur frantically reached out for the wall, but it was no good. He was falling—and the cheese-hounds were waiting for him below. Dropping to the ground, he spun around to face the drooling hounds, bracing himself for the worst. There seemed to be no way he could fight them off. Then he noticed the flailing wing spar. He tore it from his back and spun around to confront any dog that seemed to be getting closer. Then he noticed a water cask in the corner of the yard, next to the back wall. Perhaps if he could manage to get onto that, he might have a chance. Fending off the dogs, he moved toward the cask. The hounds moved with him. Then Arthur’s heart sank again. Snatcher entered the yard. He quickly dismounted and walked toward Arthur, holding a hand over his injured eye.
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The drooling hounds.

“No, you don’t, you little vermin. I have plans for you! And for your wings!” he wheezed.

The man’s eye now was so swollen that it had closed.

“It’s just as well that you poked me in me glass eye,” Snatcher hissed, “or I’d have had to come up with something even more unpleasant than what I’ve got planned for you!”
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“No, you don’t, you little vermin.”

Snatcher made a lunge for Arthur. Arthur jumped back and bumped into the cask. He was completely cornered.

“Now, boy, give me those wings of yours. I am very interested in contraptions! Take ’em off now! Now!” Snatcher ordered.

Arthur slowly reached for the buckle on one of his shoulders.

“Faster, boy!” Snatcher snapped. “Get ’em off quick, or I’ll be setting the hounds on yer!”

Arthur released one buckle, then another, and finally the last one at his side. The wings were now loose.

“Give ’em ’ere!” Snatcher hissed.

Arthur slipped the wings over his head, and as he did so, Snatcher grabbed them.
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Snatcher grabbed the wings.

“Clever, very clever . . . might well be useful!” Snatcher mused as he turned the remains of the wings over in his huge hands.

Arthur stood with his back against the water cask, glancing from the snapping dogs to Snatcher. Grandfather had warned him so many times about being careful. Now, having made just one mistake, he was in real trouble for the first time in his life. The dogs took their chance and moved closer.

Then one of the larger hounds made a lunge for him. Arthur kicked out just in time and caught the dog’s nose with his toe. The dog pulled back with a whimper, and Snatcher looked up.
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Arthur kicked out just in time.

“You just keep him there, me pugs.” He smirked and turned back to his inspection.

Arthur slowly moved his hands back onto the cask, then stealthily, always keeping an eye on Snatcher, he pulled himself up till he was sitting on the edge of it. The hounds started to growl and strain forward, but Snatcher, absorbed in the wings, absentmindedly shushed them. Careful not to make a sound, Arthur raised his knees till his heels were resting on the edge of the cask.
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The hounds started to growl and strain forward.

He glanced up at the top of the wall. One of the hounds let out a bark. Snatcher looked up and realized what was happening. He let out a cry of rage just as Arthur jumped up, grabbed the top of the wall, and pulled himself over it.

He fell flat to the ground on the other side. For a few seconds he lay there, his heart pounding, trying to catch his breath. Shouts of anger and barking emanated from over the wall.

“Get round the back and ’ave ’im, you mutts!” Snatcher bellowed. There was the sound of leather on dog and then a loud howling.
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He fell flat to the ground.

Arthur scrambled to his feet and started for the drain cover at the far end of the lane. Then he heard the hounds coming around the corner. He wasn’t going to make it. He ducked into a doorway in the wall, then peeped back out. Snatcher, surrounded by hounds, stood by the drain cover. There were more footsteps and the rest of the riders appeared.

“I think he went down here! Must live down below! Go and get the glue and an iron plate!” Snatcher ordered. A group of the hunters disappeared.
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Snatcher, surrounded by hounds, stood by the drain cover.

Snatcher turned and scanned the alley. “Okay, the rest of you search the alley, just in case.”

The men stood for a moment while hounds sniffed the air. Then the little dog that looked like a cross between a sausage dog and a ball of wire wool started to make his way down the alley directly toward Arthur. Arthur pressed his back against the door. This time there really was no way out. A shiver of fear went through him at the thought of what Snatcher would do when he got hold of him. Suddenly he felt the door give way behind him. Something grabbed him around the knees and pulled him through the doorway, and the door slammed shut.
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Arthur pressed his back against the door.
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The shop.



chapter 5

HERE BE MONSTERS!
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It framed a boxtroll.

Arthur found himself standing in total darkness. The overwhelming relief at having got away from Snatcher and his hounds was mixed with the awful fear that he might have been dragged into something even worse. Who or what had pulled him through that door and why? A soft gurgling noise came from somewhere behind him. He turned round toward it and trod on something. There was a squeak, a scuffling of feet, and the sound of a doorknob being turned. Light broke in as a door opened. It framed a boxtroll, its smiling head protruding from its large cardboard box.

Arthur had seen boxtrolls before, underground. He had occasionally come across them as he explored the dark passages, caverns, and tunnels. Boxtrolls were timid creatures and always scuttled away as soon as they noticed his presence. Arthur had heard that boxtrolls loved everything mechanical, and he’d seen their work everywhere underground—draining the passages and shoring up the tunnels and caves. This was the first time Arthur had seen one close at hand, and it now stood smiling and beckoning to him.

Arthur walked toward it hesitantly. The boxtroll turned and scampered up a huge heap of nuts and bolts that covered the floor of the room ahead. As it reached the top, it stopped and picked up a handful of the nuts and bolts. Arthur stared as it lifted them to its mouth and kissed them. It then sprinkled them back over the heap and grinned.

Then, beckoning to Arthur again, the boxtroll turned and scuttled out of the doorway on the other side of the room. Arthur clambered over the heap and followed it into a small hallway. Ahead of them was a paneled door. The top panels were made of glass, and through them a warm yellow light shone. The boxtroll knocked on the door.
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The boxtroll turned again to Arthur and smiled.

“Come on in, Fish!” a muffled voice replied.

The boxtroll turned again to Arthur and smiled. Then it opened the door, walked a few steps into the room, and cleared its throat.

“Well, what is it, Fish? What treasures have you brought to show us this evening?” a man’s voice said from somewhere inside the room. “Come on then, let’s have a look!”

The boxtroll reached back. It took Arthur’s hand and led him into the room.
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The old man sat in a high-backed, leather armchair.

Arthur’s jaw fell open. From among the cages, tanks, boxes, old sofas, clocks, brass bedstead, piles of straw, heaps of books, and who knew what else, stared four pairs of eyes. There were two more boxtrolls sitting on a shelf, a small man with a cabbage tied to the top of his head, and an old man. The old man sat in a high-backed, leather armchair. He was wearing half-glasses and a gray wig and was smiling at Arthur.

“Hello. Who do we have here?” the old man inquired in a gentle voice.

Arthur blinked. The old man waited patiently.

“I’m Arthur!” he finally said.

“Well, Arthur, are you a friend of Fish’s?” the old man asked.

Two other boxtrolls made spluttering noises. The boxtroll holding Arthur’s hand turned to him, squeezed his hand, and made a happy gurgling sound.

“Yes,” said the old man, “I think you are!” He looked sternly at the two boxtrolls on the shelf. “And Shoe and Egg should know better than to snigger at Fish!” The two boxtrolls fell silent, their faces turning bright red.
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The two boxtrolls fell silent, their faces turning bright red.

Arthur looked around the room. It was packed to overflowing. If you took a junk shop, added the contents of a small zoo, then threw all your household possessions on top, it would start to give you an idea of what it was like. It smelled a little of compost. But it was warm and quiet, everyone looked friendly, and, best of all, there were no hounds snapping at him.

He had no idea where he was, but he did know that he felt safe. Safe enough to ask a question himself.

“Please, sir, may I ask you who you are?” asked Arthur.

“Certainly, young man!” The old man grinned. “I am Willbury Nibble, Queen’s Counsel . . . Retired! I was a lawyer, but now I live here with my companions.”

Arthur looked about. “What is this place?”

“Oh, this was once a pet shop, but now I rent it to live in. And these are my friends,” Willbury said, looking around at the creatures. “You have met Fish already it would seem, and these two reprobates”—he nodded at the other boxtrolls—“are Shoe and Egg.”

The boxtrolls on the shelf smiled at Arthur. Then the old man turned to the last creature—the little man with the cabbage on his head. “And this is Titus. He is a cabbagehead.”

The cabbagehead scurried behind the old man’s chair.

“I am afraid he is rather nervous. He’ll get used to you, though, and then you will find him charming.”
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“I am afraid he is rather nervous.”

A cabbagehead! Grandfather had told Arthur stories about cabbageheads. Legend had it that they lived in the caverns deep underground. It was said that they grew strange vegetables there and worshiped cabbages. This had something to do with why they tied cabbages to their heads. Even Grandfather had not seen a cabbagehead, they were so shy.
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They lived in the caverns deep underground.

Arthur thought for a moment, then asked, “Your friends are all underlings, so, well, why do they live with you?”

Willbury smiled with bemusement. “What do you know about underlings, Arthur?”

“I know that the boxtrolls look after the tunnels and plumbing underground. But I don’t know much about cabbageheads,” Arthur admitted.

“Well, I am not sure I entirely approve, but our boxtroll friends here act as scouts.” Willbury gave the boxtrolls a funny look.

“Scouts?” asked Arthur.

“Yes. It would seem that the boxtrolls have a need for certain supplies to help with their maintenance of the Underworld. So Fish, Shoe, and Egg wander the town looking for . . . ‘supplies.’ When they find them, they ‘prepare’ the item for removal—loosen it, unbolt it, unscrew it, whatever. That’s why there is such a large heap of nuts and bolts in the back room. God help me if I am ever visited by the police.”
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“They ‘prepare’ the item for removal.”

He looked rather severely at the boxtrolls, then resumed speaking. “They leave signs for the other boxtrolls. You may have seen strange chalk marks on the walls about town. These are there to guide the other boxtrolls to the supplies so they can make a quick getaway.”
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A quick getaway.

Arthur looked at Fish, who grinned and nodded.

“Well!” said Willbury, rather sternly. “I don’t think I approve at all. Our friends the boxtrolls have a rather strange attitude toward ownership. Have you not noticed that most of your arrows point at someone else’s property?”

The boxtrolls looked rather guilty. Arthur felt a little guilty himself remembering the bananas he had left on top of the Cheese Hall. He decided it’d be safer to change the subject. “And your friend Titus?”

Willbury beamed. “He is researching gardening. The cabbageheads are always trying to improve their methods of cultivation. So occasionally one of them spends some time up here studying human gardening methods. Egg and Shoe discovered him one night sleeping in a coalbunker and brought him back. He’s been here for a few weeks writing up a report. When he’s finished, he’ll go back to the Underworld.”

Willbury looked behind his chair and said coaxingly, “Titus, I think our new friend might like to see your report if you would like to show it to him.”

The cabbagehead shot from behind Willbury’s chair to a barrel that stood in one corner of the shop. There was a hole cut in its side just big enough for Titus to clamber through. He disappeared and re-emerged carrying something. He ran back and hid behind the chair. A hand offering a small green notebook appeared.

Willbury took the notebook and opened it. Arthur leaned over to look. The pages were covered with tiny writing and the most beautiful drawings of plants.

A squeak came from behind the chair. Willbury closed the notebook, winked at Arthur, and passed it over his shoulder to an outstretched hand. The notebook disappeared.
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The pages were covered with tiny writing and drawings.

“Now, Arthur, please sit down if you wish.” Willbury lifted his feet from a footstool and pushed it toward Arthur. “So what brings you here?” he asked.

Arthur suddenly felt overwhelmed. He sat. He didn’t know where to begin. Fish came forward and started talking. “Hummif gommmong shoegger tooff!!!”
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Arthur suddenly felt overwhelmed.

“I think it would be better if Arthur himself explained what’s happened, Fish,” said Willbury. He smiled encouragingly at Arthur. “Are you in trouble?”

“Yes,” whispered Arthur. There was a pause.

“Well, let’s hear what kind of trouble it is. We’ll try to help you if we can. I have spent my whole life sorting out trouble for other people,” said Willbury.

Arthur hesitated, then decided he could trust Willbury. “Yes, I am in trouble. They’ve blocked my hole back. It’s the only way I know to get home. And they have taken my wings!” Speaking the words aloud made Arthur realize fully what a terrible situation he was in.

“All right,” said Willbury, leaning forward, looking both confused and concerned. “I think you better tell me the full story.”

Arthur started. “I’m from the underground . . . well, I have lived there since I was a baby.”

Willbury looked curious. “Underground?”

“Yes. Me and my grandfather live in a cave . . . well, three caves, actually. One we use as a living room and kitchen, another is Grandfather’s bedroom and workshop, and the smallest is mine. It’s my bedroom.” Arthur looked around the shop. “It’s warm and cozy, a bit like this place.”

[image: picture]

“Well, three caves, actually.”

“But why do you live underground?” Willbury asked in a puzzled voice.

Arthur paused for a few moments. “I’m . . . I’m not really sure. Grandfather always tells me he’ll explain when I’m older.”

“And what about your parents?”

Arthur looked sad. “I don’t know . . . . I am a ‘foundling,’ I think.”

“But your grandfather?”

“Oh . . . he’s not my real grandfather; he just found me abandoned on the steps of the poorhouse, when I was a baby, and took me to live with him. He’s raised me like he is my father, but because he’s so much older than my father would be, I call him ‘Grandfather.’ ”
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Grandfather (William)
Arthur’s guardian and carer.
Grandfather has lived underground
for many years in a cave bome where
he pursues his interests in
engineering. All the years in a damp
cave have taken their toll, and he
now suffers from very bad
rheumatism, and a somewhat short

The Man in the Iron Socks
A mysterious shadowy figure said
to be much feared by the members
of the now defunct Cheese Guild.
He is thought to hold a dark secret
as well as a large “Walloper.” His
Walloper is the major cause of fear,
but he also has a sharp tongue, and
a caustic line in wit. History does
not relate the reasoning behind his
wearing of iron socks.

IS

Members of the secretive Ratbridge
Cheese Guild, that was thought to
have died out after the “Great Cheese
Crash.” It was an evil organization
that rigged the cheese market, and
doctored and adulterated lactose-
based food stuffs.

Furry, jumping mammals, with a
passion for tender vegetables and
raising the young. Good parents,
but not very bright.

Rabbit Women

Very little is known about these
mythical creatures, except that
they are supposed to live with
rabbits, and wear clothes spun
from rabbit wool.

Rats

Rats are known to be some of the
most intelligent of all rodents, and
to be considerably more intelligent
than many humans. They are known
to have a passion for travel, and be
extremely adaptable. They often live
in a symbiotic relationship with
humans.

Trotting badgers are some of the
nastiest creatures to be found
anywhere. With their foul temper,
rapid speed, and razor-sharp teeth,
it cannot be stressed just how
unpleasant and dangerous these
creatures are. It is only their
disgusting stench that gives warning
of their proximity, and when smelt,
it is often too late.
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OF TROLLS AND CREATURES

Aardvark
Aardvarks are invariably the first
animals listed in any alphabetical
listing of creatures. Beyond this

they have few attributes relevant

Boxtrolls

A sub-species of the common troll,
they are very shy, so live inside a
box. These they gather from the backs
of large shops. They are somewhat
troublesome creatures—as they have
a passion for everything mechanical
and no understanding of the concept
of ownership (they steal anything
that is not bolted down, and more
often than not, anything that is).

It is very dangerous to leave tools lying
about where they might find them.

b |
Cabbageheads
Belief has it that cabbageheads live
deep underground and are the bees
of the underworld. Little else is
known at this time, apart from a
fondness for brassicas.

Cheese
Wild English Cheeses live in bogs.
This is unlike their French cousins
who live in caves. They are nervous
beasties that eat grass by night, in
the meadows and woodlands. They
are also of very low intelligence, and
are panicked by almost anything that|
them unawares. Cheeses make
easy quarry for hunters, being rather
easier to catch than a dead sheep.

Crow

The crow is a very intelligent bird,
capable of living in many environments.
Crows are known to be considerably
‘more honest than their cousins,
‘magpies, and enjoy a varied diet,

and good company. Usually they are
charming company, but should be kept
from providing the entertainment.
Failure to do so may result in tedium,
for while intelligent, crows seem to lack
taste in the choice of music, and
conversational topics.

Freshwater Sea-cow

Distant relative of the manitou.
This creature inhabits the canals
and drains of certain West
Country towns. A passive creature
of large size and vegetarian habits.
They are very kind to their young
and make good mothers.
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