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For Raven Boy and Elf Girl.
And Rat.
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ONE

Raven Boy has decided that if they ever make it back home in one piece he is going to never do anything brave again.
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‘I think,’ said Raven Boy, ‘that I liked things better when it was just the three of us.’

Rat squeaked in agreement, and Elf Girl squeezed past three smelly and noisy trolls to join Raven Boy at the edge of the flying carpet on which they were travelling.

Raven Boy was lying on his front, chin on the rug, staring at the landscape whizzing by underneath them. He held a sword to one side of him. Rat sat on top of his head. Elf Girl dangled her feet over the side.

‘I know what you mean,’ she said.

The carpet, whose name was Shona, was trying to keep order on her flight. It was the busiest she’d been since she’d become a flying carpet, and all in all she had eight passengers on board.

First and second, there were Raven Boy and Elf Girl. You might know something about them already. Raven Boy is the scruffy one with feathers in his hair and a tatty black coat. Elf Girl is the one with pointy boots and even pointier ears, ears that go pink when she gets cross, something which happens fairly often.
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Then there was Rat; their constant companion, usually found hiding in one of Raven Boy’s pockets, except if there’s a whiff of food around, in which case he’ll be hunting for it straight away.

Fourth, fifth and sixth were the three smelly trolls, whose names were Bert, Bob and Cedric. Bert was the smallest one, and the smartest, though that’s not saying very much, because Bob, the middle-sized one, and Cedric, the large one, were both as dumb as sleepy slugs.

They’d been trying to catch Raven Boy and Elf Girl ever since they met in Fright Forest, weeks ago. Catch them, and eat them, but for reasons that Elf Girl and Raven Boy weren’t quite sure about, the trolls had recently agreed not to eat them until they found their way to the land of the Goblin King. Elf Girl wasn’t convinced it was a good idea, especially as Raven Boy seemed to have agreed that the trolls could eat them once the Goblin King had been defeated. Elf Girl didn’t think much of that part of the plan.

Then, seventh, there was Lord Socket, a rather snooty young ruler from Terror Town, the place they’d just left, and eighth, his magician, a funny old man called Klingsor, who kept muttering things under his beard that no one could quite understand.

It was Klingsor who’d gone into an odd kind of trance and announced that Raven Boy was the one person in the world who might be able to defeat the Goblin King. The magician had called Raven Boy the ‘wise fool’, which Raven Boy thought was a bit rude.

Still, they did have two more things on their side in their quest to defeat the evil Goblin King. The first was a bottle of water, known as the Tears of the Moon, which came from a magical oasis, and the second was the Singing Sword, which they guessed must be very dangerous if you knew how to use it. The only problem was that no one, not even Klingsor, knew how to use the tears or the sword to defeat the Goblin King.
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In the meantime, the sword would keep rattling out cheesy love song after cheesy love song, living up to its name. It never stopped singing, absolutely never, unless Raven Boy had a hold of it, in which case it would fall silent, another strange thing which Klingsor said proved that Raven Boy was the chosen one; the one who could defeat the evil, powerful and utterly wicked Goblin King.

Socket and Klingsor were arguing about why Terror Town had got into the mess it got into, and the trolls were arguing about who was the smelliest. It seemed they all wanted to be the stinkiest. Shona the carpet was yelling at everyone, telling them to sit down while they were in flight, but no one was taking any notice of her. She was getting very cross indeed.

It was night. They’d decided to make the journey to the land of the Goblin King in the dark, so they wouldn’t be spotted.

A big hungry moon hung overhead, shining down and showing them … not much.

‘Look,’ said Raven Boy, unhappily.
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‘It’s a wasteland,’ said Elf Girl.

‘We must be getting close,’ said Raven Boy, nodding. ‘He’s destroyed everything!’

That seemed to be true.

As the sun started to come up, the full horror of the landscape became clear.

They could see smouldering tree stumps where forests had once been; there were the ruins of houses and weed-choked streets where there had once been villages. They flew over rivers and streams that were black and looked as though they had been poisoned.

‘Dawn’s breaking,’ Raven Boy called to Shona. ‘We should find somewhere to land and hide until it’s dark again.’

‘No need,’ said Elf Girl. ‘I think we’re there.’

She pointed ahead of the flying carpet.

In the distance was a pair of huge gates set into the ground and, as they flew closer, the gates turned out to be even larger than they had thought. It was obvious that they had come to the land of the Goblin King.

For one thing, the gates were carved into the forms of giant monstrous creatures, with claws and horns and teeth. Lots of teeth.

[image: image]

And for another thing, the country beyond the gates was even more of a desolate wasteland.

They all fell silent; even the squabbling trolls, who, as soon as the sun came up, would turn back into men.

On the horizon, the land started to climb into a series of mountains; the most barren and scary-looking range of mountains any of them had ever seen.

Bert grunted.

‘The Haunted Hills,’ he said.

‘Why do they always have such nice names?’ sighed Raven Boy.

‘And in the hills,’ Bert went on, ‘somewhere, is the entrance to the Creepy Caves.’

Bert patted Bob on the back so hard he nearly fell off the rug.

‘Well, boys,’ he said. ‘It’s goblin-bashing time.’

And the three trolls began to laugh, but Raven Boy didn’t think they sounded as confident as they usually did, and his knees began to knock together at the thought of what might be to come.
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