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CHAPTER 1

Billy Hooten was weird.

At least, that was what everybody said.

He had always loved things strange and unusual. Halloween was his favorite holiday; he liked it even more than Christmas. He loved building things like robots, although they very rarely worked, and monster movies, especially old ones, and comic books, but even better was drawing his very own monster comic book. If all that made him weird, then Billy supposed people were right.

On a cool Saturday morning in September, Billy was doing one of those things he loved most—sitting on the old stone wall that separated his backyard from the Pine Hill Cemetery, reading the latest issue of Snake. He'd picked it up from the Hero's Hovel Comic Book Shop on his way home from school the previous day. It was issue number 344, featuring the Snake's most evil nemesis, the Mongoose.

He was getting close to the end of the comic, which he always hated because it meant waiting another whole month for the Snake's next adventure. He held his breath as he slowly turned to the last page. The Mongoose had captured the Snake and chained him to a missile, ready to shoot the hero out into space.

And then Billy read a comic book fan's most dreaded words—TO BE CONTINUED!

He groaned aloud and put the comic down, trying to relax. It would be a month before the next issue of Snake was available. A month isn't so bad, he tried to convince himself. It was only four weeks, and four weeks was only a little bit longer than three. He was pretty sure he could make it, but just in case, he decided he'd reread all the old issues in his Snake collection. By the time he was finished, he figured issue number 345 would be just about ready to hit the shelves.

Billy immediately felt calmer and was about to head back inside to his room when he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. From his perch atop the wall, he looked out over the sea of headstones and crypts that had been a part of his life since his family moved to this house on Pine Hill nine years ago. Most of the other kids thought the cemetery was creepy, but twelve-year-old Billy had never had a problem with it. Sure, it could be kinda scary when it was really dark and the moon was full, but he liked that sort of thing.

Billy squinted. He thought the movement he'd seen might have been Tommy Stanley and his little brother, Stevie, from two streets over. The Stanley boys were mostly into wrestling, but they liked comic books, too. Billy certainly didn't find wrestling as cool as comics, but he had learned to be tolerant of other people's likes. He stood up on the wall and waved to the boys, wondering if they had read the latest issue of Snake.

“Hey, Hooten!” one of the boys called out.

The two figures were heading directly toward him, walking down one of the many footpaths that wound through the old cemetery.

“Whatcha doin’ up there, making a nest?” asked the other.

The boys were close enough now that Billy could see them, and suddenly he realized that it wasn't the Stanley brothers at all. Indeed, these boys were much worse—Randy Kulkowski and his weaselly sidekick, Mitchell Spivey. When these two were together, it spelled trouble with a capital T.
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“Oh, crap,” Billy muttered, his stomach doing backflips that would have made the midget acrobats he had seen at the circus last year green with envy.

“Hoo! Hoo! Hoo!” Randy called out as Mitchell cackled beside him. “I'm talking to you, Owlboy,” he taunted. “Why ain't you answering me?”

Billy laughed nervously. “That's pretty funny, Randy. Can't get enough of those Owlboy jokes.”

Billy had hated Randy Kulkowski for as long as he could remember. He hated everything about him, from the top of his gigantic square head to the tips of his clown-sized feet. Randy was to Billy what the Mongoose was to the Snake, and the two had been in every grade together since their first day of kindergarten. Billy remembered his first encounter with Randy. It had involved a medieval battleaxe made out of LEGOs. He reached up and rubbed his scalp, certain he could still feel the bump there. He often wondered what horrible thing he might have done in a previous life to be cursed with the likes of Randy Kulkowski.

Randy and Mitchell left the path and clomped across the recently mowed grass. They carried baseball bats slung over their shoulders, looking like cavemen out hunting for food. He guessed that Randy and Mitchell would have been pretty comfortable living in caveman times. Too bad they hadn't, because that meant they were here to bother him now.

“We were going over to Berry Park to hit some balls, and I said to Mitch here, ‘Hey, look, there's my good friend Billy Hooten waving to us, maybe he'd like to come along,’ isn't that right, Mitchell?” Randy asked, a grin that gave Billy the urge to pee spreading across his extra-wide caveman face.

Mitchell giggled like a crazy person, running the back of his hand across his constantly runny nose. “Yeah, man,” he answered in his high-pitched voice. “You said, ‘Hey, there's Hooten the Owlboy, let's get him to play ball with us.’ ”

Hooten the Owlboy. Randy had come up with that nickname way back in kindergarten. He'd said Billy's round glasses and last name reminded him of an owl. So Owlboy Billy had become. Billy didn't particularly care for the nickname, especially when Randy used it around the other kids at school. But he guessed it could have been worse.

“So what do you think?” Randy asked with a twisted grin, striking the palm of his hand repeatedly with the baseball bat. “You comin’ or not?”

There was no way Billy was going anywhere with Randy and Mitchell. Baseballs wouldn't be the only things hit with those bats.

“Geez, Randy,” Billy began, his mind quickly scrolling through his list of foolproof excuses. “I'd love to, but…”

Sorry, I have to take a bath. (Not late enough in the day for that one.)

I have to go with my parents to visit my aunt in the hospital who just had both lungs taken out. (Too dramatic.)

I have a really bad case of diarrhea. (Nope. That one might result in his nickname being changed to something really clever like Poopboy or Captain Craptastic.)

I have to stick around and do my chores. (Bingo! Who could argue with chores? They were a sad fact of life for every kid.)

“… I've got to stick around here and do my chores.” Billy shrugged and shook his head, doing his best to look disappointed. “I woulda liked to, really, but—”

Billy was interrupted by the squeak of the back door opening. He turned to see his mother coming out of the house.

“Billy, honey, who are you talking to?” she called. She had her purse slung over her arm and her car keys out.

“Honey,” Mitchell mocked in a low voice. He giggled evilly.

“Um, just some … friends.”

His mother walked across the lawn to Billy and stood on her tiptoes to look over the wall at the grinning faces of Randy and Mitchell.

“Oh, hello, boys,” she said. “What's going on?”

“Baseball,” Randy grunted, showing her his bat and dangling glove.

A huge smile spread across Mrs. Hooten's face as she turned to Billy. “Baseball? You're going to play baseball?”

His mother always got excited when she thought he was about to do something she considered normal. She and his dad weren't too crazy about the stuff Billy liked: comic books, monster movies, robots. They were constantly telling him that those things would give him brain damage and trying to trick him into doing stuff “regular” kids did. Like baseball.

“I would've loved to,” he explained. “But as I was saying, my chores are going to pretty much keep me tied up for the day.”

“Chores shmores!” his mother said, throwing her hands in the air. “You just go off and have a good time playing with your friends. We'll worry about chores later, how's that?”

Billy's “friends” smirked at him like a pair of sharks at an all-you-can-eat people buffet.

He had to think fast.

“Okay,” he said, pretending he was about to jump down off the wall to the cemetery side. “I just hope Dad doesn't get mad.”

“Why would Dad get mad?” his mother asked, a puzzled frown on her face.

Mrs. Hooten had a really bad memory, and Billy was hoping he could put that to good use now. “Remember he wanted the garage cleaned so he could get to the snowblower?”

His father hated to shovel and swore after every snowstorm that he was going to buy the biggest snow-blower he could find.

“Snowblower?” his mother asked, a look of real confusion on her face now. She glanced up into the September sky as if searching for the first drifting flakes. “But we don't have a snowblower … do we?”

“No,” Billy said. “But we should. According to the Farmer's Almanac, we're in for one bad winter, as much as a hundred feet of snow.”

“Oh my,” his mother gasped. “We really should buy a snowblower!”

“That's a great idea,” Billy said. “But where could we keep it?” He rubbed his chin, pretending to be deep in thought. “There's always the garage, but that's such a mess ….”

“Then we'll just have to clean it,” his mother said firmly, obviously having made up her mind. “Today. Who knows when the first storm will hit?” She turned her nervous gaze to the perfectly clear fall sky.

“So that means I can't play ball with my friends?” Billy asked, allowing just the right amount of disappointment into his voice.

“I'm sorry, honey,” Mrs. Hooten said apologetically, reaching out to pat his knee. “But there'll be no baseball until that garage is cleaned.”

“But Mom …,” Billy began to protest, giving the performance of a lifetime.

“No, I've made up my mind, Billy,” she told him. “I'm sure your friends understand.”

Billy tried to look sad as he spoke to the two creeps below him. “Sorry, guys,” he said, shrugging. “I tried, but chores come first. Maybe some other time.”

Like when the two of you learn to walk and chew gum at the same time, Billy thought as he watched Randy and Mitchell wander away, already losing interest in him. He breathed a sigh of relief.

“They seem like nice boys,” his mom said.

“I guess,” Billy replied.

“Don't worry, honey.” She reached out and squeezed his hand. “I'm sure there'll be plenty of other opportunities to play with your friends.”

“Oh, joy,” Billy said sarcastically, trying to formulate a plan that would allow him to avoid Randy for the rest of his life. The only one he could think of involved moving to Antarctica.

Billy's mother began to rummage through her purse. He guessed she was looking for her car keys and reminded her that she was still holding them in her hand.

“I swear I'd lose my head if it wasn't attached,” she said with a laugh, moving away from the wall and toward the driveway.

Billy pictured all the places his mother could leave her head. It would probably be a full-time job to keep an eye on her noggin. He grabbed his comic book and hopped down off the wall, following her toward the car.

She stopped and turned to him. “What were we talking about again? I've completely lost my train of thought.”

This happened to his mother a lot. Not only did she lose the train, but frequently she lost the tracks as well. No matter, it meant he wouldn't have to clean the garage today after all.

“You were saying you had to run some errands,” Billy offered.

“That's right,” she said, pulling her shopping list from her purse. “I've got to go grocery shopping. Want to come?”

Billy had a hard time deciding which would be worse, hanging with Randy and Mitchell or going grocery shopping with his mother. The two were pretty much a tie in the most-horrible-way-to-spend-a-Saturday-afternoon category.

“No, that's all right,” he answered. “I've got some things I have to do around here.”

“I'm sure you do,” she said with a smile, ruffling his sandy blond hair as she got into the car. “Keep out of trouble.”

“I'll do my best,” he called out as she carefully backed down the driveway and out onto the street.

She beeped the horn twice, and with a wave she was off.

Billy stood in the middle of the driveway for a few minutes thinking about all the things he could do with his day now that he was free from the clutches of Randy Kulkowski. He considered trying to fix the robot he'd built recently, but he wasn't sure if he had the parts. How about a freeze gun? That might be cool, he thought, remembering the broken air conditioner he'd recently found by the side of the road and hauled back to the garage on his wagon. He'd also come across some old fire extinguishers not too long ago, and thought about creating a jet pack. So many inventions, so little time, he mused.

He turned and walked toward the back porch. Before he did anything, he had to put away his comic book. All his Snake comics were in mint condition and he wanted them to stay that way.

He had one foot on the back steps when he heard the sound. At first he thought it was a squawking bird, maybe a noisy crow, but as he stopped to listen, he realized it wasn't that at all.

It was a voice, calling for help.

Billy placed his comic on a plastic chair on the porch and stepped back into the yard.

“Help!” cried the voice again, carried on the gentle breeze that ruffled Billy's hair. The cry was coming from somewhere inside Pine Hill Cemetery.

Billy considered running into the house to get his dad, but something told him that if he waited, it would be too late.

Too late for what? he wondered.

“Oh, help me, please!”

Without another thought, Billy climbed up onto the stone wall and jumped down into the cemetery, running as fast as he could toward the sound of the voice.

He ran into the oldest section of the cemetery and came to a screeching halt in front of a great stone mausoleum. But it wasn't just any mausoleum. It was the largest crypt in the entire cemetery and had been built by the Sprylock family over a hundred years ago. The Sprylocks were supposed to have been warlocks and witches, and their stone resting place was said to be haunted. Billy nearly jumped out of his skin when he heard the voice again. It was coming from inside the crypt.

“Somebody please help!”

The door of the crypt was slightly ajar, and for a moment Billy entertained the idea that Randy and Mitchell might be playing a trick on him. But then he heard another voice inside. This one was low and grumbling, like somebody with a bad cold and a lot of phlegm in his throat.

“Hold still, you little creep, so's I can crush you like the bug that you are!”

Billy grabbed hold of the thick, rusted metal door and pushed it open, charging into the crypt.

Then he stopped short. It was like a scene out of one of his comic books. The Sprylock family mausoleum was in total disarray, coffins broken, bones scattered everywhere. Standing in the middle of the room were two of the strangest-looking people he had ever seen in his life.

“It is you!” said the smaller of the pair as if he'd been expecting Billy all along.

He was short, really short, with beady little eyes, and he was dressed in a tuxedo. Huge pointy ears stuck out from the sides of an enormous head that reminded Billy of a summer squash.

“I'm saved!” the creepy character screeched with excitement.

Billy was confused. The little guy was talking as if he knew him, but Billy had never seen him before. He'd definitely remember a guy who looked like that.

“I'll crush him, too!” roared the other one, and Billy nearly fainted when he got a good look at him. This guy was built like a professional wrestler, with a huge upper body, great big arms, a teeny tiny waist and spindly little legs. And if that wasn't weird enough, he had the head of a pig. No, not a pig, a boar … tusks and all!

It was the scariest thing he had ever seen in his entire life—even scarier then Randy Kulkowski—and it was lumbering directly for him. Billy stood frozen; his eyes locked on its gross face, on the large brownish warts with little hairs sticking out of them, on the yellow, watery eyes, looking for some clue that the guy was just wearing a really cool mask, but from what he could tell, it was all real.

Billy didn't know what to do. His brain was sputtering like the old computer at the back of Mrs. Maloney's class that had to have been built when dinosaurs walked the earth.

“Wish I had some bread,” the pig-man roared, his muscular, hairy arms reaching out for Billy. “Bet you'd make a really tasty sandwich.”
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That got Billy, and he did something he'd never have imagined doing in a thousand and one years. He reached down, snatching up what looked like a leg bone from the ground, and stood ready to defend himself against the advancing brute.

Billy had been in lots of fights in his twelve years. He'd never started any of them, and never won any of them, either. But this was different. This wasn't somebody knocking him down because his mother had made him wear that sweater with the dancing snowmen on it to school, or shoving his head in the toilet for an ultimate swirly because he had accidentally reminded the teacher about a homework assignment she'd forgotten to collect.

This was real, life-or-death stuff.

The monster was almost on him, his stink making Billy want to hurl.

Billy reared back with the bone, remembering what his dad had tried to teach him about hitting a baseball—to keep his eye on the ball, only in this case it was the pig.

What happened next was something Billy would never have believed if he'd read it in his comic books or seen it in his movies.

He was just about to swing the bone at the pig-man when the beast slipped on a pile of bones. A slip of Olympic caliber, the kind of slip that if it had happened in the hallway at school would still be talked about five years later.

Remember when what's-his-name slipped that day?

Dude, that was totally outrageous! I thought for sure he was dead.

The pig-man's feet flew out from beneath him, and Billy could've sworn he heard that crazy whistling sound he always heard in the cartoons as the creature landed, the back of its big head whacking the mausoleum floor and making Billy wince.

He watched the beast for a moment, waiting for signs of movement. Nope, knocked out cold.

Talk about lucky.

Then the fact that Billy was holding something that had once been inside a human body suddenly began to sink in and he dropped the bone to the ground, wiping his hands furiously on his sweatshirt.

“I knew it,” screeched the creepy little guy with the squash-shaped head.

Billy jumped. He'd nearly forgotten about the other creature.

“I knew I would find you if I came to the world above. I knew it!” The creature smiled, showing off a set of teeth that would have made Billy's dentist drool.

Billy began to carefully back toward the mausoleum door. “You find me?” he asked with a nervous chuckle. “I don't even know what you are, never mind who you are.”

“I am Archebold,” the weird little man in the black tuxedo and tails said. “I'm a goblin.”

“Of course you are,” Billy said, taking a right turn onto Crazy Street. “Am I supposed to know you?” he asked, hoping to keep the creature talking until he could reach the door.

Archebold shook his head. “Nope, never laid eyes on you before.”

“But you've been looking for me?” Billy questioned.

The creature nodded, his smile getting wider.

“Then who am I?” Billy challenged, feeling the cool breeze from outside on his back. He was almost there.

“Don't be silly,” Archebold said with a chuckle. He reached behind his long-tailed jacket and produced what looked like a rolled-up comic book from his back pocket.

Billy's eyes widened in horror. A comic book should never be treated like that.

“This is you,” Archebold said, shoving the comic into his hands.

The comic book was old, really old, and Billy's eyes immediately absorbed the cover image, reading the title aloud. “Owlboy.” Despite his surroundings,he found himself studying the hero running toward him into action on the cover. He'd heard of Owlboy before but had never seen one of the comics. There was actually something appealing about the superhero with his brown and green costume, funky cape that sort of looked like feathers, and cool helmet with goggles.

“I don't get it,” Billy said, looking up.

“Can't think of any other way to say it.” Archebold moved to stand beside him, and Billy quickly stepped back. The goblin ignored him and jabbed at the book's title with a stubby finger. “You are the Owlboy.”

Billy vigorously shook his head as he laughed nervously. “Nope, sorry, you got the wrong guy. I … I'm just a kid.” He tried to give the comic back, but Archebold wouldn't take it.

“You're joking, right?” the goblin asked.

“Do I look like I'm joking?” Billy put on his most serious face.

“Oh my,” Archebold said in shock. “Then when you arrived to rescue me, it was just… an accident?”

Billy shrugged. “I heard somebody calling for help and decided to see what I could do.”

The goblin stroked his chin, slowly nodding. “Yes, that's it. And even though you didn't realize it, you ran straight into the arms of your destiny.”

“Whose arms?” Billy asked, wrinkling his nose, still confused.

Archebold again leaned in close, pointing a sausage-like finger at the comic Billy held. “Destiny's arms,” he repeated. “This is your destiny … to be the next Owlboy.”

“Me?” Billy asked, his voice coming out like a squawk.

Taking hold of his arm just below the elbow, Archebold started to explain. “You are to be the next protector of Monstros City.”

“Where?” Billy asked.

Archebold rolled his eyes. “Monstros City,” he said slowly. “The world beneath this one.” The goblin pointed to the floor, his shaggy eyebrows going up and down.

“There's… a world … beneath the cemetery?” Billy began to panic. This was nuts. He was standing in a mausoleum talking to a goblin about a city under the cemetery after being attacked by a pig-man.

Check, please!

“Beneath this human cemetery, there exists a fabulous place—a vast city populated by monsters of every shape and size.”

“There are monsters underneath the cemetery?” Billy asked in a whisper, nearly certain that his parents had been right. Was this what brain damage was like?

“What else would live in a place called Monstros City?” The goblin looked a bit annoyed as it shook its oddly shaped head. “Circus clowns?” Archebold started to pull Billy toward the back of the mausoleum. “Don't tell me you've never heard of Monstros City. It's been voted scariest place to live by NewsShriek magazine five hundred years in a row. I can't wait for you to see it ….”

Inside his head, Billy heard the sound of screeching brakes. No way. He had zero intention of going anywhere near a place called Monstros City … especially with a goblin. Without another thought, he yanked his arm from the goblin's grip.

And bolted for the door.

This is nuts, Billy thought, slamming through the mausoleum door, the crazy alarm going off in his head big-time.

The cool air helped to clear his mind, but it didn't make the craziness of the situation go away.

The creepy little creature dressed like he was going to a wedding had said Billy was the next Owlboy. Billy's thoughts raced as he ran down one of the winding paths through Pine Hill Cemetery, his brain going a million miles a minute. Did Archebold know Randy? Could he and Billy's mortal enemy have cooked up a plan to make Billy think he was losing his marbles? Naw, this wasn't Randy's style. Randy was more physical; he would've preferred to beat Billy's head until the marbles just fell out, none of this subtlety stuff.

And then it hit him: what if the entire incident was just the product of his sometimes overactive imagination?

He remembered last summer, when he was certain that invaders from Mars had landed in his neighborhood during a particularly nasty thunderstorm. It was an honest mistake; in the lightning, the electric company repair trucks did look a little like Martian death cruisers.

Billy ran faster, feeling the slap of the cement path through the soles of his sneakers.

Is that it? he wondered. Or maybe I really did play ball with Randy and Mitchell and they hit me over the head with their bats and now I've got this horrible head injury giving me all kinds of crazy dreams.

Up ahead, just before the next bend in the path, he saw the stone wall that separated his backyard from the cemetery. If he could just get to his house, he knew he could wake up.

He pushed himself even faster, certain now that this was all just one big, crazy nightmare.

But then how did he explain the Owlboy comic book he was still holding?

He would always blame what happened next on a wet patch of slimy fall leaves, but in fact, the cause was just as likely to have been his own clumsiness born of fear. Whatever the reason, he lost his footing and careened off the path, moving so fast he couldn't stop, until he plowed headfirst into a marble headstone.

Billy had never dreamed that nightmares could be quite so painful.
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