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The kitchen was dark. Just a faint sliver of moonlight shone through the big glass windows, which during daylight looked out over a rather mundane patio and a nondescript garden in an equally nondescript street. It was not a large room, this being a particularly cramped dwelling, at least for the human occupant, but he was not the only creature who lived here. Although, in the manner of humans, he thought he was the most important, he was wrong. The human believed he ran this dwelling, and in that he was also wrong.

For a while the other creatures which dwelled in the house listened and pointed, with their hairy ears alert to any sounds, and their red bulging eyes watching in the darkness. It was silent, save for the drip-drip of the leaky tap and the soft squeak-squeak of one of the kitchen’s mousy occupants. Ikthik, the boldest of the small creatures, pushed past the salt cellar, haphazardly shoving it onto a shelf; it was a good deal taller than the creature, and for good measure he kicked it hard. The salt cellar moved, teetering over the edge of the wooden shelf above the sink. The imp grinned, his sharp, brown teeth revealed in a round but rather squashed face; a cap fashioned from the washing rags, which kept mysteriously vanishing, according to the householder, adorned a bulbous head. The blue and white check pattern oddly reflected in the shiny silver cruet as a shaft of moonlight hit it. He kicked the salt cellar again, bouncing with glee as it tumbled over, showering salt hither and thither onto the floor.

“Timber!” he shouted in his high-pitched voice, beyond the hearing of the kitchen’s owner but not the small creatures who ran past the mouse-trap behind the fridge as though it were not there. Every day the cheese was gone, but no small mousey bodies were left behind. The imps and their squeaking friends had an understanding – cheese was a fair exchange for transport. And the largest mouse waited, matchstick and string harness about its shoulders and button-wheeled chariot behind.

Ikthik tugged the remains of a face flannel about his rather hunched shoulders — another item purloined, this one pink with a grinning yellow duck, such as a human child would have, or perhaps someone rather larger with an obsession for ducks. It did not suit the imp, but the creature was extraordinarily proud of his garment. It marked him out as leader, as the chieftain of this little group and rider of the mouse-carriage. 

Using a line, no thicker than a length of cotton, which indeed it was, the imp chieftain slid down from the shelf. The cotton had been incautiously discarded next to the sewing box, and the reel of it was held by another imp — Piper, the Holder of the Sacred Rope. The sewing box itself was a treasure-trove for the imps, and each and every one held a needle, a sharpened button or scrap of cloth as a weapon or hook with which to climb. The giant spider which lurked under the fridge was a pesky critter, after all. Buttons were another item the householder found wanting in the dwelling. He knew he bought them on a regular basis, but he could not, for the life of him, work out where they went, possibly the same place as his socks or keys. Ah, yes . . . the socks, perfect for imp bedding, but the human did not know that. 

Ikthik bounced from the hot-water tap to land in the stainless-steel sink, chuckling when he saw the clean, empty expanse of stainless steel, the pristine sideboards and the carefully stacked washing up. This was going to be very enjoyable. Standing in a small puddle he beckoned to the others, and one by one they slid down the cotton thread, yelling with glee at the prospect of mayhem. Their calls alerted Rufus, the elderly dog dozing in the corner. The hound opened one sleepy eye and growled, then barked once, and having done its duty to alert the household that something was amiss, returned to its slumber. All the imps liked the dog; it was soft and slow and sometimes left food in its bowl. It was, they thought, a shame about the smell.

“Nice doggy,” said Gleego, an imp with bright green freckles on his face. 

Bunter, an imp wearing an eye-patch, waved a clawed hand in front of his nose “I wonder what they feed this mutt.”

“Quiet and get hopping!” yelled Chief Ikthik.

Bunter, Gleego and the other imps quickly scattered around the kitchen, their tiny but very efficient little legs carrying them far and wide, hunting for scraps and mayhem to be had. Small they might be but what they lacked in stature they made up for in cunning and mischief. Gleego produced a small grappling hook — a twisted piece of wire and a magnet linked to silk stolen from an unfortunate and now very deceased spider. Then, calling to nineteen others, the imp spun the grapple around his head, let it fly, and with a flick the hook captured the handle of the refrigerator door. The imps were old hands at this and knew exactly how many of them were required for their naughty plan.

Rufus opened his eyes and looked around.  

“Good doggy, now back to dreamland with you!” Bunter crooned and snapped his fingers. 

Rufus yawned and went back to sleep, but not before an unpleasant stink permeated from the dog’s behind.  Bunter held his pointed nose and his one eye bulged even further. 

Twenty small bodies then heaved and tugged until the door of the refrigerator flew open and the delicious and above all messy contents were revealed to many grabbing hands and hungry mouths, which gobbled and stuffed and dribbled with delight at the repast. One of the imps, a tiny individual called Knot, who was small even by imp standards, spotted an open dish containing a lovely sticky sauce. Yelling at the top of his lungs, he leapt over the bodies of his fellows and dived headfirst into the stickiness. He rolled around and bathed and wriggled, then for good measure he stood on the edge of the dish and jumped up and down until it tilted and fell. Howling and dancing with sheer euphoria, he laughed and applauded when the contents fell to the floor with a deeply satisfying, splat!

The imps, still clamouring for room, ran pell-mell through the glorious mess, sliding about on the tiled and formerly spotless floor. Another grappling hook found the pantry door, and a myriad of small, but gleeful and sticky bodies leapt upwards, pulling, hauling and tugging. As the door swung open the imps pushed and shoved, grabbed and threw, clutched and gobbled.  Flour fell like snow, a fine coating upon all it touched. Soy sauce tumbled and the bottle shattered, glass and liquid making sharp mountains and brown rivers amongst the white. Then came the tomato sauce, red and viscous, mixing in the mayhem. Four imps tugged their leader on a pilfered dish-cloth, like a sled on ice, only far stickier. Broken eggs, the shells being used as hats or even tiny boats sliding in the mess, brought ever more delight. 

And still Rufus the dog snoozed, farting away as he snored. 

Bunter and Gleego began to tug at the clean crockery piled neatly on the draining board. Now dry, it was merely waiting to be put away. The householder would soon regret his procrastination. Finally, the dog roused from all the noise, padded arthritically over to the centre of the ruined kitchen, his paws moving through ketchup, jam and sundry other stickiness. Suddenly with a crash the plates cascaded from the draining board, smashing, bouncing and rolling in a cacophony of carnage. The kitchen door opened, and every single imp disappeared, moving faster than the eye could see, leaving the old and bemused dog in the middle of broken china, spoiled jars, squirted ketchup, and other mischief.

A bellowing voice yelled in consternation, “Rufus! You naughty boy! Out into the yard you go and there you stay until you learn to be a good boy!”

With that a human hand grabbed the dog by the collar and the unfortunate animal was dragged whimpering to the aforementioned garden. The owner of the hand muttered and swore, slamming the door to leave the poor and innocent hound to whimper in the rain. Within the kitchen a gleeful laugh echoed as the owner of the home shook his head, unaware of the tiny pairs of eyes watching him and relishing the moment. Although they were quite fond of the dog, the imps enjoyed making mischief and were not at all above letting the sad old mutt take the blame.
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The Round Door of the Machine opened and once more the Offerings were placed inside; although there were many sizes and shapes, they were all white, and all deliciously filthy. The Bringer of Offerings poured in the Fragrant Powder, but as tiny bulbous red eyes watched and sharp-teethed mouths chuckled, the imps knew it would not be sufficient to eradicate the glorious stench they so craved!

Tiny clawed, three-fingered hands gripped the edge of the Door of Many Holes, and with a push it swung open to reveal the faces which owned the red eyes and the sharp teeth. Water poured in, and gleefully the imps squeaked and slid into the pile of dirty-white Offerings, hands grabbing and pulling to see what had been brought. They were hoping this time there would be the wonderful stench, the pungent odour of the Socks, as the last lot of Offerings had been most disappointing. Imps loved Socks! The taste, the feel of the crispiness of a week-old foot cover. The stinkier the socks, the more they adored and craved them. The thought of rolling around in such a cheesy, foul stench was what imps lived for.

“I love the smell of dirty socks in the morning!” Bunter crooned hopefully.

“I love dirty socks anytime at all, day or night!” said Gleego.

“Gimme socks for breakfast, lunch and dinner!” shouted Knot.

Rolling and bouncing as the water washed over them, seeming to be able to ignore the rushing torrent, the imps sniffed, hoping to find what they sought. Although the Offerings were indeed rather smelly, what the creatures looked for was not there. Bright blue tongues licked, tasting the grime and feeding upon the dirt, the stains and the lumps of grease. Hopefully they snorted and desperately they searched, only to find meagre and most unsatisfactory gifts. The odours of sweat, a myriad of foods and even the scent of something much more unsavoury filled their pointed noses. But their squeaks of displeasure echoed within the Round Cavern: these were not Socks! Such high-pitched squeals went unnoticed by the Bringer; the human ear is too feeble a thing to hear the high-pitched voices of imps, so all the man heard was the rumble and roar of the Machine. 

The chief of the imps, Ikthik, banged a tiny matchstick upon the glass of the Round Door, and at once the Machine ceased its rolling. 

“Now gather ’round, you boggles, bugs and boogers!” he commanded.

The imps slid and swam to sit upon the pile of white Offerings, now soaking and foaming.  Ears swivelled to listen, and all were quiet.

Ikthik grunted, squeaked and squealed, waving the matchstick wildly in his tiny clawed hand. 

“What’s this? What’s this?” he wondered. “This ain’t right!” Poking a nearby lump, he jumped upon it, angry and despairing. 

“No socks? Where’s the socks? There ain’t no socks!” yelled Knot.

As one, many small heads nodded, teeth gnashed hungrily, and Gleego and Bunter scooted backwards
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