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Raven Boy had never left his forest home before he set out on these adventures with Elf Girl and he still can’t get over how big the world is.
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For about half a morning, things went really well for Elf Girl and Raven Boy.


They were feeling pretty good about themselves. After all, they had escaped the terrible trolls in Fright Forest, matched the magic of the wicked wizard in Monster Mountains and they’d just seen off the perilous pirates of Scream Sea.


They were in the pretty seaside town of Waterspout and, what’s more, they had money to spend on some breakfast, something they did as soon as they’d checked that the pirates had really gone. They’d last seen them running for their lives with those very trolls from Fright Forest hard on their heels.


‘That should give us time at least for second breakfast,’ said Raven Boy.


‘Second breakfast?’ asked Elf Girl. Rat popped out of Raven Boy’s pocket, all ears. He jumped up onto Raven Boy’s feathery head.


‘Yes,’ said Raven Boy. ‘Second breakfast. You have heard of second breakfast, haven’t you?’


‘No,’ said Elf Girl.


Raven Boy looked shocked.


‘Well,’ he said, in a hushed voice, ‘it’s about time you learned.’


He grabbed Elf Girl by the hand and, with Rat squeaking happily, they marched into Waterspout looking for something good to eat.


[image: image]


[image: image]


About an hour later, as they polished off another huge plate of pancakes, Raven Boy sat back contentedly.


Elf Girl stared at him.


‘I never thought anyone could eat so much,’ she said, shaking her head in wonder. ‘So that’s second breakfast.’


‘Oh no,’ said Raven Boy. ‘That’s the end of first breakfast. Now we wait a bit and then we have second breakfast.’


‘What?’ cried Elf Girl. ‘More food? How long do we wait, anyway?’


‘Oh, about five minutes usually does it,’ said Raven Boy. ‘But you can get peckish waiting,’ he added.


‘How on earth are you so skinny, Ravenous Boy?’ asked Elf Girl. ‘You should be the size of a troll.’


‘I worry about things,’ explained Raven Boy. ‘That uses up a lot of energy. Anyway, you must have eaten fifteen pancakes yourself!’


Elf Girl’s face flushed.


‘After being lost at sea twice, stranded on a desert island and captured by pirates, also twice, and not getting one sensible meal to eat in all that time, I think I’m allowed a little snack.’


‘Fair enough,’ said Raven Boy. ‘Ah! Here’s the waitress.’


A girl almost as skinny as Raven Boy came over, and he ordered a plate of toast and jam, fifteen plums and a pint of milk.


Elf Girl’s eyes widened slightly as she watched Raven Boy scoff the lot.


‘Aren’t you hungry?’ he mumbled through a mouth of toast.


Elf Girl groaned.
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‘Listen, Raven Boy, enough food! It’s time we got on with our mission.’


Raven Boy nodded, but crammed a plum in his mouth after the toast.


‘Mapsowutely,’ he said, squirting plum juice.


There was a little squeak.


‘Sorry, Rat,’ Raven Boy said, wiping his small friend dry with a piece of toast.


Rat squeaked again, and Elf Girl stood up, looking huffy.


‘Raven Boy, I’ve had enough. Breakfast, that is. I’m going to ask around and find out where the Dread Desert is, and then maybe we can get on with our important business. Saving the world? Remember?’


At the words Dread Desert Raven Boy suddenly seemed to lose his appetite.


He burped and stood up.


‘Anyway,’ he said, looking rather sulky, ‘that’s second breakfast.’
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‘I’m glad you told me about it,’ said Elf Girl, ‘but we really ought to get along.’


‘You’re right,’ said Raven Boy.


‘Usually am,’ said Elf Girl.


Rat squeaked. It sounded like a little laugh.


‘What did that mean?’ asked Elf Girl suspiciously.


‘Oh,’ said Raven Boy quickly, ‘Rat was just wondering which way Dread Desert is.’


Rat squeaked more loudly, looking cross, and Raven Boy shoved him in his pocket.


‘Time for your nap, Rat,’ he said.


He turned to Elf Girl, smiling brightly.


‘Well, come on then. We have to find the centre of the Dread Desert, and . . .’


‘That’s where we’ll find the Singing Sword and the Tears of the Moon . . .’


‘And then we can defeat the Goblin King!’


Rat poked his head out of Raven Boy’s pocket and squeaked.


‘What did that mean?’ asked Elf Girl.


Raven Boy looked glum.


‘It meant, “And then, we can go home,”’ he said.


Elf Girl looked glum too.


She had almost forgotten what home looked like, they had been away for so long.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘moping about it won’t get the job done.’


‘That’s such an Elf Girl thing to say,’ said Raven Boy.


‘Yes, it is,’ agreed Elf Girl, ‘because I’m right.’


Rat squeaked.


‘Come on,’ said Raven Boy quickly. ‘Let’s ask around. Someone must be able to tell us how to find Dread Desert.’


Raven Boy was right. Everyone in Waterspout told them where Dread Desert was, and every single one of them told them not to go there.
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It’s true that Elf Girl has a quick temper, but she also has a big heart and is very fond of Raven Boy, though she’d probably never admit it.
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‘There are monsters!’ someone told them.


‘Snakes and scorpions,’ said another.


‘Sandstorms and all sorts of other dangers,’ said a third person, reading from a leaflet called ‘Why you should never go to Dread Desert, ever.’


‘Raven Boy,’ said Elf Girl. ‘I am severely not happy about this one.’


‘Come on,’ said Raven Boy, sounding scared and feeling even worse, ‘how bad can it be? We faced Fright Forest and lived to tell the tale. Even those trolls couldn’t catch us.’
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‘They haven’t stopped trying yet, though, have they?’ Elf Girl pointed out, and Raven Boy went quiet.


Finally, a young woman selling flowers told them the way to Dread Desert.


‘It’s very easy. All you do is walk inland. That way, east. Whichever way you go, you’ll be in Dread Desert.’


‘But we have to find the centre of it,’ explained Raven Boy.


‘Why would you want to do that?’ asked the flower-seller.


‘We just do,’ said Elf Girl, quietly.


‘That’s a bit harder. I don’t think anyone knows where the centre is. It moves, you see?’


‘Moves?’ cried Elf Girl and Raven Boy together.


‘Yes, the desert’s always moving, and always growing, so the centre of it doesn’t stay in one place. That’s what they say, anyway.’
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Elf Girl swallowed hard.


‘Come on, Raven Boy,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’


‘Go?’ wailed Raven Boy. ‘Go where? We don’t even know which way to go.’


‘Yes, we do,’ said Elf Girl. ‘We go that way. East. And we’ll find the centre of the desert somehow.’


Raven Boy looked very unhappy and Rat went and hid in his pocket, refusing to come out.


‘Well,’ Raven Boy said, ‘if we’re going to march into the desert, we ought to take some supplies with us.’


‘Supplies?’ asked Elf Girl. ‘Sort of like third breakfast, you mean?’


A dreamy look came over Raven Boy’s face.


‘Third breakfast,’ he whispered, almost to himself. ‘Third breakfast?’


He smiled at Elf Girl.


‘You’re really quite clever,’ he said, and so, with Raven Boy muttering, ‘Who’d have thought it?’ and ‘Well I never!’ to himself, they went to find a third breakfast, one that they could easily carry into the desert.


[image: image]


By tea-time Waterspout was far behind them, long vanished over the horizon. For most of the day they’d walked through a dry and dusty land, with scrubby grass and not a single tree to be seen.
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Finally, the sun started to set behind them and, as it sank, they reached the edge of the sand. Sand as far as the eye could see, stretching off into the distance over rolling dunes, with not so much as a single blade of grass to show that anything was alive out there.


‘Dread Desert!’ wailed Raven Boy. He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket.


‘“Alongside a wide variety of the world’s deadliest creatures . . .”’ he began, but Elf Girl snatched the paper from him.


It was the leaflet called ‘Why you should never go to Dread Desert, ever’.


‘What did you bring that for?’ she asked.


‘I thought it might be a good idea,’ Raven Boy said.


‘You were wrong,’ said Elf Girl. She tore the leaflet up into pieces, and threw them on the ground.


‘Hey!’ said Raven Boy. ‘You mustn’t do that!’


‘What?’


‘Drop litter!’ said Raven Boy firmly. He began to pick up the pieces of paper. ‘You should never leave a mess anywhere. Even this place must be home to something!’


Elf Girl looked around.


‘Like what?’ she asked. ‘Look at it! There’s nothing here! Nothing!’


‘Apart from all the things listed in this!’ said Raven Boy, clutching the torn pieces of the leaflet.


Elf Girl suddenly stared at Raven Boy.


‘I didn’t know you could read,’ she said.


Raven Boy stood up, blinking.


‘Nor did I,’ he said. ‘Fancy that.’


‘Maybe you learned a long time ago. When you were little?’


Raven Boy blinked some more.


‘Maybe your parents taught you. So long ago that you can’t remember.’


Raven Boy shook his head.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I just don’t know.’


‘Well, it’s a jolly good thing you can read. It’s very useful, you know. And educational.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Raven Boy, looking cross and waving the paper at Elf Girl. ‘You could, for example, teach yourself about the dangers of the desert from a helpful leaflet. Or at least you could have done if someone hadn’t torn it up!’


Elf Girl was silent.


The sun set, and they sat down.


‘There’s no point going further tonight,’ Elf Girl said. ‘We’ll wait until morning.’


‘We may as well have a bedtime snack,’ said Raven Boy, and Elf Girl laughed.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘and I bet, by ten o’clock tomorrow morning we’ll have found the centre of the desert and be on our way home with the Tears of the Moon and the Singing Sword.’
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One wintertime, Rat got snowed into his burrow in the forest. It took him two weeks to dig his way out, but still he prefers the forest to the dry desert.
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By ten o’clock next morning, Elf Girl and Raven Boy were completely lost.


Not only that, but they had finished all their food and only had a little bit of water left.


‘Lost!’ cheeped Raven Boy.


They trudged on and on through the sand, and as the morning passed, the sun got higher and higher in the sky and as it did, it got hotter and hotter.
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