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    Visit Marcus Sedgwick’s website at –


  




  www.marcussedgwick.com




  

    and for more on the Raven Mysteries, go to -


  




  www.ravenmysteries.co.uk
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  Gasp!




  Edgar is missing!




  No one has seen him for a whole week. He’s not been the same since that business with the bunnies and the cabbages.




  I was worried that maybe the whole affair had pushed him too far, and that he’d decided to leave.




  I asked Mother and Father about it, and they said that it has happened before. Every twelve years, Edgar goes missing for two weeks, and then turns up again. They call it Edgar’s holiday,

  but oh! Edgar! You can’t have a holiday just now, because we need you!




  We need you more than ever!




  The whole thing is just simply terrible.




  I can hardly write it down, it’s so awful, but it’s true. It seems that we are on the verge of losing our home.




  Yes!




  The castle itself! I can’t bear to think of it!




  It began yesterday.




  Cudweed and I had been down by the lake, trying to organise the ducks into having a race, which they simply didn’t want to do, and so we’d given up, and decided to come home.
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  We were walking up the drive to the castle, when we saw an odd thing.




  There was a funny little man with a mallet in one hand and a sign in the other. He was using the mallet to bang the sign into the lawn, by the gates to the main road.




  The sign said, ‘FOR SALE’.




  ‘Hey,’ I said. He ignored me.




  ‘Excuse me!’ I said a little bit louder and he looked round this time. I didn’t like him. I must be learning from Edgar a bit, because I took one look at him and decided I did

  not like him.




  He had a very nasty expression on his face, which was a mixture of being grumpy and very pleased with himself all at the same time.




  ‘What are you doing?’ I asked. ‘The castle is not for sale.’




  ‘Oh yes it is, sweetie.’




  He went on banging the sign into the lawn, and though I tried to get him to explain himself, he took no notice of us.




  

    [image: ]


  




  ‘Come on, Cudweed!’ I declared rather in a huff. ‘Let’s go and tell Father about him. He’ll soon put a stop to it.’




  So we did. We ran all the way up to the castle, which for Cudweed is quite impressive and also quite dangerous, and when we got there, we said, well, I said, because Cudweed was panting so hard,

  I said, ‘Father, there’s a man sticking a For Sale sign up in our front garden.’




  And he said …




  Oh! I can hardly bear to write it down.




  He said, ‘I know.’




  And then he looked grumpy too, but most of all, really, really sad. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Father look that sad before, and it worried me.
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  ‘But what do you mean?’ I asked.




  Father just shook his head.




  ‘I mean, I know. It’s true. The castle is for sale. We shall have to find somewhere else to live.’




  ‘But why?!’ I cried, desperately. I think I might have said Gasp too. Apparently I say that quite a lot. But anyway, ‘Why?’ I cried.




  ‘Because,’ said Father, ‘we have no money left. None.’




  I stamped my foot. I know it wasn’t helpful but I couldn’t stop myself.




  ‘I don’t believe you!’ I said.




  Worryingly, Father wasn’t even cross with me for speaking so rudely.




  ‘Come with me,’ he said to the pair of us, and we followed him through the castle, down some corridors I’m not sure I’ve ever seen before, to a very secret place.




  The castle treasury. The place where all our money is kept.




  Father pulled out a big key from his pocket, and used it to unlock the huge metal door to the treasury.




  Inside, it was totally empty.




  Not a bean.




  Nothing at all in fact, except a thin mouse sitting in the corner, chewing a piece of mouldy toast.




  Father sighed.




  Mother appeared behind us.




  The mouse looked rather fed up at being disturbed during his dinner.
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  ‘Come on, dears,’ Mother said. ‘It’s time to start sorting out what you’ll bring with you and what you’re going to throw away.’




  ‘Throw away!?’ Cudweed and I cried at the same time. ‘Why do we have to throw anything away?!’




  ‘Because dears,’ said Mother, ‘wherever it is we end up, our new house, I mean, it’s not going to be quite as big as this one. In fact, you should probably just pack one

  suitcase. Between you.’




  Well, Cudweed and I were really upset then.




  ‘But why don’t you have any more money?’ Cudweed asked.




  ‘Because we spent it all,’ explained Mother. ‘This place costs a fortune to run. And the way we get through servants! The bill for Box and Sons last month alone was

  enormous.’




  ‘But,’ I said, ‘But … But … Can’t you do one of those things that grown-ups do? Like go to a bank and borrow money? Or something?’




  Then Father gave us a very long and confusing explanation of how he had already done that. He’d actually already sold the castle to the bank, so that they gave us a big lot of money, which

  we have then been paying back to them in order to rent the castle from them each month and to live on and buy servants with, and how now there isn’t any left. At all.




  I was very confused.




  ‘So, the bank owns the house?’




  Father nodded.




  ‘Not us?’




  He shook his head.
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  ‘And now they’re selling it?’




  He nodded again.




  ‘Who to?’




  ‘To whoever wants to buy it,’ Mother said. ‘Now go and tidy your rooms, dears, because there are some people coming to look at it this afternoon.’




  And they did.




  The people I mean.




  They came to look at Castle Otherhand, and I hated them, but what I hate most is that Edgar isn’t here to help us. And by the time he gets back, even if it is next week, it might all be

  too late.




  By then, Castle Otherhand might have been sold.
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  Oh!




  Gasp!


  

  

  



  There’s something else.




  Last night, as I went to sleep thinking evil thoughts about the people who want to buy our house, I thought Edgar had come back.




  I heard a noise at the window, and sat up, and there was Edgar sitting on the other side of the glass.




  At least I thought it was, but suddenly I realised it was too small to be Edgar.




  I went over to the window, and to my very great surprise, saw a small, young raven sitting there.
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  I expected him to fly away, but when I opened the window, he popped straight in to my room and sat on my head.




  I lifted him down and sat him on my wrist, which is a much better place for a raven to sit.




  ‘Who are you?’ I asked, and then I noticed an eeny-weeny tag tied to his ankle. ROB THE RAVEN, it said.




  ‘Rob?’ I asked.




  The little bird looked up at me.




  [image: ] he said.




  ‘Well I never,’ I said.
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  So now we have a new raven in the castle, but not the raven that we really need right now.
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  Edgar! Come back! Please!
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  Honestly!




  You leave those lunatics alone for five minutes, and when you get back, it’s a madhouse.




  I say five minutes. It was actually two weeks, but you get my point. Two weeks should not be long enough to get into serious bother, but then I suppose, I’d underestimated the ability of

  the Otherhand family to cause chaos and catastrophe.




  I’d thought it would be safe to leave them for a fortnight, but anyway, I didn’t have any choice. I had to keep a very special appointment. They call it Edgar’s Holiday in the

  castle, but it’s nothing of the sort, no!




  I have to attend a very important gathering of ravens from across the land. Sometimes there’s twelve years between the meetings, sometimes longer, depending on how grumpy we’re

  feeling. Ravens from north, south, east and west, from big houses and castles, from remote mountaintops and deep forests. We all get together to discuss Important Raven Business. What’s been

  going on, what needs sorting out, who’s been rude to whom. That kind of thing. And if, in the process, we eat and drink a little bit more than normal, well, that’s no one else’s

  business, is it?
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  In fact, on the last night of my holiday, by which I mean, Very Important Raven Business, I had had maybe one or two more morsels to eat than I should have done.




  So I was a very fat and flappy bird that flew lazily home, expecting to return to a sleepy castle, with absolutely nothing odd, or dangerous, or smelly going on at all.
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  As it turned out, I was wrong, and the first thing that happened quite put my beak out.




  

    [image: ]


  




  [image: ]




  All looked well as I flapped up the valley towards the castle, gliding on warm drafts of air where I could, because I was feeling very chubby and rather tired.




  I thought I’d stop by the Red Room first, and then find somewhere nice and cosy to have a sleep.




  My route happened to take me past Solstice’s bedroom window.




  I was so shocked by what I saw inside that I flew straight into the wall opposite.
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  I think I chipped my beak. But my feathers were in even more of a flap because of what made me fly into the wall in the first place.




  Which was this: I had seen something most bothersome.




  Hardly believing my eyes, I recovered my senses enough to fly back around to her window where I perched on the ledge.




  The window was shut, or I’d have barged straight in, but there was Solstice, and sitting on her delicate little wrist, was a small, but undeniably real little raven. A ravenlet, in fact.

  Not just one of those stuffed ones that Minty once made to try and sell, but a real one.
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  I did not like what I saw.




  She was tickling it under the chin. And the precocious little bird was flapping and squawking and generally being all nice and cute and ...
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  She tickled it again. Well that was it. I nearly shattered the window I banged it with my beak so hard, but I’d forgotten about flying into the wall, and now my beak hurt twice as

  much.




  Solstice looked over.




  ‘Edgar!’ she cried, though it was a bit muffled through the glass. She came over and let me in. ‘Edgar! You’re back! Where have you been?’
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