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  For Tibbs and Willow
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  Raven Boy’s favourite time of the year is the spring, when all the little baby things are born in the forest. He’s a real

  softie.
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  ‘This isn’t funny,’ said Elf Girl.




  Raven Boy didn’t say anything. He was too hungry and too cross to even bother replying.




  They were lying on a hot beach, staring out to sea.




  Some people do that sort of thing for a good time, but Elf Girl and Raven Boy were having the exact opposite of a good time.
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  Rat was curled up on Raven Boy’s head, asleep, too hot and bothered to keep his eyes open.




  ‘I said, this isn’t funny,’ Elf Girl said again.




  She didn’t like being ignored.




  ‘I heard you the first time,’ muttered Raven Boy.




  ‘Well?’ asked Elf Girl.




  ‘Well what?’




  ‘Well, what do you have to say?’




  ‘About what?’




  ‘About what I said.’




  ‘You didn’t say anything.’




  ‘Yes, I did!’ snapped Elf Girl. Her ears were getting pink but Raven Boy was too fed up to worry about Elf Girl’s ears. He’d learned by now that the pinker they got, the

  crosser she was, but right now pink ears were the last thing on his mind.




  ‘Nothing sensible,’ he said.




  ‘Nothing sensible?’ Elf Girl said, sounding confused.




  ‘Yes, you didn’t say anything sensible. And anyway, this is a really bad conversation. In fact, it’s barely a conversation at all. It’s just a bunch of words.’




  Elf Girl was so cross that she stood up, and put her hands on her hips. Her ears were glowing.




  Raven Boy didn’t say anything.




  ‘Are you ignoring me?’ demanded Elf Girl.




  Rat opened an eye, and just in case, decided to slink off the top of Raven Boy’s head. He skittered over to some long sea grass and poked his nose out.




  Raven Boy folded his arms and stared at the sea even harder than before.




  ‘I won’t let you ignore me,’ squealed Elf Girl.




  She stamped her foot and her ears almost blew off the side of her head. She looked fit to burst.




  ‘I said, you’re not going to ignore me!’




  Raven Boy still said nothing. Rat shut his eyes tight.




  Elf Girl threw herself at Raven Boy and began to punch and kick him all at once.




  ‘Ow!’ wailed Raven Boy. ‘Stop it, you’re tickling . . . I . . . Ow! Hey, that hurts!




  No, don’t do . . . Ow!’
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  He wriggled free and got to his feet.




  ‘What has got into you?’ he demanded.




  ‘What do you think, Bird Brain?’




  ‘I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,’ said Raven Boy.
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  ‘Pretend all you want,’ said Elf Girl. ‘You are a Bird Brain! What have we been doing? Walking along this beach for days! With nothing to eat!’




  ‘We had that sea cabbage sandwich.’




  ‘Two days ago!’ screeched Elf Girl. ‘And it wouldn’t have fed a dormouse! Let alone two starving people and a greedy rat!’




  Rat stuck his head up and squeaked as if he’d been insulted.




  ‘That’s not fair!’ said Raven Boy. ‘He’s got just as much right to eat as we have.’




  ‘You know,’ said Elf Girl, with an evil glint in her eye, ‘there are places where they don’t keep rats as pets. There are places where they eat them!’




  Rat squeaked even louder.




  ‘Right! That does it!’ roared Raven Boy, and he jumped on Elf Girl and they rolled around on the sand, pinching and biting and generally behaving very, very badly.




  ‘Stupid Bird Beak!’ cried Elf Girl.




  ‘Pointy-eared freak!’ snarled Raven Boy.




  They fought for a long time, and only stopped fighting when they got tired.




  They both lay on their backs, staring into the sky, listening to the sound of the waves on the shore.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Elf Girl, finally.




  Raven Boy turned onto his side and looked at her.




  ‘So am I,’ he said. ‘This is all so hard.’




  ‘Saving the world?’




  ‘Yes,’ he said, nodding. ‘We still have so much to do and such a long way to go. We don’t know what the Singing Sword is, or the Tears of the Moon. We don’t know

  where they are either. All we do know is that we have to cross that sea to find the Goblin King, and that we need the Sword and the Tears to defeat him.’




  ‘And,’ added Elf Girl, ‘we’ve got no food, and no money to buy any. All we have is a stupid bow and three little magic wands that can only be used once each.’




  They’d found six of these magic wands in the wizard’s castle, high in the Monster Mountains. They’d already used the first three to zap Bob and Bert and Cedric, the three

  hungry trolls who’d followed them all the way from Fright Forest. They might still be on their trail, even though Elf Girl had set their bottoms alight with the wands. Trolls, as everyone

  knows, are mean and warty and ugly and these three were intent on putting Elf Girl and Raven Boy in their cooking pot.




  ‘Oh, Raven Boy, it’s impossible. We’ll never do it!’




  Raven Boy didn’t have the heart to disagree with her.




  ‘You didn’t mean that, did you?’ he said instead. ‘About Rat?’




  ‘No,’ said Elf Girl. Her cheeks went pink as she remembered what she’d said. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said it.’




  ‘You should say sorry to him,’ said Raven Boy, gently.




  ‘Yes, I suppose I should . . . Only, where is he?’




  Raven Boy looked around.




  He stood up.




  ‘Rat?’ he called. ‘Rat! Where are you?’




  Elf Girl stood up too and they hunted around in the sea grass, calling out to Rat to stop hiding, but he was nowhere to be seen.
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  ‘Oh,’ said Elf Girl, ‘look!’




  She pointed at the sand, where a trail of rat-like footprints led away along the beach.




  ‘You don’t think he . . . ’




  ‘I think he might have been very upset by what you said,’ said Raven Boy. ‘Come on! We have to find him and then you have to make him feel like the best rat in the whole

  world.’




  ‘Yes!’ said Elf Girl. ‘I really didn’t mean it! I was just cross with you . . . But I promise! Come on, let’s hurry. He can’t have gone far.’




  So they set off, as fast as they could manage, along the beach, in pursuit of their small furry friend.
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  Elf Girl once spent two days trying to decide whether her dress matched her shoes.
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  ‘There he is!’ cried Raven Boy.




  They had run over a sand dune and were looking across another wide, empty patch of sand.




  ‘Where? Behind that clump of seaweed?’




  ‘Oh,’ said Raven Boy sadly, ‘I thought the seaweed was him.’




  ‘There, look! Is that him?’




  Raven Boy peered into the distance, and there, heading over the brow of a golden dune, was the little shape of Rat.




  ‘Wait!’ cried Raven Boy.




  They scampered down the dune and headed after him. Elf Girl was feeling very bad indeed.




  ‘Can’t you stop him with your bow?’ cried Raven Boy as they ran.




  ‘No! I might fry him by mistake. You know I don’t really know what I’m doing with it yet.’




  ‘That’s true enough,’ muttered Raven Boy, remembering being turned into a block of ice by one of Elf Girl’s mistakes.




  ‘What did you say?’ asked Elf Girl.




  ‘Nothing! Nothing!’ Raven Boy smiled. ‘Come on, we must be catching him up now.’




  ‘He moves fast for a little thing,’ panted Elf Girl as she ran.




  It was tricky running on the sand and trickier still to clamber to the top of the big sand dune Rat had skipped up and over. The heat made it even worse, so they were both exhausted when finally

  they made it to the top.




  When they did, they stopped dead.




  ‘Oh!’ cried Elf Girl. ‘Look! We’re saved!’




  ‘All that walking and nothing . . . And now this!’
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  Ahead of them lay a busy town, a port in fact, with a harbour full of colourful boats. Around the harbour the town spread out towards them, with streets full of houses and shops and inns.




  ‘Clever Rat!’ cried Raven Boy. ‘Only, where is he?’




  There was a squeak and they both spun round to see Rat behind them.




  He squeaked a bit, and Elf Girl looked sheepish.




  ‘Is he saying what I think he’s saying?’ she asked Raven Boy.




  Raven Boy nodded.




  ‘Yes, but he’s not that impressed with me, either. He thinks we’re both a bit useless, to be honest.’




  Elf Girl nodded solemnly.
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  ‘Rat,’ she said. ‘You’re right; we are useless. And I didn’t mean what I said about eating you. It was because I was cross with Raven Boy and how useless he is . .

  . ’




  Rat began squeaking again, as loudly as they’d ever heard him.




  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Elf Girl. ‘We’re both useless. And anyway, I’m really sorry, and anyway again, that doesn’t matter now, because you’ve saved us and

  found this town. So now we can get something to eat and a bed to sleep in and find a ship to cross the sea.’




  Raven Boy waited for Elf Girl to finish.




  ‘What?’ she said, as she saw him looking at her.




  ‘That’s all great,’ he said, ‘only we still don’t have any money.’




  ‘Raven Boy!’ cried Elf Girl. ‘Don’t be so glum! We’ll just have to get some money, won’t we?’




  ‘Get some?’ asked Raven Boy. He looked puzzled. ‘How do you get money?’




  ‘Well, you work for it,’ said Elf Girl. ‘I think.’




  She looked puzzled too.




  ‘Work? And then people give you money?’ asked Raven Boy.




  Elf Girl nodded.




  ‘Crazy world,’ said Raven Boy. ‘Why not just eat what the forest has on offer? And sleep in a tree?’




  ‘Because we’re not in a forest, in case you hadn’t noticed! And because not everyone is happy with nut pie every single meal. That’s why! Some people want to eat more

  interesting things . . . ’




  Rat squeaked again, and his tail quivered.




  ‘ . . . like lots of other really yummy things made from vegetables,’ said Elf Girl, quickly.




  She smiled at Rat, who glared back at her.




  ‘Anyway,’ she went on, ‘whether you understand it or not, that’s how most people get money. They work for it. So we’ll find someone to work for, get some money, and

  then we can eat, and sleep in a bed.’




  ‘Okay,’ said Raven Boy. ‘Though I’m still not sure about sleeping in a bed. I would like something to eat, though . . . ’




  ‘Good. At least we agree on that. And then we can find a ship that’s crossing the sea, yes?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Raven Boy. ‘Look! There’s a nice big one now, coming into port. That looks like the sort of ship we want.’




  ‘A nice big one?’ laughed Elf Girl. ‘You know a lot about ships, do you?’




  Raven Boy scowled at her.




  ‘Let’s go down and see what’s what.’




  They set off towards the seaside town. Rat decided it was time to stop sulking, and climbed back up onto Raven Boy’s head, though he made sure he dug his claws in a bit so Raven Boy would

  know he was there.




  Very soon they’d reached the first houses. Raven Boy wandered along as if he’d never seen a town, which he hadn’t. Even Elf Girl felt like a bumpkin from the country, because

  she’d never seen anything so grand before.




  The houses were bigger than anything she’d seen, but strangely they couldn’t see anyone on the streets, though it was the middle of the day.
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