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For Ravens everywhere
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 One


Castle Otherhand is home to all sorts of oddballs, lunatics and fruitcakes. It’s just as well for all of them that they have a secret weapon: he’s called Edgar.
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 I suspect I may have fleas again.

It is altogether a distinct possibility. What do they expect? Keeping me cooped up in this nasty old cage, or maybe allowing me to flap around the High Terrace, with its crumbling, weed-infested stones, it’s hardly surprising that I pick up the occasional visitor, is it? It’s not my fault. When awake, I spend as much time as I can rootling about with beak and claw, hunting the little chaps down, but I’m an old raven, and my neck hurts if I twist it too far. So then I think to myself, well, one or two visitors will just have to stay till next rootle, and I give up. It’s not even as if they taste very nice.

[image: 004]

Anyway, as I said, I’m an old raven, and I don’t want to get into any more scrapes and scraps, but I suspect I always will. The Otherhands are all so very stupid, even for people, and it looks very much as though I will have to go on getting this family out of the messes they get themselves in.
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Take last Wednesday. Wednesday, never a good day if you think about it, began with the idiot boy, Cudweed, shrieking at the top of his voice that I’d escaped again. I swear he has it in for me at the moment, because of his pet monkey, Fellah. Ridiculous name for a monkey. I know it and you know it. But the truth is that Cudweed was taking misplaced revenge for his own naming, which was his parents’ fault, of course. Actually, it was his mother alone who named  him Cudweed, having previously allowed her husband to name their first born, Cudweed’s sister, Solstice. This is only to be expected from a couple called Valevine and Minty. In case you’re wondering, Valevine is the head of the household, our lord and master. He really is a lord too, Lord Valevine Plantagenet Vesuvius Ropey Otherhand of Otherhand Castle.

Minty is his wife, the Lady Otherhand. Minty isn’t her real name. That would be absurd. Her real name is Euphemia. Minty is one of those awful nicknames which people in love give each other. They’re called pet names, but you wouldn’t even call a pet monkey Minty.
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You shouldn’t call it Fellah either, but Cudweed had accurately assessed that nothing would irritate his father more than a name based in slang, and he was right. Slang has the power to irritate Lord Valevine beyond all reasonable measure, as does the dropping of Hs at the start of words, and something he refers to in a low and shaking voice as the ‘glottal stop’. I have no idea what one of those is, but it sounds like it might hurt.
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The monkey was a tenth birthday present, so no one could object to Cudweed’s choice, but ‘Fellah’ was enough to get Cudweed banished to his room for a week, while Valevine stormed off to his laboratory in the East Tower and didn’t emerge for two.

Cudweed is under the impression that I do not like his monkey, but he is wrong.




 I hate his monkey. 

I hate its continual gabber, and I hate its oggly eyes, and I hate its stupid little red waistcoat. I hate that most of all. But Solstice would tell me off if she knew what I was saying. She’d tell me that hate is a strong word, so let me just say instead that if I had the chance, I’d kill that monkey at the slightest opportunity.
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Last Wednesday, therefore, when the bespectacled Cudweed spotted me flapping into the dining hall, he wasted no time in shrieking at the top of his voice.

‘He’s out again! Mother! Edgar’s escaped again!’
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Cudweed’s not a bad child really. He has thin, short sticky hair, and thick glasses, which make his eyes look very small. He has eaten altogether a few too many of Cook’s pies, and while he is not fat, he’d go down a treat on a stranded Antarctic expedition. Most of all, the poor boy is frightened. Always. He is fantastically, extraordinarily, amazingly, award-winningly scared, all the time.
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He shivers through life, and right now, he’s scared that I might do something to the monkey. Which I would, except I think Fellah might wring my neck if I let him get within arm’s grab.
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Now, as soon as Cudweed piped up, Fellah joined in and very soon the whole house was ringing to the sounds of stamping feet and shouts of ‘There he is!’ and ‘Shut that window’ and ‘Where’s the net gone?’

Then the cursed castle had to get involved, and suddenly all my routes were shut; not a window or door open to me. I was trapped in the scullery. I swear the castle picks on people sometimes, I really do, but why it was siding with the Otherhands that morning, and not me, I do not know. I’ve been here much longer than they have, for one thing.

I must have had the whole family and half the kitchen staff staring up at me as I sat on a beam near the ceiling.

They shouted and pointed, and I’m not afraid to admit that I got rather cross, and turned my back on the lot of them. It wasn’t as if I had escaped for no reason, but some people just don’t want to be helped. There are times when they simply don’t seem to realise that I am their guardian angel.

I tucked my beak under my left wing, settled in for a good sulk, had a small rootle, and then it went quiet underneath me, and I heard Solstice call.

‘Edgar?’ she said. ‘Edgar? Won’t you come down?’

The devil take me, I don’t know what it is about that girl, but suddenly I didn’t feel so cross anymore, and I shuffled round on the beam and looked down.

Maybe it’s her hair. It’s long and shiny and black, as black as the feathers of old Mrs Edgar; black and shiny as coal, right up to the very day she fell off the tree and the dogs ate her. Happy days.

Solstice takes after her mother, or rather, her mother when she was young and interesting. A strange side to the family, Solstice and her mother, and Minty’s mother, Grandmother Slivinkov, who lives in an attic high in the castle rafters. She’s rarely seen, but that’s fine by me, for she is a rather odd old lady, if I may be polite about it.
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‘Come down, Edgar,’ Solstice said, her voice all lovely like warm milk, and she lifted her arm up towards me. I caved in and jumped down from the beam, landing on her wrist with only a slight stumble. I twitched my beak a bit as if I’d meant to do it, and let Solstice take me back to the cage in the Red Room, behind the High Terrace.

‘There, there, Edgar,’ she crooned, and listening to her sweet voice, and being quite an old raven, I began to drift off, and completely  forgot why I’d been flapping around downstairs in the first place, what I’d seen out in the grounds, and what I’d smelt in the cellars.

Solstice gently popped me back on my perch, and clicked the door shut, locking it with the miniature padlock, and off she went, wondering to herself.
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‘How do you get out of there, Edgar? It’s like magic.’

It’s true, they will insist on locking me in the cage, ‘so he doesn’t hurt himself’, and even Solstice, the smartest of them all, is at a loss to explain my excursions elsewhere.

She’d barely shut the door, when suddenly I caught a whiff of that smell again, and it all flooded back into my little bird brain.

‘Futhork!’ I squawked, which in raven speech is quite rude. I would have to take matters under my wing.

I tilted my head up to the top of the cage and, checking no one was around, flicked the little brass section of bars that secretly opens when pushed just so, and hopped out onto the rug.

Well, that will teach them to buy a second-hand cage from a retired magician, and besides, I have one or two tricks of my own.
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Two


The castle was besieged 32 times before the Otherhands ‘acquired’ it from the Deffreeques. No one knows why they succeeded where the others failed.




 Let me tell you about The Thing I Saw . . .
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No! Wait. The castle. Perhaps you need to know a little about the castle first. Castle Otherhand has been owned and ruled by the Lords of Otherhand for over three centuries. Before that it belonged to some family of French origin called Deffreeque, but the story goes that the third Lord Otherhand took a liking to the castle and decided to move his family in. According to the official History of Otherhand, there followed an altercation, and after that, the Otherhands moved in. That was all a long time ago, and it’s a peaceful place now, by and large, but remnants remain from those troubled days, here and there. The armoury is still sharp and shiny, there are iron pots which once contained hot oil on the battlements and murder holes in various passageways still wink at you as you flap by.
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The whole edifice is set on a small plateau on the side of a mountain. It’s mountain above, and valley below, and when I sit on the High Terrace, I can see seven counties laid out before me. The castle is a mess, architecturally speaking. I suppose once upon a time there was just one big building sitting up here, but over the years Deffreeques and Otherhands added new wings, extra towers,  numerous chapels, halls and so on and so forth, making the current castle a giddy collection of stone and glass. I’m supposed to confine my activities to the Red Room and the High Terrace, a little patch of lawn a full four hundred feet above ground level, but I have Other Favourite Places. I like sitting on the window ledge at the top of the East Tower, right outside the room where Valevine does his experiments, but if I do I have to keep quiet. One squawk and he leans out of the window and bats me away with a retort stand or an alembic, or whatever else comes to hand.
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I also like sitting on the little pointy bit on top of the Rotunda, a round room that hugs the south-western corner of the Great Hall, with a domed roof, made in dozens of sections of glass. The sun shines off the panes and the sparkling lights are really pretty, at least to this old raven’s eyes.

[image: 020]

The castle has about a half acre of bedrooms, almost as many bathrooms, the Great Hall, the Library, the Ballroom, the Kitchens and Scullery. There’s the Rotunda, the ‘lost’ South Wing, the High Terrace, the East Tower, and then there are the bits which people don’t like to talk about. I mean, of course, the cellars; vast cavernous vaulted cellars which no one’s ever quite got to the bottom of. Then, underneath the cellars, are the caves, and they are ancient and dark places, and even I will not  talk about them for very long. It shall suffice to say that the whole castle was built on the side of a mountain riddled with holes. There have been one or two ‘incidents’ over the years, things involving talons and tentacles, for example. Lord Otherhand keeps promising Minty that he will have every passage and opening into the caves bricked up one of these days, but somehow he never gets round to it, preferring to spend his time on his ludicrous inventions.
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