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      A bored bird is a dangerous bird.
      

      
      That’s what my dear old ma used to say when I was a young ravenlet: a bored bird is a dangerous bird. A naughty bird. Even
         perhaps a little bit of an evil bird.
      

      
      In fact, throughout history, when ravens have taken the blame for badness, I’ll bet you a sack of mice it was a bored bird
         that caused the trouble.
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      Let me tell you a tale of the trouble that happened in Castle Otherhand just a little while ago; a whole heap of trouble,
         more irritating than a monkey with a trumpet. A whole heap of trouble, I say, none of which would have happened if I hadn’t
         been so brain-meltingly bored.
      


      
      
      It went like this.
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      Nothing much had happened in Castle Otherhand for really quite some time. After that business with the fang-toothed beastie
         in the cellars, and the commotion with ghosts, and then the blood-curdling episode with the undead, there had been a long
         spell, of well … nothing.
      

      
      Now to start with, I was all in favour of a bit of peace and quiet. It allowed me to get on with some uninterrupted sulking,
         for one thing. I spent a few weeks counting how many of my feathers had gone grey, and then another few weeks double-checking
         the answer.
      

      
      I passed happy days gliding round the valley, enjoying simply being a big black bird with a shiny black beak; that was enough for me.
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      But then, something strange happened to me.

      
      It started one morning as a tiny tickle in my brain box, and though I tried to ignore it, I couldn’t. It grew.

      
      And by the end of the day, I had to admit it.

      
      I was bored.

      
      And not just a little bit bored, but so bored I would have pecked my own head if such a thing were possible.

      
      Instead I started to peck at the wallpaper in the Red Room with such fury and intent that Solstice heard me from along the
         corridor and came to investigate.
      

      [image: image]

      
      ‘Edgar,’ she said gently. ‘Are you normal?’

      
      That’s rich coming from an Otherhand. Normal doesn’t even enter into it.

      
      I decided not to answer her, but kept on banging my beak on the wall, until I’d made a tidy hole, just right for hiding a
         dried mouse in. In case of emergency, you know.
      

      
      ‘Really, Edgar,’ cooed Solstice, ‘I do think it might be best to stop doing that. Really I do.’

      
      Well, that was enough for me. Red rag to a bull. Monkey’s bottom to a swiftly-aimed kick.
      

      
      
      I pecked with renewed vigour, and was pleased to note that a couple of paintings fell off the wall. At full pelt, I could
         give a woodpecker a run for his money.
      

      
      ‘I think perhaps you’re not feeling terribly well. Is that it, Edgar dear?’
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      I was now firmly stuck on peck-o-matic, but dimly aware that Solstice had a point. Of sorts.

      
      Because no, I was not ill. What I was, was B. O. R. E. D.

      
      I knew there and then that if something exciting, possibly scary, and maybe even perhaps outright life-threatening did not
         occur in the castle very soon, I would lose total grip on my marbles.
      

      
      So I decided to make something happen, and the way I did it was pretty cunning, let me tell you.

      
      I spent the next day and a half zooming round the castle like a guided missile, pecking anyone and everyone on the head repeatedly
         until I was in too great a danger of being swiped at. I would then proceed to my next victim, and so forth and so on, until
         pretty much everyone in the place was going spare.
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      Cudweed summed it up as I buried my beak into his blasted monkey yet again.

      
      
      ‘Mother!’ he cried. ‘Edgar’s gone funny in the head.’

      
      Ha! I thought. Ha!

      
      And then I overdid it.

      
      I spied Lord Valevine and Flinch heading to the laboratory in the East Tower. Valevine had been working on some invention
         or other for days, and although I didn’t know exactly what it was, I knew he was getting very steamed up about the whole thing.
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      As I burst into the lab, he was explaining something to Flinch.

      
      ‘If we don’t get this cabbage-counting machine working, Flinch, and this very afternoon, I swear I shall not be held responsible
         for my actions! Who would have thought it was this hard? I …’
      

      
      I heard no more of Valevine’s moaning, because I chose that moment to set about him, face and neck.

      
      Well, that was it.

      
      I think it’s fair to say that I had overdone it, and within half an hour I found myself locked in my bird cage in the Red
         Room, with the whole family standing around it, looking exasperated.
      

      
      And cross.

      
      ‘What are we going to do with him?’ Minty asked.

      
      ‘If I had my way …’ Valevine began, but Solstice interrupted.

      
      ‘But fortunately you’ve been outvoted, Father,’ she said. ‘I think we need to understand raven psychology …’
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      ‘You mean what’s going on in the bird brain?’ Cudweed asked.
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      If I had eyebrows I would have used them to good purpose at this point.

      
      ‘Well, sort of,’ Solstice said. ‘I simply mean that we need to understand what is going on in poor Edgar’s head. That’s all.’
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      ‘Ark!’ I shrieked.
      

      
      ‘There! You see!’

      
      ‘Well, good luck with that, daughter of mine,’ Valevine said. ‘I’ve been trying to work that out since I was a boy, with no
         success, whatsoever. But I tell you, if this behaviour goes on, he’s in big trouble, and never mind whether I was outvoted.’
      

      
      Valevine looked so thunderously cross that I was almost scared. Almost.

      
      Solstice looked nervous.

      
      
      ‘I have an idea,’ she said. ‘Perhaps we should get out of the castle for a short while, and leave Father to his own devices.
         I saw a poster for a circus, down in the valley. Maybe we should all have a nice day trip?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes!’ cried Cudweed.

      
      ‘Capital idea!’ exclaimed Valevine. ‘The lot of you can clear off and give me some room for the massive exertion of my brain!’

      
      ‘Yes, very good idea, dear,’ said Minty.

      
      So we went to the circus, and that was to be the start of it all.

      
      The magic.

      
      And the mayhem.
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      What more innocent thing could there be than to take a trip to the circus? Only the Otherhand family could turn it into an
         international incident.
      

      
      I probably wasn’t helping matters. I’d calmed down a bit after my earlier frenzy, but I thought I’d make sure no one had forgotten
         how bored I was by giving anything that moved an encouraging stab of the beak now and again.
      

      
      Cudweed was hunting for Fellah, and was blaming me for his disappearance, claiming I’d pecked him beyond the point a monkey
         could bear.
      

      
      Solstice was panicking about what a fashion-conscious teen Goth should wear to the circus, and Minty was having a row with
         Valevine about why there was another huge delivery of cabbages in the Small Hall.
      

      
      
      Fizz and Buzz had been placed in a large buggy on at least three occasions, but kept climbing out when no one was looking,
         Grandma Slivinkov was doggedly pursuing one of them, and it might have been Fizz and it might have been Buzz, as the tiny
         terror crawled inside the head of a large tigerskin rug.
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      ‘It’s so my machine has something to count,’ Lord Otherhand explained, his patience tested to the limit. ‘Without cabbages,
         there wouldn’t be much point in a cabbage-counting machine, would there?’
      

      
      ‘But why do we need a cabbage-counting machine at all?’ Minty cried, nearly at her wits’ end. She was trying to pull on a
         long pair of boots, getting ready to take everyone to the circus.
      

      
      Valevine rolled his eyes and then addressed his wife as if he was speaking to a dim-witted penguin.

      
      ‘Well, I would have thought that was obvious,’ he said. He gestured to the vast pile of greenage mounting up in the Hall.
         ‘That lot are simply not going to count themselves, are they? Eh?’
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      He spun on his heel, triumphant.

      
      Minty stared at his back, open-mouthed, and then said in a very quiet voice, ‘Right. That’s it. Everyone out of the castle
         now, before I murder my husband.’
      

      
      There was something about her tone that had everyone outside and trolling down the driveway in under ninety seconds.
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      It was a rather lovely day. Birds of a small size were chirping in the trees as our jolly band passed by. I glared at them,
         just to make sure they knew who was boss, but I didn’t really mean it. I was already feeling much, and I mean MUCH, better
         for being out of the castle, with good company and something fun to look forward to. The sun was shining, the sky was blue,
         there were one or two soft clouds floating by like inflatable sheep, and all in all everything was just dandy. One or two
         fluffy bunnies skittered among the flowers, and if I could smile, and had lips, a smile would have come to my lips.
      

      
      ‘Oh, look,’ cried Solstice. ‘Fluffy bunnies. I do like fluffy bunnies. They’re so uncool, they’re cool.’
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      Little did we know then what significance bunnies would soon have in our lives but, like

      
      I said, it takes an Otherhand to really foul up where a lesser mortal may just have made a slight goof.

      
      The only fly in the batter was, as usual, from my point of view, the monkey. Fellah had come along fairly happily, but halfway
         down the road had started to get increasingly idiotic. He pulled and tugged and squawked like I thought only parrots could.
      

      
      On we went, down into the valley and along the road, and there, in the large pasture by the head of the lake, was the circus.

      
      It was a good spot for it, and there were lots of people already arriving to see the show.
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      Having made a hasty retreat from the castle, we’d arrived in plenty of time, and so we decided to wander around the sideshows
         and various stalls and other attractions of Wall’s Travelling Circus.
      

      
      There was a lot to see, and of course, everyone wanted to see something different.

      
      ‘The Hall of Mirrors!’ cried Solstice.

      
      ‘The coconut shy!’ announced Grandma Slivinkov.
      

      
      ‘The doughnut seller,’ chipped in Cudweed, rather unsurprisingly.

      
      ‘And I want to visit the fortune-teller,’ finished Minty. ‘So we’ll all go and do what we want, but meet here again in half
         an hour! No later! The show starts at two and we want decent seats. Yes? Very well then, run along, run along.’
      

      
      I sat on a tent pole and surveyed the scene.
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      Wall’s was not a huge circus, by any means, but what it lacked in size it more than made up for in enthusiasm, variety, and
         downright oddness.
      

      
      
      In the centre stood the big top, a superbig tent, with many poles, ropes, pegs and whatnot keeping it upright.
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