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It was the night of Sir Percy’s summer party. A warm breeze danced across the gardens of Mulberry Hall, and birdsong filled the evening air.

The party guests were arriving, dressed in their wonderful costumes. There were fairies and goblins, king and queens, and all sorts of woodland animals. Sir Percy met his friends on the terrace. There were happy cries of, “Haven’t seen you in ages!”, “Don’t you look well!” and “What a splendid weasel costume!”

The guests helped themselves to drinks from silver trays. Then they strolled over the neatly trimmed lawn to admire Sir Percy’s splendid garden.

A large bush stood at the very bottom of the garden, between a maze and a duck pond. The bush rustled … and it swished. It shook! And then a boy in a badger costume climbed out of its lower branches.

“What did you push me into that bush for, Eliza?” the boy grumbled to a girl dressed as a brown rabbit. He picked some prickly twigs from his costume.

Eliza wasn’t usually the sort of child to go around pushing people into bushes, but her big brother Bram was being annoying this evening. Even more annoying than normal.

“Because you’re talking rubbish, Bram Rose,” Eliza huffed. “You’re just trying to scare me.”

“I am not talking rubbish!” insisted Bram, brushing a dead leaf from his badger bottom.

Eliza ignored him. She lit a candle and placed it in a lantern. She looked around. There were twinkling lights in all the flower beds, bushes and pathways now – a hundred of them at least. The grounds of Mulberry Hall had become an enchanted fairy garden.

“Oh, it looks magical, doesn’t it?” Eliza said.

But Bram wasn’t listening. He wasn’t always very good at listening.

“When darkness falls, the Crow King will come!” Bram said in a low, spooky voice. It was the third time he’d said it that evening.

Eliza rolled her eyes at him and stomped off.

“It’s true!” Bram called after her. He followed his sister across the middle of Sir Percy’s nature garden, and his badger leg got caught in a bramble.

“The Crow King will appear at the ancient stone in the middle of the maze,” Bram recited. He untangled himself from the bramble as Eliza strode on. “Mr Willow says so. Every midsummer night, the Crow King comes!”

“Why? Why would he come?” Eliza demanded.

“I dunno – maybe the Crow King captures humans and drags them back to the Underworld! Or maybe he just …” Bram considered it. “Maybe he just pops up to see what’s going on.” He caught up with his sister again. “Don’t you want to see him, Eliza? An actual demon! All we need to do is go into the maze and wait until dark …”

Eliza felt a wave of fear wash over her, but she didn’t want Bram to see he had scared her again. She pulled up the hood of her rabbit costume, pretending it was the breeze that had made her shiver. “Old Mr Willow is full of nonsense,” Eliza said firmly. “Ghost stories and legends and stuff. None of it’s true.”

Mr Willow was the gardener at Mulberry Hall. He always said he had worked there for a hundred years, and Eliza almost believed him. Mr Willow’s bent back and wrinkled face made him look like a twisted old tree. He had grown up on Dark Moor, which was a windswept wilderness that surrounded Mulberry Hall.

“Now come along, Bram,” Eliza said in a voice that was a lot like their mother’s. “Lighting the lanterns was supposed to be our job, not just mine. It would be nice if you actually helped.” She lit another lantern and placed it by the entrance to the maze.

Eliza tried not to look down the pathway that squeezed between the maze’s tall, prickly hedges. The maze made her feel shivery even in daylight. There was no chance she’d go in there after dark …

“After we’ve done the lanterns, we need to get back to the kitchen to help Dad with the food,” Eliza said. She passed her brother the box of matches. “I’ve done about a million of them, and all you’ve done is follow me around going on about this silly old legend.”

Bram struck a match and lit the candle Eliza was holding out. “The Crow King is not a silly old legend,” Bram said. He loomed over the candle so its light made his face look hollow and strange. “The Crow King is REAL!” he hissed.

Eliza glared at her brother. “And what if he drags you back to the Underworld with him?”

“Oh, I won’t let him see me,” Bram said, as if he already had a clever answer to this. “I’ll be hiding. I’m very good at hiding.” Bram leapt behind a small cherry tree to show off his very good hiding skills.

Eliza put her hands on her hips and shook her head at him. “You want to spend the night hiding? In the dark? In there?” She jerked her head at the spooky entrance to the maze and raised an eyebrow at her brother.
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Bram looked into the maze. Eliza did too – she couldn’t help it.

The light was fading now. The tall hedges created deep shadows that meant you could only see a few yards of narrow pathway, then it got swallowed up by a terrible darkness.

Eliza shivered again.
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Mulberry Hall was a large house. Its solid, square front and wide windows always made it look as if it was smiling. It was built with bricks the colour of honey. And now, as the evening sun slid down the sky, the house seemed to glow like gold.

Eliza lit the last lantern and looked around at the twinkling garden, the golden house and the colourful costumes of Sir Percy’s guests. Then she noticed the sky.

Beyond the grounds of Mulberry Hall, a huge thundercloud was gathering. It loomed over the sunset like a great black guillotine.

“Crikey,” Eliza murmured.

Bram had been dawdling at the maze entrance, but now he caught up with his sister. “I’m going to do it,” he said. “I’m going into the maze. Are you coming with me?”

“No, thank you, Bram. I’m very busy.”

“I don’t mean right now,” Bram replied. “We’ll wait until it gets properly dark! Then we’ll find our way to the middle of the maze, where the ancient stone is, and you’ll see the Crow King for yourself. You’ll see I’m not talking rubbish.”

“No, thank you,” Eliza said again. She was starting to lose patience.

“You’re scared, aren’t you?” Bram teased.

Eliza glared at her brother. He knew she was scared of the dark. Every evening, he teased her about the cheerful glow-worm nightlight she had by the bed in the room they shared.

“I’d just rather be here enjoying the party,” Eliza said. “Or tucked up in bed with a book would be even better. I’m reading a very good murder mystery at the moment.”

Bram grinned. “You are scared.”

“The Crow King does not exist, Bram Rose,” Eliza said, sticking out her chin. “So the whole thing would be a waste of my precious time.”

Bram folded his arms. “The Crow King does exist. If you’re too scared to come with me, I’ll just have to prove it to you.”

Eliza folded her arms too. “And how will you do that?”

But just then, Sir Percy came trotting across the garden towards them. He was wearing an owl costume and was flapping his feathered wings. “There you are, my dears,” Sir Percy said, grinning. “What an excellent job you’re doing. The garden looks wonderful! Thank you so much for your help. Now, please enjoy the party. Have you met my great-nephew yet?” Sir Percy looked down. He looked around. There was no great-nephew to be seen.

Eliza saw a shadow creeping behind a bush, and it sent a shiver up her spine. She was still a bit shaken by all the talk of the Crow King and going into the maze at night.

But then the shadow moved again, and Eliza saw a pair of bright brown eyes peeping at her.

“Ah yes – here he is!” Sir Percy cried. “Krish, my boy, come and meet these two rascals.”

A small boy with longish black hair emerged from behind the bush. He was dressed as an elf – all in green, with an acorn cap on his head and pointed shoes.

“Hello, I’m Krish,” he said, with a smile just like his great-uncle’s.

“This is Eliza, and this is Bram,” said Sir Percy. He patted each of them on the head a bit too hard, making Bram wince. “Gilbert and Rachel Rose are their parents, and they work here at Mulberry Hall,” Sir Percy went on. “They all live in the gatehouse cottage.”

“Fantastic!” Krish said, beaming.

Sir Percy smiled. “My nephew Damon is Krish’s father,” he explained to Bram and Eliza. “They’ve lived in India for years and haven’t visited Mulberry Hall since Krish was a baby, so it’s all very new and exciting, isn’t it, Krish?”

Then Sir Percy noticed the thunderclouds in the sky. “Oh, deary me!” he blurted. “I hope that storm isn’t heading this way. I had better ask Mr Willow to put up the gazebo …”

“Fantastic!” Krish said. “What’s a gazebo?” But Sir Percy was already hurrying off across the lawn, his owl wings flapping as if he might take off at any moment.

Krish turned back to smile at Eliza and Bram. “It must be fantastic, living somewhere like this,” he said. “I bet it’s full of secrets and old stories.”

“Oh, it is,” said Eliza, smiling back at Krish. “Old stories like the Crow
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