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Also by Denis Knight and Cristy Burne


Wednesday Weeks and the Tower of Shadows (Book 1)









Saranon’s Stones, forged in times long forgotten


The magical seven, for good or for rotten


The blood Stone of Passage, the ice Stone of Sight


The Stone of Protection, the lost Stone of Life


The Stone of … not sure, um, yeah, thinga-ma-wotsit


The error in counting, if anyone spots it


The dark Stone of Power, with strength to rule all


The worthy shall find it and evil shall fall.
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CHAPTER 1


Surely I’m not the only one to notice the messenger bug. The bundle of blue wings and stick-like legs has flown into our classroom out of nowhere and it’s hovering right next to Mrs Glock’s ear.


I cannot believe it. I mean, Grandpa promised. No more interruptions during school. Not unless it’s an emergency.


Ever since our adventure to the Tower of Shadows last month, Grandpa has been interrupting class more and more often for what he calls ‘urgent’ Protector of the Realms training sessions. And he’s been coming up with more and more creative ways to get Alfie and me out of school.


Like this messenger bug.


In theory, Grandpa has trained it to come straight to me, so I can listen to its whispered message.


Instead, it flies a loop-de-loop around Mrs Glock’s head. Luckily, she doesn’t notice. She’s totally focussed on explaining the wonders of acid-base chemistry.


I nudge Alfie, but he’s so entranced by the lesson he hasn’t noticed either. ‘Alfie,’ I whisper, then raise an eyebrow in the bug’s direction.


I have other friends, like Spike my lizard, and Adaline from the faery laundry. But Alfie is my best and probably only human friend. Like always, his white school shirt is neatly ironed, his lucky hankie is peeking from his top pocket, and his spiky black hair looks like he just jammed his finger into an electric socket.


When he sees the messenger bug, his face lights up like a sun-sprite with a pizza. ‘Molten,’ he whispers. There’s nothing Alfie loves more than a magical adventure.


I used to hate magic, but that was before the Sword of Reckoning chose Alfie to join me as a future Protector of the Realms, before Grandpa let him train with me as an Apprentice Protector. Back then, I was the first Apprentice the Sword had chosen in seven generations. I guess Grandpa felt like that was so important he could bust into my life any time he liked and haul me away to collect winkleberries or investigate apparition bees or whatever.


But try making friends when your grandfather insists on magically erasing the memories of everyone in your classroom every time he sets foot through the door. I understand that magic is supposed to be super-duper ultra-top-secret and everything. But school can get lonely when your classmates hardly remember you’re there.


Anyway, now that Alfie’s in it with me, I don’t feel so alone anymore. Only, with all the time spent on magical training, our grades have been paying the price. You should’ve seen Alfie’s sad-face when he got his first ever A-minus for English. That’s why we’ve made Grandpa promise: No more interruptions during school. Not unless it’s an emergency.


So why is there a messenger bug whizzing around our classroom? Either this is an actual emergency, or Grandpa has confused ‘emergency’ with ‘could you dust my spell books’ again. And as for training the bug to come straight to me?


Oh, no.


‘Alfie,’ I whisper. ‘The silkworms!’


This term, Mrs Glock has asked each of us to care for a shoebox of silkworms. Each of our twenty-seven boxes is filled with fat maggoty worms, all feasting on mulberry leaves. And there’s nothing messenger bugs like better than fat maggoty snacks.


The bug is supposed to whisper its message in my ear, and then – if and only if it’s an actual emergency – Alfie and I can excuse ourselves to the bathroom, or pretend to be sick or whatever, and prepare for our next magical adventure. No memory wipes needed.


Instead, the bug is heading straight for the shoebox buffet bar.


Mrs Glock still hasn’t noticed. Our only hope is to keep it that way.


‘Acids and bases lie at opposite ends of the pH scale,’ she says. ‘A liquid with a low pH is acidic. Who can give me an example of an acid?’


Alfie’s hand is already up.


‘Peroxymonosulfuric acid,’ he says. ‘Also known as “piranha solution” since it can eat through anything. Excuse me, Mrs Glock, could I check on my experiment, please?’


Colin Murphy makes a puking sound – it’s like his mission in life to make Alfie feel bad – but Alfie doesn’t care.


Mrs Glock beams, her carefully pencilled eyebrows arching like a pair of licorice laces. ‘Well done, Alfie. And of course you may check your experiment. We’re all looking forward to … what was it again?’


‘My demonstration of the use of water-soluble anthocyanins as an indicator of acidity.’


Colin Murphy makes more puking noises. The whole class groans. Alfie’s experiments are notorious. He’s presented on the viscosity of tomato sauce, the circuitry of a microwave oven and the effect of classical music on pea plants. It’s true, they do grow faster!


This time he’s brewing an experimental soup that will demonstrate the difference between an acid and a base. Mrs Glock loves it because she’s big into acids and bases right now. And because of the silkworms. It turns out silkworms eat mulberry leaves, but not actual mulberries, so Alfie’s collected the purple berries and squished them into a pot of boiling water. Water-soluble anthocyanins are coloured pigments that make the purple berries purple. And indicator of acidity? Well, the purple can actually change colour when it’s near an acid or a base. Red for acid, blue for base. Add an acid and a base together and they neutralise each other, turning back to purple. Colin Murphy doesn’t know it yet, but Alfie’s experiment is going to be fun.


And it’s set up right next to the shoeboxes, which gives Alfie the perfect chance to catch the messenger bug.


‘Who can give me another example?’ Mrs Glock asks, but no one makes eye contact. The recess bell will ring any minute. No one wants to be responsible for making us late.


Off to one side, Alfie stalks the bug with an empty shoebox.


I put up my hand – Mrs Glock needs a distraction, or she’s bound to notice what Alfie’s up to.


‘Hydrochloric acid,’ I say. ‘Also known as stomach acid.’


‘Very good,’ Mrs Glock says.


‘And acetic acid,’ I continue, desperate to keep her focussed. ‘Also known as vinegar.’


‘Thank you, Wednesday,’ Mrs Glock says, in a way that means One was enough, Wednesday. I’m telling you, Alfie can wind any adult around his little finger for hours, but I can’t manage even a minute.


Meanwhile, Alfie pounces on the bug – and misses.


I shoot my hand up again. ‘Citric acid.’


Mrs Glock’s lips pinch tight.


‘Also known as lemon juice,’ I continue, standing up in an effort to keep all eyes on me. Of course, I didn’t count on Colin Murphy.


‘Hey!’ he says. ‘What’s that?’


Colin’s not known for his genius, but even Mrs Glock is bemused. ‘Lemon juice is juice from a lemon, Colin.’


‘No. That.’ Colin thrusts a beefy finger in the bug’s direction. ‘What’s that blue flying cockroach thing?’


And that’s when everyone starts screaming.


Colin Murphy climbs onto a table. Other kids shove chairs and desks aside, rushing to get away. Allie Crenshaw tries to catch the bug in her pencil case. Then Sasha Hammond somehow manages to catapult all the shoeboxes into the air and mulberry leaves and maggoty silkworms start raining from the sky.


Mrs Glock just gapes.


Ah, nuts. There’s only one way out of this, and it seems Alfie agrees.


‘Wednesday!’ he whispers. ‘I think you’d better, you know …’ he waves his hands ‘… take care of this.’


Even though Alfie’s an Apprentice Protector, he can’t do real magic – he can only do tricks, like picking pockets or hiding a coin behind your ear. It doesn’t seem to matter how much he practises or how many hours Grandpa spends teaching him. He can’t do a single spell.


But magic comes naturally to me. In fact, it comes so naturally, it can be kind of hard to handle. All my life, disasters kept happening – fireballs raining from the ceiling, that kind of thing. Then last month, when Alfie and I accidentally took on Gorgomoth the Unclean – an eight-foot-tall, realm-wrecking despot who calls himself the Goblin King – things changed. Faery Queen Shard slapped Gorgomoth in prison, and I inherited Gorgomoth’s anti-magic bracelet. Gorgomoth used it to imprison sorcerers. I use it to stay focussed at school. And it works like a charm.


But now I’m going to take it off.


Let’s face it. Alfie and I have been training hard. I can handle my magic better than ever. I’ve mastered a bunch of spells, like conjuring orbs of light, levitating objects, and opening portals using Grandpa’s Ruby Ring. And Mrs Glock hasn’t needed her fire extinguishers all week.


I’m not supposed to use magic in the real world, and I never have. Not on purpose, anyway. But this is different. We have a situation here. And besides, I’ll be careful. No one will even notice.


I grin at Alfie as I unstrap the anti-magic bracelet. ‘On it.’


The ice-blue streak of hair at my forehead twitches as the magic begins to flow.


Yeah, about that streak. I don’t dye it or anything – it’s just something I was born with. And, apart from being almost impossible to cut, style or colour – hairdressers hate me – it also functions like a kind of metal detector, but for magic instead of metal. When my hair starts to twitch, it means something magical is about to happen.


I focus on the messenger bug as it zips around the room. All I need to do is change it back to its nymph form. Simple, right? Like the nymphs of all true bugs in the Human Realm, juvenile messenger bugs don’t have wings. No wings means it’ll fall from the sky, like our silkworms were doing only seconds ago. Then I’ll catch it, and everything will go back to normal.


I feel a glow as I imagine telling Grandpa how I sorted the situation. I’ve been struggling with transformation magic, I’ll admit. But this isn’t some super-tricky higher-level transformation. Bugs transform as part of their life cycle, right? I’ll just be rewinding the cycle a bit.


Grandpa will be so proud.


It sucks that I can’t tell Mum and Dad about magic – they don’t know it even exists. But my grades have been dropping lately, so they’ve called a family meeting for tonight. Worse, they’ve invited Alfie’s family too.


You can tell it’s serious because Dad’s doing his special Thai curry and Mum’s baking pavlova.


If Alfie and I want to keep up this triple act of school, magic and friendship, we need to nail that dinner. We need our parents to like each other, but not so much that they’re always on the phone talking about us. And we need them to approve of our friendship, so they don’t decide we’re a bad influence on each other.


I’ve never had a real friend before Alfie, but Alfie’s never had an A-minus before me. We can’t afford to mess this dinner up.


Still, first things first.


I close my eyes and reach for the magic. I can feel it flowing around me and I let it soak right in. Then I open my eyes and say, ‘Transform.’


For a second, nothing happens.


Then something does.


The messenger bug swells and grows as it flies through the air. In seconds, the tiny creature is the size of a hippo, with wings like a hang glider and legs you could use for pole vaulting.


Uh-oh. Half the class is gaping at the hippo-bug. The other half is screaming. Even Mrs Glock is screaming now.


Okay, this is bad, but nothing I can’t handle.


I swallow. Concentrate. Try again.


‘Transform.’


The hippo-bug freezes in mid-air. Its kite-like wings shrink. Its legs contract. Then it drops from the sky.


Success.


Well, partial success.


The hippo-bug has fallen on Sasha Hammond. Fortunately, she seems unhurt. Unfortunately, the bug is still the size of a hippo. But a baby hippo. And it has no wings! A juvenile. Just like I intended.


Sort of.


The bell goes for recess.


I look around at the chaos. The giant bug is now mooing plaintively as it tries to crawl under Mrs Glock’s desk. Mrs Glock is wielding a mop like a baton twirler and trying to herd it towards the door. Colin Murphy is attempting to climb out the window, and everyone else is screaming, shouting advice, or hiding in the supply cupboard. Sasha Hammond is doing all three.


‘Molten,’ Alfie whispers, gazing at the baby hippo-bug.


At least one thing is in our favour. The bug clearly wasn’t sent for an actual emergency. Because if it was, Grandpa would be sick of waiting by now, and he’d portal right in before we had time to clean up this mess.


Then the air chills, the lights flicker. A shimmering hole opens in front of me, like a tear in the fabric of time and space. And then Grandpa portals right in, his Ruby Ring gleaming. Under his cloak he’s dressed in full fighting gear, with his staff, his sword, his belt with the six green jewels, and his long leather bag.


Ah, nuts.


It really is an emergency.


Grandpa looks around at the chaos, his hawk-like face as dark as stone.


Then he looks at me.
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CHAPTER 2


We’re standing in an ultra-remote clearing, deep in the Great Forest of Krell in the Realm of Dragons. Not that we’re expecting to meet any dragons today. No self-respecting dragon would be caught dead in the Great Forest of Krell. They’d much rather hang out in the cities, where the hotels are clean and they can be sure of a good espresso.


It doesn’t make sense that Grandpa’s pulled us out of school and dragged us to the back of beyond for just another training session. Especially since he’s wearing his fighting gear.


‘So what’s the big emergency?’ I demand, arms folded across my chest.


‘Worms were raining from your classroom ceiling and a hippobugamus was under the table,’ Grandpa says stiffly. ‘I think that counts as an emergency.’


‘I just needed a few more minutes,’ I tell him.


‘Doubtless,’ Grandpa says, but he’s already stopped listening. He looks around the clearing, which is about twenty metres across, floored with a thick, spongy carpet of bright purple moss and surrounded by towering, vine-hung trees. The air is hot and humid, thick with the scent of tropical flowers, and filled with bird calls and the constant shrill of millions of insects.


Grandpa flicks a scarlet millipede the size of a banana off his knee, then unpacks two training swords from his bag. He seems agitated, like he’s waiting for something.


‘Quickly now,’ he says. ‘We must make the most of the time we have.’


He tosses the first sword to Alfie, who catches it neatly by the hilt. The other sword he passes – very carefully – to me. That’s because snatching razor-sharp blades from mid-air isn’t exactly my strong point. But Alfie loves that stuff. Too many hours playing Sword of Fury and Quest of Heroes III, if you ask me.


Alfie and I position ourselves, swords at the ready.


Then Grandpa draws his own sword from its sheath. The forest falls silent as the enchanted blade slides out with a steely hiss. This is the Sword of Reckoning, the ancient blade forged by Saranon himself. The blade that selected Alfie and me to be future Protectors of the Realms.


Grandpa twirls his sword a couple of times, then takes it in a two-handed grip and raises it in a high guard position. The great blade gleams, and the cryptic runes etched into the steel glow faintly, spelling out an unknown message in some ancient language.


‘Wednesday,’ Grandpa says, ‘kindly list the Seven Stones of Saranon.’ Then he lunges forward with an attack that catches me totally off guard.


‘Too slow,’ he chides, withdrawing the blade from where it rests just inches from my untucked school shirt. ‘Again!’


Saranon was an ancient sorcerer – the very first sorcerer, according to Grandpa – and ten thousand years ago he created seven super-powerful magical stones and used them to rule the universe. The big ruby on Grandpa’s Ruby Ring is one of the stones.


Most of the stones are lost now, but it’s Grandpa’s job as Protector of the Realms to make sure the rest of them don’t fall into the wrong hands. And, since Alfie and I are now officially Apprentice Protectors, it’s our job as well.


‘Again,’ Grandpa cries, his sword dancing and flashing, his footwork nimbler even than his sword.


I try to parry, but I’m forced backwards as I name the Seven Stones. ‘The Stone of Passage, the Stone of Sight, the Stone of Power, the Stone of Protection, the Stone of Life, and the Stone of … um …’


‘Memory,’ Alfie supplies helpfully.


Of course. Why do I always forget that one?


Grandpa turns to Alfie. ‘The Nine Realms,’ he commands, then lunges forward.


Alfie barely blinks. It’s like he’s played so much Sword of Fury that sword fighting comes naturally. He also has an excellent memory for obscure facts. ‘The Nine Realms are alternate versions of Earth,’ he says, sword dancing as he deflects Grandpa’s blows. ‘They exist in parallel dimensions only accessible by magic.’


‘Excellent,’ Grandpa says. ‘And their names … ?’


Alfie goes on the attack, his sword clashing with Grandpa’s over and again. ‘The Human Realm, the Faery Realm, the Goblin Realm, the Realm of Dragons, the Realm of Slugs, the Realm of Unfriendly Cats— ’


‘That will do,’ Grandpa says, stepping back, even though Alfie’s only listed six of the Nine Realms. It’s strange. He seems on edge, constantly glancing around the clearing. The sky is cloudless, the wind is soft. What’s got him so jittery?


‘Grandpa?’ I ask. ‘Is everything all right?’


My question seems to bring him back to the present, and to his usual lecturing. ‘Remember, Wednesday, the difference between a good sorcerer and an evil sorcerer is— ’


‘What they do with their power,’ I finish. ‘I know, Grandpa. I know.’


He gives me a long look, then nods. ‘Keep practising your warm-up drill,’ he says, then turns to Alfie. ‘It’s time you mastered the Dragon’s Breath,’ he instructs, and the two of them launch into a rapid-fire sequence of slices and thrusts, stepping nimbly back and forth like a complicated dance.


Typical. My warm-up drill is just a bunch of flashy swinging and stepping, no actual cutting or slicing. But it’s the only drill I’ve ever managed to complete without the sword flying out of my hand or taking a piece out of my shoe. So it’s the safest drill for me to practise when Grandpa’s busy sparring with Alfie.


Sometimes, when I watch Alfie train, I realise it’s more than just screen time that makes him great. He really works hard, and he progresses fast. Maybe that’s why Grandpa spends so long training him.


This time, their training session ends with the tip of Grandpa’s blade at Alfie’s throat.


Grandpa’s been trying to teach Alfie the Dragon’s Breath for ages. It’s a special sword move that looks super-impressive – if you can get it right. Alfie says it’s harder to pull off than a six-button combo in Sword of Fury.


‘Remember,’ Grandpa says. ‘The Sword of Reckoning is no ordinary blade. When the time comes, you must wield it with your heart as well as your hands.’


Alfie frowns. ‘I don’t know what that means.’


Grandpa slides the Sword of Reckoning back into its sheath. ‘When the time comes, you will know.’


‘Has the time come for lunch?’ Alfie flops onto the mossy ground to catch his breath. Grandpa grabbed us out of school right before recess, and we haven’t had even a crumb since then.


‘Not yet,’ Grandpa says. ‘Spellwork first.’


At last. Something I’m good at.


Alfie’s face lights up. ‘Can I have another go at the Light spell?’


Uh-oh. Remember how I said Alfie can’t do real magic? Well, manifesting orbs of light is about the simplest spell there is, and the first one Grandpa taught me. Grandpa calls it the Luminating Globe of Lost Tarimos. We just call it the Light spell.


But in more than a month of training, Alfie hasn’t manifested a single orb. Not even a candle’s worth. Grandpa’s tried all different ways to teach him, but it’s starting to look like Alfie might not have any magic. Which sadly, does make a kind of sense. Especially if Grandpa’s right and my magic is a once-in-seven-generations ability.


Now Grandpa frowns at Alfie, making his eyebrows bunch up like a pair of shaggy grey caterpillars. Sometimes I think he doesn’t know what to do with a non-magical apprentice.


Then he nods. ‘Very well. Prepare yourself.’


Alfie gets to his feet and takes a deep breath.


‘What is the first rule of magic?’ Grandpa asks.


‘True magic comes from the heart,’ Alfie answers, like he’s answered so many times before.


‘Correct,’ Grandpa says. ‘Now, reach out with your senses.’


The forest falls silent again, as if every creature within earshot is listening.


‘Feel the magic,’ Grandpa says, his deep voice rolling across the clearing. ‘Like a great river, silent, invisible, always flowing. You may feel it differently.’


For a long moment, Alfie stands like a statue, motionless except for the rise and fall of his chest.


Then he gasps. ‘I can feel it!’


Grandpa raises his eyebrows.


‘It’s kind of sharp and tickly, right?’ Alfie says. Then he lets out a yelp and starts dancing up and down, shaking the leg of his shorts.


A jewelled beetle the size of a five-cent piece drops to the ground and burrows into the loamy earth.


‘Sorry,’ Alfie says.


Grandpa clears his throat. ‘Let the magic flow through you. Then shape your intentions and say the words. Like this.’ He holds out his hand and intones, ‘Orbis luminosus.’


I feel a faint surge of magic – like a momentary tightening of the skin on the back of my neck – and a softly glowing orb of energy appears inside Grandpa’s cupped hand.


Grandpa flicks his fingers and the shining globe disappears. ‘Now you, Apprentice.’


Alfie nods and holds out his hand. ‘Orbis luminosus.’


Nothing happens. I don’t feel even a tiny bit of magic.


‘Did I say it wrong?’ Alfie strikes a pose, waving his hands dramatically. ‘Orbis luminosus. Maybe I need to say it lower. Ooorbis luminooosuuus!’


Grandpa shakes his head. ‘The words are not important. They merely focus the practitioner’s intent.’ He looks around the clearing again, like he’s searching for something. ‘Alfie, we’re running out of time.’


‘Time for what, Grandpa?’ I ask.


But he’s totally focussed on Alfie.


Alfie tries again. ‘Light! Liiiiight! Electromagnetic radiaaaation!’


But no luck.


‘Why don’t you keep practising over there,’ Grandpa sighs. ‘Your turn, Wednesday. We’ll continue your work on transformation.’


I grin. Finally.


Grandpa gestures and mumbles a spell, and a blue, star-shaped flower appears in his hand.


I let out a groan. Not this again. Alfie has already worked his way up to the Dragon’s Breath, but I’m still transforming flowers into buds. ‘Come on, Grandpa. Not the flower again.’


For once Grandpa considers, then – incredibly – he nods, and the flower disappears. In its place is a messenger bug, an adult one, like back in class. The bug flies across to my ear and whispers its message.


‘Remember,’ it says, in a slightly buzzy version of Grandpa’s voice, ‘visualisation is the key to successful transformation. Visualise your success, and you will be closer to achieving it.’


I try not to scoff. I visualise my success all the time, and it doesn’t seem to help. Certainly it didn’t help Sasha Hammond.


I brush the bug away from my ear and glare at Grandpa, careful not to set his hair on fire. It wouldn’t be the first time. ‘Can we start already?’


With a wave, he turns the bug back into a flower. ‘Transformation is a subtle art, Wednesday. You must be patient.’


Before Grandpa can launch into his third-favourite lecture – Patience and Why it is a Virtue – there’s a whisper of magic and a high, faint sound like the buzzing of a mosquito. A whirling cloud of glittering blue sparks materialises at the edge of the clearing, spins for a few seconds, then slowly shrinks away.


In its place hovers a slender summer faery with shimmering golden wings, nose piercings and a green mohawk. She’s wearing white overalls cinched with not one but two belts. Because you never know when an extra belt might come in handy.


‘Princess!’ Grandpa strides forward. ‘At last.’


But she’s not a princess. It’s Adaline, our friend from the Laundry Fairy dry cleaners. And she’s changed her hair. Again.


‘Protector Weeks!’ she calls. Her voice is strained and her face is tight with worry. Usually plants perk up when Adaline’s near, but now the trees around the clearing seem to sag.


‘What news from the Queen?’ Grandpa asks.


Alfie and I look at each other.


‘The Queen?’ Alfie whispers.


‘Princess?’ I whisper back. Adaline’s not a princess. She’s just a friend who helped us out of a jam involving a rampaging mob of faeries – the whole thing was a complete misunderstanding, of course – and we’ve been hanging out ever since. She’s rude. She’s rebellious. She works in a laundry. She’s no more a princess than I’m the prime minister.


Alfie shrugs. He looks just as confused as I am.


‘My lord Protector,’ Adaline says, hovering in front of Grandpa, her golden wings a blur. ‘The Unclean One has escaped!’
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CHAPTER 3


I try to catch Adaline’s eye in a way that says, Seriously? You’re a princess? and also, What in the Realms is going on? but her golden eyes are locked onto Grandpa’s face.


‘Gorgomoth is free,’ she gasps, almost falling over herself in her hurry to get the words out. ‘His goblin army has invaded the Faery Realm and attacked the palace. We need your help, Protector Weeks.’


Alfie and I exchange a horrified look. This is bad. Gorgomoth – the Goblin King we defeated last month – is ‘somewhat tyrannical’ in the same way the Great Slug Swamp is ‘somewhat slimy’.


But Grandpa seems unsurprised. ‘Alas, it is as the Queen foresaw,’ he says gravely. ‘Tell me, is she safe?’


Queen Shard, also known as Shard the Eternal, has ruled the Faery Realm for more than ten thousand years. Surely it would take more than an escaped megalomaniac to …


‘She was when she wrote this,’ Adaline says, her voice cracking.


I can’t bear to see Adaline like this. Neither can the trees. They’re literally shrinking. She reaches into the pocket of her white overalls and presents Grandpa with a carefully rolled sheet of parchment.


Grandpa takes the parchment and reads, frowning deeper with every sweep of the page. But he doesn’t say a word. It’s worse than when Mum and Dad read my school report.


‘What’s it say, Grandpa?’ I whisper. ‘Is the Queen all right?’


Grandpa sighs. ‘She is trapped,’ he says. ‘Gorgomoth has surrounded the Faery Palace with a magical shield that even the Tooth Fairies are unable to breach.’ He frowns. ‘How did this letter reach you, Princess?’


Adaline’s eyes flash. ‘Just Adaline is fine.’


Before Grandpa can respond, she hurries on. ‘The letter was wrapped around this.’


She reaches into one of her many pockets and pulls out a shiny object the size of a rolling pin. It has six or seven long, rectangular sides and appears to be made of solid gold. The sides I can see are stamped with circular symbols.


‘It arrived at my desk,’ Adaline explains, ‘at the laundry. Queen Shard would’ve known this would sort straight there.’


Which makes sense. Adaline manages the ALL-POWERFUL MAGICAL ITEMS desk, where all-powerful magical items are automatically sorted if they’re ever lost in the wash – something that happens more often than you might think.


Alfie stares at the golden object in Adaline’s hand. ‘What is it?’


Grandpa smiles grimly. ‘It is the Sorcerer’s Key. A magical artefact made by Saranon himself. With the palace under siege, sending a magical item to the laundry was the safest way for the Queen to get her letter to the— ’ He catches himself. ‘To Adaline.’


‘But how did you get the letter to us?’ I ask Adaline. ‘I mean, how did you get here?’ Unlike Grandpa, Adaline doesn’t have a Ruby Ring with the power to open a portal anywhere in the Nine Realms – anywhere you’ve already been, at least. And she’s not a Tooth Fairy, with a special wand and years of training. So how did she get here?


Oh. Of course.


The whirl of blue sparks. The annoying mosquito-like buzz. I glance around. So that’s why Grandpa brought us to this bizarrely remote clearing.


‘There’s a natural portal here,’ I guess, looking for the telltale speck of blue light. ‘Am I right?’


Natural portals are rare, naturally occurring gateways between realms. They’re always anchored in the same places, so you can’t choose where they pop you out.


Grandpa is too busy re-reading the letter to reply. He folds it into his pocket, face troubled. ‘It is worse than I feared. Come, Apprentices. There is vital work to do.’


Adaline looks more worried than I’ve ever seen her. I want to ask her what the rest of the letter says. I want to ask Grandpa what kind of vital work. I want to ask if we’ll be home in time for Dad’s famous curry and Mum’s pavlova. But I know from experience that now is not the time. When Grandpa’s face gets all stony like that, it’s time to put your head down and do your spells.


Alfie and I gather our schoolbags and swords, Adaline tucks the Sorcerer’s Key into her laundry whites, and Grandpa swipes his Ruby Ring through the air.


A flickering portal opens and the four of us step through. An instant later, we arrive in the sardine-scented darkness of Grandpa’s basement.


Grandpa snaps his fingers and candles pop into flame around the room, revealing his unmade bed, his wooden workbench piled with books, and the seventeen steps of subtly varying height that lead up to the rest of our house.


Grandpa has lived in this basement since he appeared at our dinner table a few years ago, claiming to be related to one or the other of my parents. I love my mum and dad, I really do, but sometimes it feels like the only part of my life they care about is my grades. Otherwise, they’re so incredibly vague. Between going to work and cooking dinner and watering the garden and sorting the groceries, it’s all they can do to manage a ‘How was your day?’ or ‘Have you done your homework?’ So expecting them to react when a hairy sorcerer of unspecified age and uncertain heritage joined the family was a bit much to ask.


Anyway, it’s lucky they never come down to Grandpa’s basement. Firstly, because they’d ask him to clean it. And secondly, because they might realise our house never actually had a basement before Grandpa arrived. Besides, it’s not really a basement, it’s more like a pocket dimension containing unwashed dishes and a bed last made in the seventeenth century. And did I mention the sardines?
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