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“The Neverland is ‘a map of a child’s mind’…”
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I have great dark wings that can fly like a bird through time and space and galaxies.


I have eyes that see into people’s hearts.


Climb on my back and fly with me, child, but get a good hold of my neck, for I fly SWIFT.


Black holes do not scare ME.


I can shrink to the size of the head of a pin. I can grow vaster than the universe.


Hold tight as I jump from planet to planet.


See my cloak of stars!


How bright it is. How dazzling.


Do not trust me too much. For I fling my dust this way, that way, to lead you in dangerous directions. I pretend I am going one way, and then I take you where you do not want to go.


Look!


I am leaping, up and up, out of this world, where the oxygen is too thin for humans to survive!


How long can you hold your breath?


This is a story that is out of this world.
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Now, come with me if you dare


And enter a world you have never seen before


Through the ragged “X” made by the swordstick of a pirate.


Can you see that world shining from the other side of the page?


What you thought was solid melts away.


And something different is left behind.


Another map behind the map you thought was there before?


There could be buried treasure or a grave for all your dreams.


You will be the same, but someone else entirely.


Pause a moment


And imagine what that world might be like…
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Imagine somewhere unlike anywhere your human eyes have ever seen before.


I know this will be hard for you because it is difficult to imagine any other world than your own, particularly if you are a grown-up and your imagination has become stiff and hard and slow. So remember what it was once like to be a child, if you must, to help you imagine this other world. This other planet.


This planet is called Excelsiar and it has three moons: one pale orange, one a beautiful turquoise, one purple and green. The sun is redder than your own sun, and many of the mountain ranges are striped, almost as if they are made out of candy. And, oh, the jungle in that world! A jungle so green it makes your eyes ache, with rivers that burn and smoke.


Most of this planet is covered in an ocean that can be black as ink and red as wine, and the creatures in that ocean glow starlike in the glorious darkness as they swim lazily through the seas. Many of these animals you will recognize from worlds all across the universe: whales, porpoise, jellyfish… but in the enormity of this particular dark ocean, the jellyfish can be large as islands, drifting ominously with their tentacles hanging down.


There are great continents with land masses that are either sinister wastelands of dust-blown desert or tangled jungles brimming with life. Every now and then, the forest is punctuated by the stripy mountains that climb up into the violet clouds, and there are floating cities built on gases, populated by all sorts of creatures that perhaps you thought were just myths. The skyscrapers and the trees have twisted around each other in spirals; the roads can be rivers all on fire; the buildings are growing, very slightly, every day, like big bamboos.


Now, calm your breathing, for there are truly terrible things in this planet’s jungle who hunt by the smell of fear, and they hate human beings with a hungry, bloody hatred. They can sniff out fear from a distance of several miles, and you do not want to draw the attention of these creatures. You do not want them to sense that you are here. The instant you find yourself becoming anxious, the sweat beginning to form on your forehead, the first flutterings in your stomach, make your heart slow down.


HOLD YOUR BREATH.


Are you ready?


Hang on to the sides of this book very tightly.


Sharpen your wits.


Open your eyes, clean those smears off your glasses, prick up your ears.


Cling tight to the hairs on the back of my neck.
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On the planet with three moons, a young human boy was running through the choke of a vividly tangled jungle, heart pounding, chest heaving with sobs, absolutely petrified.


The boy was called K2 (pronounced “Kay Too”), and he was rather ordinary-looking, thin as a twig, covered in grazes, his clothes in rags and ruins about him, his glasses so scratched and broken he could barely see where he was going.


K2 was right to be so terrified.


For this was a planet where human beings were hunted to the death.


Above K2’s head there was a whirring, flying robot, about the size of a small dog. The little robot was called Puck, and he was in an even worse condition than the boy. One of his rotary wings was bent so he was flying lopsidedly and a whole chunk of his left-hand side had been shot off. It was a miracle he could still fly at all.
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“We is being chased by people-eating plants…,” said Puck.


“Yes, Puck, I know,” panted K2.


All around K2, the jungle was alive and waking up.


“And hunted by that thing I absquolootely cannot mention…,” said Puck (but he was unfortunately mentioning it, nonetheless). “That hairy, scary unbemaginably terrifying BEAST… with its grabbers and its stingers and its big… What’s the white pierce-y unloving bits on the ends of the gnashing things called?”


“Teeth,” gasped K2. “But please don’t talk about it, Puck! That Beast and those others all hunt by the smell of fear, and the more you talk about them, the harder it is to stay calm.”


But K2’s stomach had already liquefied with terror, and the vegetation must have caught the smell of his fear, for nearby vines unwrapped themselves from tree branches, reaching out long tendril fingers, growing in front of K2’s eyes.


“Is… there… anything… you… can… do?” cried K2 as one long, curling python of a vine whipped out languorously and tripped him up. He squirmed out of its grip, staggered to his feet, and ran on, limping even more than he had been before.


“Lasers would be good!” said Puck enthusiastically.


“You’ve got lasers?” said K2 in excitement.


“I HAS got lasers!” said Puck, always keen to please.


“Use the lasers, Puck! ” squealed K2.


“I has got lasers,” Puck admitted sadly, “but I’s afraids my lasers gots jammed up with sand in that dessert.”


I think he means “desert,” thought K2, because that would make more sense.


“Let me see… what’s I sqwat in here instead?” Puck put out a little robot arm with an array of attachments, like a more sophisticated version of a Swiss Army knife. “Fork?… No… Can opener?… No… Ice-scream scoop?… No… Egg whisk?… No.”
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WHEEOOOOOOOOOWWWWWW!


K2 ducked just in time as a great harpoon shot above his head and straight into a tree trunk ahead of him. The area around where the harpoon had struck turned a great spreading black, as if the tree were bleeding.


The tree let out an enormous scream that made K2’s ears ring with the sound of it.


“Sorry, tree…,” said K2 as he stumbled past the poor shriveling sapling. “I’m so sorry…”


“I’s sorry too, K2!” wailed Puck. “I’s got nuffink helpful!”


“Don’t worry, Puck, that’s not your fault. You’ve done your best…”


K2 was in Big Trouble, but he knew that his robot was in dreadful danger too.


“You hide in my backpack,” he recommended. “They hate robots nearly as much as human beings. Go in there and keep quiet and maybe they won’t find you. That’s an order, Puck!”


The little robot dived down into K2’s backpack, for robots have to obey orders, even if they don’t want to.
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K2 could smell the Beast that was chasing him now, a rich, hot stink that reminded him vaguely of the scent of lion, for he had breathed it once before when he visited a zoo. But this was a far more powerful, angry stench, and it exploded the memory of the poor weak reek that came from the caged lion he had inhaled before and replaced that faint echo with something far more scary.


All around K2 the trees were reaching back their branches to comfort the stricken, poisoned tree, murmuring soothing noises, and he knew that underneath the ground where he could not see, they were stretching out their roots through the sluggish soil, and at any moment, the roots would push through that mud and vegetation that was already bulging up in leaf-quakes underneath him and catch him by the ankle…


And if they caught him, the Beast would be on him.


WROOOOOOUUUUAAAEERRRRRR!


The astonishing roar reverberated around the jungle and around K2 as if he were being turned over like a big ocean wave, and as the sound drummed right into the heart of his body, he no longer knew whether he was running away from the Beast or toward it.


And the Beast caught him.


Or more precisely, another great tendril of vine came licking around K2’s ankle, tripping him up, and although he shook it off, he stumbled, and that slight hesitation enabled another tendril to get a good hold of his other foot, and he was tipped over onto the ground and in five seconds flat, wrapped all around with vines and stems as thick as curling ropes…


… and dragged across the jungle floor to face the Beast.
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And I’ve just realized, it isn’t really the start of the story.


So save your very reasonable, heart-beating, stone-cold terror for a moment, for we will not carry on in that dangerous world right now. We will wait until you are more prepared.


I’ll just leave K2 being dragged to who knows WHAT dreadful fate, while I go back and explain how and why he was so very far from home in the first place.


For K2 was a long, long, LONG way from home.


Let me just check my tablet, where I have the official guide to all the worlds in all the universe… Yes, I’m right.


Sooooooooooooo many longs, there isn’t room to put them all here.


I do not know where you are, dear reader; you could be literally anywhere in the numberless galaxies, so this planet may be very familiar to you or you may have to travel quite a distance to get there. But as you fall into the strange rectangular portal of this book, imagine you are falling through space, mile after soft black mile; think of a number and times it by a billion.


From morn to noon you will fall… until suddenly you arrive at K2’s home, a small and unimportant blue planet called Earth.
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Once there was Magic here on Earth.


Once there were dragons.


The earth you are currently walking on is in fact built on thousands and thousands of years of human intelligence in the form of stories, like layer upon layer of limestone and chalk and clay and basalt.


Many of those stories described Magic in all its glory and manifestations.


It is only here on this thin little layer of the present where human beings DON’T believe in Magic, as opposed to millennia upon millennia of human existence when they DID.


All I am asking you to imagine now is…


What if some of those stories were true?


This is a story of a Very Modern Magic that is not buried faraway in the darkness of the Bronze Age nor in the shifting mists of the Viking past, but is hiding in plain sight, right underneath the tip of your nose, so close that you can touch it.


For the people who now live on Earth are totally unaware of the multitude of species and worlds and incredible creatures having their spectacular wars and their loves and their lifetime business just out of sight of the limits of the people of Earth’s own comprehension.


Isn’t that funny?


We need to go a little closer, to an unexceptional, wet, and windy bit of Planet Earth on the edge of one of its shores.


Because we’re visiting Earth at a very bad moment, when one particular family has unfortunately come to the notice of the most ruthless and imperious and dreadful minds in the Infinite Galaxies.


And, as a result, the lives of every single living being on Planet Earth are now in danger, even the lovely birds and the quiet sea creatures, who most certainly haven’t done anything at all to deserve such merciless attention.


So the stakes are already rather high at the beginning of this story. Particularly if you happen to come from Planet Earth yourself, because you may just be rather fond of it.


So, cling tight to my wings.


Adjust your thinking caps.


Make brave your heart, make clever your fingers.


We’re going in.
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When K2 woke up the previous morning in his bedroom, he had never even heard of the planet on which he was going to be fighting for his life. He hadn’t met the little robot that would be accompanying him. And he didn’t yet know about the existence of life on other worlds.


So when K2 was stomping to school through a witch-cold wind that was blowing across the soggy, forgotten part of the Planet Earth countryside, burning the tip of his nose and making its way through three layers of clothing to chill his stomach and freeze his heart, he was worrying about math tests and PE lessons and if his lunch was going to get stolen again.


When what he OUGHT to have been worrying about were the eyes that were following him.


Two pairs of very strange eyes were watching K2 and three other children making their way along that frozen, muddy country road, doubled over against the force of the wind.
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The eyes, and the creatures those eyes belonged to, shouldn’t have been there.


You might even say they were eyes-that-were-out-of-this-world.


One set of eyes belonged to me, so that’s all right.


But the other eyes—ah, the other eyes—why, they were a different matter entirely.


The second set of eyes was watching from behind a nearby hedge.


These children, you see, were being tracked, and they did not yet know it.


The children were all making their way to the same school. But two of the children had crossed to the other side of the road, as if the other two had some sort of nasty disease.


Because these two sets of children, whose parents had married each other, and who were now expected to be all joyful about it and jumping around holding hands and skipping like merry little lambs, making a newly blended, happy-ever-after, ever-so-modern stepfamily together…


… did not really get on.


In fact, just between you and me…


Some of them absolutely LOATHED each other.


Let me introduce you to these children, and you can decide which one is going to be your favorite.


You’ve already met K2 O’Hero.


He had been named K2 after the second highest mountain in the world, because he was from a family of world-famous, very clever adventurers and explorers.


So this really ought to have been a good Heroic name.


But if you are looking for a Hero with film-star good looks, massive charisma, and amazing physical prowess, well, K2 is not the Hero for you.


He was a rather unremarkable kid who was always trying his utmost not to stand out in any way. Which was tricky when he had a not-very-ordinary name, lived in a not-very-ordinary house, and for the moment he was having to wear a not-very-ordinary pair of glasses with one blacked-out lens to correct his lazy eye, which made him resemble a small, earnest, worried-looking pirate.


But this isn’t just a story about K2, even though you’ve met him first.


It’s a story about the whole family.


Izzabird was K2’s sister, and his twin. She was small and chatty and incorrigibly optimistic with a lot of sticky-outy hair and a very determined expression indeed.


Most people would have described Izzabird as the most disobedient, cheekiest twelve-year-old they had ever met, but K2 knows her best, and he would say: “Izza is the most wonderful person in the world. She’s clever and funny, and she can’t decide whether she’s going to be President of Everything or an astronaut. She talks all the time, which is great because it means that I don’t have to.”






[image: image]







The other two children were called Theo and Mabel, and they had been living perfectly comfortably in the capital city before their father, Daniel Smith, took a job in Soggy-Bottom-Marsh-Place and extremely inconveniently fell in love with Izzabird and K2’s mother.


Of all the children, Theo had the most obvious potential to be a Hero. He was the same age as Izzabird and K2, and he was intelligent and quick, and already considered by the whole school to be a Hero because he was top in all the academic subjects and so great at sports. Theo managed to look smartly turned out at all times, even when a witch-wind was howling about his carefully styled hair and trying unsuccessfully to turn his hoodie inside out.


Mabel was three years younger than Theo, and K2 might have liked to talk to her if Izzabird would let him. She was kind and quiet and small and shy, and maybe those are Hero qualities too? The story will no doubt tell us.
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There’s nothing like an adventure to find out whether you are a Hero.


All four children had something important in common. They were all sad and rather angry, and for very similar reasons. Two and a half years earlier, a couple of years after their parents had divorced, K2 and Izzabird’s father had disappeared on a very dangerous scientific expedition, missing presumed dead. And a long time before that, Theo and Mabel’s mother had died.


Losing a parent is enough to make any child sad and angry, whatever family they are from.


“This is Witch weather,” said Theo darkly. “Maybe your weird mother summoned it up…”


“OUR MOTHER IS NOT A WITCH!!!” (Izzabird had to HOWL this above the roaring of the wind.) “You’re just jealous because our father was a Great Explorer Hero, and your father is as unheroic as anything!”


Theo was just as cross as Izzabird, but he had one of those faces that didn’t change expression much, and his apparent coolness made Izzabird even more annoyed.


“She is a Witch…,” said Theo.


Now, there were thousands of years when people on Earth had believed in Wizards and ghosts and giants and sprites and all sorts of extraordinary things. But nobody here had thought such things were real for at least a century or so. Science had disproved the existence of Magic, apparently.


But K2 and Izzabird knew otherwise. They knew that Magic did exist as they were from a family that had a strange Magical history. One they were under strict instructions from their mother to keep a secret from everyone, including the Smith children.


So, Theo and Mabel weren’t supposed to know about all this.


But Theo was the kind of person who thought for himself.


The fact that everyone in his world thought that there was no such thing as Magic only made Theo all the more determined to believe in it.


And Theo was especially suspicious of the O’Heros.


He turned to Izzabird with narrowed eyes. “They’re all Witches, your mom and your great-aunts, and I’m going to prove it one day. This isn’t a suitable family for Mabel to be living in.”


“Leave, then!” yelled Izzabird. “I don’t want you in my family. I HATE you!”


Theo gave a glittering smile and strolled off down the road, pretending he didn’t care, pulling Mabel after him.


Ah, hate. That’s a very bad word to come out of the mouth of a child on such a storm of a day.


I can tell you right now, hatred isn’t going to get any of them anywhere, not with the tornado that is about to engulf these children. They’re going to need something better than hatred to help them deal with that.


“There’s nothing strange about US!” raged Izzabird, shaking her fist at the backs of Theo and Mabel.


Izzabird was so busy shouting about how deeply NOT strange she and K2 were, that she hadn’t noticed something going on that most people would have considered extremely strange indeed.


A large toothbrush with some of its bristles falling out had hopped from Izzabird’s pocket and was now jumping up and down on one of her shoulders, trying to get her attention above the shrieking of the wind.


This isn’t regular behavior for a toothbrush, not on Planet Earth anyway.


Watching from the shadows, even I caught my breath when I saw that Magical toothbrush.


Because ALL MAGIC WAS SUPPOSED TO HAVE LEFT THIS PLANET.


Hmmmmmmm.


This was a very interesting family indeed.
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Luckily, the two Smith children were walking some way ahead, trying to ignore the yelling of Izzabird, so they didn’t see the excitable toothbrush.


“It’s only because you Smiths are so RIDICULOUSLY ordinary that you think there’s anything odd about us at all!” shouted Izzabird as the toothbrush jumped even more wildly on her shoulder.


“Izza!” hissed K2 in alarm, tugging on Izzabird’s coat as he spotted the toothbrush.


The jumping toothbrush had been joined by a baby toothbrush and a very smart electric one that turned its buzzer on with such urgency that little sparks came off it in the rain. Desperately, K2 tried to catch hold of the toothbrushes to hide them.


“You are the MONARCHS of Ordinary!” yelled Izzabird.


Suddenly she noticed the toothbrushes too. She gave a small squeak of surprise and started grabbing at them as well.


And then, something even odder happened.


A shock of rooks burst up from the trees around them, cawing raucous cries of alarm.
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The toothbrushes jumped up and down on Izzabird’s shoulder for a few more seconds in frenzied agitation, and then hopped down her body, through the puddles and the driving rain, to behind the hedge.


The wind took on an even more menacing high-pitched whine, howling as if to summon the ancient peoples who had lived there long ago.


“Something’s wrong…,” whispered K2, looking up and around him. “Something’s spooked the toothbrushes…” He thought he saw movement in the lane behind them.


“Get behind the hedge!” K2 yelled.


Theo and Mabel were so far ahead they didn’t seem to hear.


“Get behind the hedge!” echoed Izzabird, running to catch up with Theo and Mabel, and grabbing Theo’s backpack to get his attention, so that the zipper opened and some of his books fell out into the mud.


“Get off my backpack, you annoying girl!” snapped Theo, spinning around.


And then he felt a little chill going down the back of his neck as he saw K2 and Izzabird scrambling into the undergrowth.


What on earth were those O’Heros DOING?


Theo stood in front of Mabel, trying to protect her.


“Didn’t you hear what we said? Get behind the hedge! ” hissed Izzabird.


Something about the urgency in her voice made Mabel and Theo obey her. Theo grabbed Mabel’s hand, and they scrambled into the undergrowth too.


They could hear each other breathing, in out, in out.


“What are we DOING here?” whispered Theo, furious that he was getting dirty in the mud.


“Shhhhhhhh…,” hissed Izzabird.


K2 had a good hold of all three toothbrushes now, and their little plastic sides were trembling with fear in his hands, in a way that made his own palms slippy with sweat.


Something truly strange was going on.


Down the road, SOMETHING came bounding.


The Something was the owner of one of those pairs of eyes that had been watching the children without them realizing, and it was the kind of thing that I was perfectly familiar with, but then I have wandered around a bit in the vast and starry paths of the endless dusty universe. It would have been most unusual to the eyes of those children.


The Something was wearing a huge hooded brown cloak, like Death itself, and it was at least seven feet tall and running much faster than an ordinary person.


In five bounds the SOMETHING was right in front of them, and then it stopped, and the children’s hearts stopped too, in terror.


Peering through a ragged hole in the hedge, K2 could feel himself nearly passing out with fear.


Theo’s math book was lying in the mud.


The immense cloaked figure seemed to be studying the book very intently, as if wondering where its owner had gone. Tears pricked at the edges of K2’s eyes.


The brown cloak shifted a little, and there was a flash of something underneath that was an extraordinary silver in color, but unlike any silver they had ever seen before. It was a silver so bright it was almost luminous, shining out like a fierce aluminum sun.


WHAT was under that cloak?


K2 could feel his own hot blood flooding fearfully into his cheeks, and he pressed his cold hands on to them to cool them down.


All four children were frozen stiff, trying to still their rabbit-speed beating hearts, desperate not to draw the attention of this possible predator.


It did not work.


From underneath the cloak came the unmistakable sound of an almost-human sniff.


Almost human.


There was a small clicking noise, and Theo’s math book burst into flames.


And then slow-ly, slow-ly, the head of whatever-it-was turned toward them, and oh my goodness, oh my goodness!


What they saw was quite clear now, even through the drenching rain.


A vision from a dream, or a nightmare.


Buried in the depths of the brown cloak, a head in the form of a human skull, brilliantly stamped with diamonds in the shape of stars, turned to look straight at them. Very, very beautiful it was, the stars imprinted on the silver bone of the skull, blinking and shining, winking with a soft, bright light that might have belonged to the planets that their shape suggested.


And those eyes!


No human eye was ever that gorgeous shifting rainbow of colors and patterns, like the movement of clouds across a troubled night sky.


But as the not-human eyes burned through the sad, dripping vegetation that wasn’t really shielding the children and focused on them, the pupils shot pinprick small, the emotion within them changed to pure fury, and a blaze of light shot out like a laser and incinerated the bit of hedge in front of them.
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What might have happened next could have been very messy, but at that moment, the children were saved by—well, it was by me, actually, but they did not know that yet.


To the children and the brown-cloaked silver SOMETHING standing in the road, it sounded like a car approaching very fast, and whoever or whatever was underneath that cloak made a strange noise, as if they were swearing in an unknown language.


And then to the children’s infinite, gasping relief, the cloaked figure bounded off, in immense strides, and the car came shrieking around the corner, way too fast, and disappeared in pursuit of whatever-it-was.


The children waited, trembling, petrified. And when they felt it was safe, and no one was coming back, they crept out from their hiding place.


“Are you all right, Mabel?” said Theo, trying to hide his own fear, brushing the mud off the front of his little sister’s jacket.


“What ON EARTH was that?” said K2, shivering.


Theo picked up the burnt remains of his math book. “I wouldn’t have thought they’d have an advanced robotics company working out here in the back-end of nowhere…,” he said thoughtfully, his mind buzzing with alarm and excitement and questions.


“Which just shows how ridiculous you are,” said Izzabird, who was looking very thoughtful too. “In the middle of nowhere is exactly where they’d put an advanced robotics company.”


“We should tell the police,” said Theo. “That thing could have really hurt Mabel. We’ve got this as evidence.” He held up his math book as he hurried Mabel ahead.


K2 would have followed, but Izzabird was looking at the ground where the truly scary SOMETHING had been standing.


“Izza, what are you doing?” said K2 anxiously. “I really don’t think we should be hanging around here…” The toothbrushes had wriggled out of K2’s hands and were hopping behind Izzabird, trying to shoo her away, like three tiny plastic sheepdogs.


“And why did you bring these toothbrushes to school?” scolded K2. “You PROMISED Mom you wouldn’t use Spells anymore, especially outside the house…”


“Well, if she won’t teach me Magic,” said Izzabird, “I’m just going to have to teach myself, aren’t I? I merely borrowed a bit of animation-y potion-y type stuff from Aunt Trudie’s workshop and put it on the toothbrushes to make Annipeck laugh…”


Annipeck was their baby sister.


“You stole stuff from Aunt Trudie’s secret workshop?” said K2 in horror.


“Yes, well, that’s not the point,” said Izzabird hurriedly. “I left the toothbrushes locked in my cabinet waiting for the potion to wear off, but they must have broken out, probably because they wanted to be with me. Which is quite sweet, don’t you think?” she added. “It’s lucky they warned us about that thing. I think it’s in the toothbrush nature to be protective, since they’ve been made to look after teeth.”


K2 breathed heavily. The toothbrushes were marching up and down in the puddles more and more urgently.


You didn’t have to be an expert in Toothbrush Behavior to know these toothbrushes were saying Let’s get out of here NOW…


“I’m looking for clues,” said Izzabird excitedly. “But I can’t find any.”


K2 shivered in relief. “In which case, send the toothbrushes home, and let’s get out of here.”


But the toothbrushes would not leave them. Izzabird had to put them in her backpack next to the bottle marked “Animashun Poshun” and various other magical spells Izza had “borrowed” from Aunt Trudie.


The dark and warmth made them curl up together and fall asleep, the stems of the two adult toothbrushes wound protectively around the baby one.


Even though it was still raining and K2 was dying to go, Izzabird opened up her Plan Book.


She marked OPERATION END LOVE: PLAN TO GET RID OF THE SMITHS as “Super Urgent,” and then above the plans called FIND DAD and GET MYSELF EXPELLED she added: WHO IS THAT WEIRD CLOAKED GUY?


“Why do you want to get expelled?” asked K2.


“Because then they’ll have to homeschool me,” said Izzabird. “And Mom and the aunts will have to teach me how to use Magic properly and find out my Magical Gift.


“They should be doing that anyway. Look at me!” she grinned. “I’m completely out of control!”


Here I had to agree with wild little Izzabird. The adults in these children’s lives really ought to be teaching them how to use Magic correctly. Even non-Magical people can use a Magic potion, but it might go wrong for them. Magical people use sticks or wands to concentrate the effect of that potion or spell, and many Magical people have an extra “Gift” that tends to come in when they’re about eleven or twelve. The “Gift” could be powers of hearing or teleportation or if you were unlucky, something a bit less useful, such as turning into a jellyfish. Whatever it was, you needed good instruction in Magic to use your “Gift” appropriately. What on earth were these adults thinking?
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Izzabird closed the book and put it back in her backpack next to the sleeping toothbrushes.


“I think,” said Izzabird energetically, “that this is something to do with our dad!”


Their father had disappeared two years after their parents divorced. He had been on a highly important and slightly hopeless mission to reach the bottom of the Mariana Trench, which is the very deepest part of the whole of the oceans…
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… and he never came back.


Ever since, K2 and Izzabird had an ache in their hearts that felt like they had swallowed a stone. A great stone. A closed door.


“Dad is dead, Izza,” K2 whispered back. “Don’t you understand? That’s why Mom wants to protect us. She doesn’t want us to end up DEAD like our father. She wants us to blend in and stay safe.”


“He isn’t dead, K2,” said Izzabird obstinately. “And I’m going to find him one day. They’ve never explained HOW he disappeared, have they? Why is Mom lying to us? Why did she land these SMITHS on us, rather than trying to find our wonderful Hero of a father?”


“I don’t know, but I’m more worried about this robot skeleton thingy,” said K2 anxiously. “I have a feeling it’s something to do with us, even if it’s not Dad. And what if Theo tells everyone and people start asking questions about our family?”


“Oh, Theo!” said Izzabird, with a contemptuous snort. “Pooh! I can deal with Theo… You worry too much, K2.”


“That’s because I’m worrying for both of us,” said K2 glumly. “It’s hard work, worrying for two.”


They ran the rest of the way to school.


Ah, yes, the children were in trouble.


Out-of-this-world trouble.


And even I might not be able to help them out of it.
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As I peered through the rain-bashed windows of the school, it became clear that the day was going to give K2 a whole lot more about which to worry.


Firstly, Theo had gone to the head teacher to get him to call the police about the robot skeleton they had seen on the way to school.


But the head teacher had not believed him.


Because Daniel Smith was not only the head teacher of Soggy-Bottom-Marsh-Place Primary and Secondary School. (It was a very small school.) He was also Theo’s father.


That was how he had met Freya O’Hero, who taught math at the very same school.


Daniel Smith did not want to become a laughingstock in front of the police.


So K2 and Izzabird and Mabel were summoned to Daniel’s office, where Izzabird denied everything.


“I mean, really, a ‘robot skeleton’ with a grudge against Theo’s math book?” scoffed Izzabird. “How likely is that? Theo hadn’t done his homework, so he set fire to his math book and lied about the rest, and Mabel is backing him up because she does everything Theo says. Isn’t that right, K2?” She stared fiercely at her twin.


K2 nodded reluctantly.


This seemed a whole load more believable to Daniel Smith than a robot skeleton rampaging around the countryside.


And that meant Theo got told off for lying.


So, when they left his father’s office, Theo’s mouth was a pencil-thin line of crossness. “You two are the liars, not me,” said Theo. “K2, you shouldn’t let Izzabird boss you into doing everything she wants you to do, isn’t that right, Mabel?”


“Um—” said Mabel.


“K2 is always thinking for himself, aren’t you, K2?” hissed Izzabird.


“Er—” said K2.


“You better Watch Out, Izzabird O’Hero,” taunted Theo.


“You better Watch Out MORE, Theo Smith,” Izzabird retorted.
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And the day went downhill from there.


Izzabird and Theo spent the whole morning getting each other into trouble, deliberately. Izzabird put Shrinking Loshun on Theo’s PE top and Theo hid Izzabird’s English and math and chemistry homework, and Izzabird crushed “Tablitts for the Growing of Love” onto Theo’s football cleats so they became magnetically attracted to each other and Theo could not pull them apart however hard he tried. They both got sent to the head teacher’s office many times.


K2, on the other hand, wasn’t getting into trouble, but he was having a tricky morning nonetheless. K2 sometimes found school frustrating because he had such great ideas but he couldn’t write them down quick enough or spell them the right way. And then he accidentally shot an own goal that lost his team the match in PE, so Angus McDognut gave K2 a dead arm, and K2 had to hide in the bathroom for a bit.


This is what learning to be a Hero is all about, thought K2, giving himself a stern talking-to as he dried his eyes. I bet if this happened to MY FATHER, he would pretend nothing had happened.


K2 blew his nose and squared his shoulders and marched out of the bathroom, immediately bumping into Angus McDognut again, who stole K2’s packed lunch, so K2 had to share Izzabird’s sandwich at lunchtime.


But things were about to get a whole lot worse.


The weather was getting wilder and wilder, and stranger and stranger.
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