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Also by Denis Knight and Cristy Burne


Wednesday Weeks and the Tower of Shadows (Book 1)


Wednesday Weeks and the Crown of Destiny (Book 2)









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


Mrs Glock is running up and down our perfectly clean classroom. She’s pretty much in full-scale panic, straightening artworks, polishing the whiteboard. I haven’t seen her this worked up since I accidentally squashed Sasha Hammond with a mutant hippo-bug. And that was weeks ago.


‘He’s coming!’ our teacher shrieks. ‘He’ll be here any moment!’ She stares wildly around the room. If her carefully pencilled eyebrows climb any higher, they’ll be visible from outer space.


‘Sitting nicely,’ she urges us. ‘Smiles on.’


We’re sitting nicely. Our smiles are on. Even Colin Murphy is smiling, though I can’t decide if smiling-Colin reminds me more of a self-satisfied vampire or a lava lizard seconds before it bursts into flames.


Mrs Glock is even more frantic than usual. Something about the Board of Education scheduling a Special Investigator to visit our school has really hit a nerve.


I’d like to think the investigator is coming because Mrs Glock is in the running for Highest Number of Fire Extinguishers in a Year Six Classroom. Or maybe she’s being recruited for the next season of I’m a Primary Teacher … Get Me Out of Here!


But it’s more likely the Board of Education has got wind of the recent incident with the hippobugamus. Not to mention the other strange happenings at our school. Random explosions. Unexplained blackouts. Fireballs raining from the ceiling. And you know what they say … where there’s smoke, there’s probably some sort of fire that I unintentionally started.


‘It’s very important everything goes to plan.’ Mrs Glock locks eyes with each of us as she roves the room. ‘If we don’t make a good impression, the Board of Education has the power to close down our school. So you all know what to do. We can’t afford for anything to—’


She gasps.


Her eyes have come to rest on me. I sit up straight and smile my most convincing smile. Mrs Glock and I don’t always get on, but we do have things in common. An on-again, off-again relationship with our eyebrows, for a start. And also … well … probably loads of other stuff too.


Mrs Glock seems to have gone into some kind of trance. She stares at me like she’s been zapped with one of Grandpa’s amnesia spells.


Alfie nudges me encouragingly. ‘There you go. She’s not ignoring you.’


Alfie is literally the smartest, most enthusiastic person I know. He can make the best of any situation, even this one. Now he smooths his crisp white shirt, checks the lucky hankie in his top pocket, and does absolutely nothing to his perfectly tousled hair. Because his hair always just looks like that. Total rock star, without even trying.


Now he gives Mrs Glock one of his enormous smiles – the type that makes you feel like everything’s going to be okay. Alfie’s the kind of person you want at your side when you’re trying to convince an adult of anything. But moments pass and our teacher still doesn’t move.


Alfie looks concerned. ‘Is everything all right, Mrs Glock?’


Mrs Glock is usually putty in Alfie’s mega-genius hands, but not this morning. The whites of her eyes are shining and she’s just staring at me and staring at me and then … finally … she utters a single word.


‘Wednesday.’


I guess I should be happy. It’s the first time she’s said my name since the hippobugamus incident. Only, she says it like I’m some sort of scarab beetle she’s found in her salad.


Which is a little hurtful. I mean, all I was doing was trying to save our silkworms from being gobbled by a poorly trained messenger bug. It’s not my fault the tiny bug accidentally transformed into a wingless, mooing mutant the size of a baby hippo.


At least, that’s what Alfie says.


Besides, Mrs Glock doesn’t really remember what happened. Or she shouldn’t, if Grandpa’s done his job properly. So why has she been acting so weird around me lately?


Grandpa says the difference between a good sorcerer and an evil sorcerer is what they do with their power. Which is why I’m hoping with all my heart – and the occasional calming spell – that our school won’t be closed down. Instead, I can use my powers to convince the Special Investigator to give Mrs Glock a glowing report and a GREAT WORK: KEEP IT UP certificate and our lives can all go back to normal. Call me a nerd, but right now I’m really focussed on graduating from primary school. And I can’t do that if my teacher is frozen in terror. Or if the Board of Education shuts down my school.


‘Erm,’ I say. ‘Mrs Glock?’


Mrs Glock blinks. ‘Wednesday,’ she says, pushing the word out from between clenched teeth. ‘You can’t be here when the investigator comes.’


Okay, ouch. Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mrs G.


I mean, six weeks ago, maybe I could see her point. But I’ve come a long way since the time I accidentally exploded our class model of the Harbour Bridge and melted an expensive robot into a pile of toxic sludge. Back then, I was all alone and struggling to learn even the teensiest bit about magic. Try being the first human in seven generations to be born with magical powers, and you’ll get my drift. Then try having my grandpa as your best and only hope for learning to control those magical powers, and you’ll kind of want to bury your head in the Great Slug Swamp.


But then Alfie came along, and there’s something about Alfie that even Grandpa’s Sword of Reckoning likes. And that means Grandpa likes him too. So now we’re in it together – me and Alfie, Apprentice Protectors of the Realms. And it’s a billion times better than being alone.


But if even a single fireball rains from the ceiling while the Special Investigator is here, it will raise suspicious eyebrows at the Board of Education. And if any eyebrows get singed, vaporised or in any way magically mismanaged, the board has the power to close down our school. Permanently. And that means I’ll need to change schools. Again. And be separated from Alfie.


No. Way.


The only way I can make sure that doesn’t happen is by making absolutely certain the investigator gives our class a glowing report. By any means necessary. And I can’t do that if I’m not here.


Besides, my poster about the geology of volcanoes is practically a work of art. I can’t wait to hear what the investigator has to say about it.


‘Five minutes,’ Sasha Hammond calls. Sasha has the stopwatch and the desk closest to the door.


Mrs Glock looks around the classroom like she’s hoping a portal to another dimension might open up and swallow me away. Which, in fairness, could actually happen.


I sit up even straighter and push my face into an expression of reliable dependability. At the same time, I check the clasp on my anti-magic bracelet, a clever gadget that protects me – and our school – from magical disasters.


Except when I take it off.


Which I am totally not doing now.


Not unless it’s absolutely necessary.


Suddenly, Sasha makes a kind of choking noise. The entire class turns to stare at a figure in the doorway. The figure holds his head high, one hand outstretched, a circle of darkness flickering around him.


Okay, seriously?


‘Inspector,’ Mrs Glock croaks, a smile frozen on her face. ‘Welcome to Room 17.’


Now, I’m no expert on Board of Education Special Investigators, but I’m fairly certain your average investigator might favour smart-casual fashion. A tailored blazer, perhaps, with a collared shirt, some smart shoes, a clipboard and a name badge. Not a hooded cloak, a wooden staff, and a green-jewelled belt.


But this doesn’t seem to occur to Mrs Glock. Like I said, she’s been under a lot of stress lately.


‘Do come in,’ she gushes. ‘The children are so excited to meet you.’


The figure lowers his hood, revealing vivid grey eyes. His face is stern, artfully framed by his way-too-carefully crafted beard. I want to roll my eyes. If Grandpa spent half as much time tidying his basement as he spends working on his appearance, we’d never have to waste another weekend searching for lost firebird eggs or missing bottles of boomslang fangs.


Not that I’m still upset about that.


I mean, why would I want to spend my weekend doing anything else?


Anyway, he’s here now, and that means I should be filled with a feeling of safety and calm, because he’s the adult and also the Protector of the Realms, Master of the Seven Transformations, etc, etc. Except, during our last couple of adventures, Grandpa has ended up in the Deep End of Serious Trouble … and guess who’s had to save him?


Yep. Me and Alfie. Apprentice Protectors of the Realms, Chief Searchers for Missing Firebird Eggs. And Year Six Kids Desperately Trying to Graduate.


The Ruby Ring is still glowing red on Grandpa’s finger after his journey through space and time. Power and magic thrum through the air when he speaks, and that’s just the way he likes it.


‘Apprentices,’ he says gravely, nodding at me and Alfie in turn. ‘We must leave at once.’


Alfie shoots me an expectant look. The rest of the kids just stare, open-mouthed.


Mrs Glock rushes to shake Grandpa’s hand. ‘I’m Alice Glock,’ she says. ‘It’s an absolute pleasure to meet you, Inspector …’ She trails off uncertainly, peering at Grandpa like she’s trying to place his face.


Grandpa is clearly in a rush, but he bows and starts to introduce himself anyway. He’s always been a sucker for protocol.


‘As ever, dear lady—’ he begins.


‘Lovely to meet you, Mr Dearlady,’ Mrs Glock gushes, taking Grandpa by the elbow. ‘Allow me to give you a little tour.’


Grandpa looks astounded. Usually when he’s introducing himself, he takes great pleasure in listing his full name and at least seven of his titles. But this time he doesn’t get a chance.


Instead, Mrs Glock launches straight into our carefully prepared classroom tour, leading Grandpa across to our latest technology assignment. We had to design our own games using magnets. Sasha Hammond’s group made a fishing game, with magnetic rods to fish out magnetic sea creatures. Allie Crenshaw’s group made a maze, where you use magnets to steer little magnetic cars. And Colin Murphy’s group made a magnetic version of Pin the Tail on the Donkey, where instead of a magnetic tail you pin a magnetic nose, a magnetic mouth and magnetic eyeballs, and instead of a donkey, you use an enormous picture of Colin. Super-entertaining – and surprisingly clever.


Alfie and I call our game Magneto-fetch. It doesn’t use permanent magnets, which are magnetic all the time. It uses electromagnets, which are only magnetic when an electrical current flows through them. Basically, we attached a robotic arm to Alfie’s robot, Alfie Junior, then added on a powerful electromagnet. Which means, with a simple voice command, we can instruct Alfie Junior to switch on the magnet, and boom! The little robot instantly attracts everything magnetic in the room. Sasha Hammond’s magnetic sea creatures, Allie Crenshaw’s magnetic cars, and, even funnier, Colin Murphy’s magnetic face parts. It’s like watching magnetic seagulls flock to a robotic chip.


But Mrs Glock doesn’t mention Magneto-fetch. In fact, she’s already moved on, and now she’s talking so fast it’s hard for Grandpa to get a word in, which is kind of incredible. Grandpa’s not known for his patience, in the same way that real Special Investigators aren’t known for their cloaks and swords.


‘This is our study of volcanoes,’ Mrs Glock says, showing off our displays. She’s so focussed, she doesn’t realise Grandpa doesn’t care a dragon’s whisker about science. Grandpa is magic, magic, magic all the way.


Alfie and I have tried to explain some basic science to Grandpa, like the internet and solar panels and how toilets flush. But he insists all good things come from magic. ‘Look,’ he says. ‘I push a button, and abracadabra. It all disappears!’


That’s why Alfie and I exchange a nervous glance when Mrs Glock shows Grandpa our homemade Newton’s Cradle. You know those nifty little desk toys? The ones with a row of silver balls suspended on strings? Well, we even got to make one of those.


‘This is our work on energy transformation,’ she says, lifting one ball and then dropping it. She shows him how all the balls click back and forth, back and forth.


‘Potential energy transforms to kinetic energy and then back again!’ Sasha Hammond explains, always eager to please.


‘Nonsense!’ Grandpa booms. ‘People can transform into frogs. I can transform into a raven. But none of this can happen without magic! Besides, transformation magic is far too complex for ordinary humans to understand.’


Yikes. He’s clearly lost his patience. And accidentally caused all the ceiling lights to explode.


Mrs Glock looks shocked. Sasha Hammond just gapes. And I can’t help wondering when the real investigator will turn up.


Grandpa swirls his cloak. ‘Enough talk. Pack your things, Apprentices.’


Alfie grins like he’s in a toothpaste commercial. ‘Molten!’ There’s nothing he likes better than a magical adventure, the more hair-raising the better.


Me? I’m not so sure. I feel like something terrible must have happened to bring Grandpa here. I mean, Alfie and I have made the rules very clear: Grandpa isn’t allowed in our classroom unless it’s an absolute emergency. And lately, he’s stuck to those rules.


So I brace myself. Because more than likely, we’re about to be landed feet-first in a swamp-load of trouble.


And then there’s a knock at the door.
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CHAPTER 2


As the classroom door swings open, Grandpa spins and raises his staff. His billowing cloak knocks into the game display, sending a handful of magnetic seahorses flying. Colin Murphy cops a magnetic starfish to the head. Mrs Glock looks like she’s about to pass out.


And the man at the door observes everything.


He’s wearing a collared shirt with a tailored blazer and a name badge. He has smart shoes, and he’s holding a clipboard.


Ah, nuts.


‘Identify yourself, interloper!’ Grandpa commands, standing tall and stern, staff at the ready. He looks super-intimidating, all powerful and one hundred per cent magic. I feel a twinge of pride. It’s really something, to be Protector of the Realms, and at moments like this, I can’t wait until it’s my turn.


‘Rixon’s the name,’ the man says. ‘I’m Board of Education.’


‘Good sir!’ Grandpa looks appalled, but grudgingly lowers his staff. ‘Going to school is a privilege. Only boring people get bored.’


Mrs Glock’s eyes bulge. She looks from Grandpa to Inspector Rixon, then back to Grandpa.


The inspector glares at Grandpa.


Grandpa glares at the inspector.


Then Allie Crenshaw laughs.


Maybe she’s finally got the joke, or maybe she’s just noticed the starfish on Colin’s face. Anyway, all that matters is that Allie Crenshaw’s laugh sounds like a fist fight between a chainsaw and a banshee. And Grandpa’s survived his fair share of those. But only just.


He flashes an instinctive hand. ‘Grando glacium.’


The entire class freezes, along with Inspector Rixon and Mrs Glock. Grando glacium is Grandpa’s amnesia spell, the reason no one ever remembers he was here. Which is ironic, considering how much he loves people to know how important he is.


Grandpa is kind of a big deal, even though I suspect he makes up some of his titles. My own magic’s getting stronger all the time, and I’m getting better at controlling it, but I still can’t do half the things Grandpa can do. I can conjure orbs of light and throw fireballs. I can levitate anything smaller than a suitcase. I can transform some objects, sometimes, and with some degree of success.


But I can’t make people forget. And the magical world is too much for most non-magical brains to handle. Which is why no human in this room can be allowed to remember what just happened. No human except me and Alfie. And especially not Inspector Rixon. I just hope Grandpa’s amnesia spell works better today than it did after the hippo-bug incident.


‘What’s up, Grandpa?’ I ask.


‘An emergency,’ Grandpa says. ‘We need to move fast.’


I’m already grabbing my stuff. ‘Move where?’


We could be heading to any of the Nine Realms, but I’m really hoping we’re not off to the Goblin Realm. That place stinks in so many ways.


Grandpa ignores my question. ‘I bear grave tidings. Gorgomoth has returned.’


Gorgomoth?


The Goblin King has been missing-in-amphibian for weeks. Usually his return would be a big problem, but not this time. Because Gorgomoth recently turned himself into a frog. And frogs are cute. So, what’s to be grave about?


Alfie grins. ‘Finally! Let’s go scoop him up.’ He unzips his backpack, rummages through, and pulls out a small, long-handled net – the kind you’d use to scoop goldfish from an aquarium.


Grandpa shakes his head. ‘I admire your enthusiasm, young Alfie, but I’m afraid that won’t be enough.’


Okay, I don’t like the sound of that one bit.


‘What’s wrong, Grandpa?’ I ask. ‘Gorgomoth’s still a frog, right?’ But I already know the answer. It’s written all over Grandpa’s face.


‘I am sorry, Wednesday,’ he says. ‘The Unclean One has resumed his true form.’


Alfie and I exchange a horrified glance.


Before he turned into a frog, Gorgomoth was not only the stinkiest bad guy in the Nine Realms. He was also the meanest. Owner-operator of the Pit of Extreme Discomfort, inventor of the Sardine and Strawberry Cake, and winner of every year’s vote for Evil Semi-Genius Most Likely to Pitch Us All into a Third Age of Never-Ending Darkness.


The last time we saw him, Gorgomoth was up to his usual tricks, trying to enslave our friends, take over the Nine Realms and transform every faery in Queen Shard’s castle into a frog. But Alfie and I sure showed him, with some help from our faery friend Adaline. I guess you could say we left him hopping mad.


As in, we turned him into a frog.


I mean, technically he turned himself into a frog. Alfie and I just gave him a little helping hand. After that, he just disappeared, safely froggified.


Until now.


‘But how?’ I ask.


Grandpa’s eyes are the darkest grey I’ve ever seen. ‘Even Bruce does not know how it was done. We fear the Unclean One may have come into possession of some great and long-lost magic. In any case, he has been sighted in the Realm of Unfriendly Cats, boasting of a secret clue to the hiding place of Saranon’s Stone of Power.’


Oof. It’s like a rock monster has punched me in the guts.


Saranon was the most powerful sorcerer who ever lived – the very first sorcerer. And ten thousand years ago he created seven magical stones: the Stone of Power, the Stone of Passage, the Stone of Sight, the Stone of Protection, the Stone of Life, and the Stone of … um …


Anyway.


Being Protector of the Realms means Grandpa’s tasked with keeping the Seven Stones safe. Kind of tricky when you don’t know where half of them are. Most of the stones have been hidden or lost, hopefully never to be found. Especially by someone as power-crazed and hygiene-challenged as Gorgomoth. In the past, the Goblin King has managed to get his hands on the Stone of Passage and the Stone of Sight. Luckily we’ve always been able to get them back.


But the Stone of Power has been lost for millennia, and not because people haven’t been looking for it. Whoever holds the Stone of Power can call down thunder and lightning, harness the winds, turn back the tides …


I shiver. If Gorgomoth controlled the stone, he could crush continents with the blink of an eye. He could rain rotten eggs across entire realms, turn tinned spaghetti green without even opening the tins. And achieve his life-long goal of enslaving the universe.


‘Well, Gorgo-brains can boast all he wants,’ Alfie says confidently. ‘There’s no way he can find it, right?’ He looks to Grandpa for confirmation, then to me, and then back to Grandpa. ‘I mean, Saranon wasn’t the kind of guy to mess around. If he wanted to hide something, it’d stay hidden.’


Grandpa sucks in a long breath and I feel my heart fall even further. ‘Unfortunately, there may be some truth to Gorgomoth’s claim. Some … new information has come to light. It seems Saranon never intended to hide the Stone of Power forever.’


‘Are you kidding me?’ I demand. ‘Who told you that?’


‘Queen Shard,’ Grandpa says. ‘The Crown of Destiny has shown her a vision.’


I swap a nervous look with Alfie. Faery Queen Shard’s royal crown has a habit of sharing visions of the past, present and future with its wearers – but only with those it deems worthy. For a while there, it shared its visions with me and Alfie. But now the crown’s safely back with Queen Shard, I haven’t thought about it in weeks – at least not until Grandpa showed up with his little newsflash about the upcoming end of the world.


I mean, I don’t want to sound hysterical, but if Gorgomoth gets his hands on the Stone of Power, he won’t only use it to enslave the Nine Realms, he’ll use it for personal vengeance. On Queen Shard and Adaline and all the faeries who stood against him. On me, Alfie, Grandpa. My mum and dad. My lizard, Spike. Alfie’s mum and dad and nani and brothers and sisters and dogs and cat.


Everyone who has ever done anything to try to stop the Goblin King will be in the line of fireballs. There’ll be nothing he can’t do. And he’ll be coming for us.


I swallow hard. Suddenly, I can’t seem to see my way past this impending doom. Through all this trouble and into the future, into some kind of hope. Because what future can I have if Gorgomoth has the stone?


Grandpa seems to know what I’m thinking. ‘The Unclean One has dedicated his life to finding Saranon’s stones,’ he says. ‘If he truly has uncovered a clue to the Stone of Power’s resting place …’


My fists clench. ‘We have to stop him.’


From the folds of Grandpa’s cloak comes a sardonic voice. ‘Not a chance, chucklehead. If you ask me, it’s time to bunker down in the basement.’


I feel a little jump in my heart. ‘Bruce!’


Grandpa’s disembodied sidekick isn’t exactly an optimist, but he is a friend. Or a sort-of friend. Or more like a kind of portable co-adventurer, the perfect size to be strapped to a schoolbag.


‘Skully McSkullface!’ Alfie cheers as Grandpa extracts the super-cranky skull from his pocket. Bruce hates being called Skully McSkullface, but he still won’t tell us his real name, so it’s really his own fault.


‘The basement’s very comfy this time of year.’ Vivid pinpoints of orange light twinkle inside the old skull’s eye sockets. ‘Especially now the end of the world is upon us. We’re all stocked up with tinned peaches, and I’ve had Realmflix connected and everything.’


Bruce’s voice is as dry and dusty as his wisdom, especially if you define ‘wisdom’ as hiding in the basement every time anything even remotely scary might happen. Certainly that seems to be Bruce’s definition.


Grandpa makes a disapproving sound I know well, from all the times he’s tried to teach me some new spell and I’ve accidentally caused an explosion or flooded everything in custard. ‘Come now, Bruce.’


‘What?’ The skull rolls his eyelights. ‘If that power-crazed psychopath gets his armoured hands on the Stone of Power, it’s goodbye, school holidays and hello, Third Age of Never-Ending Darkness. We might as well pack it in now and save ourselves a lot of trouble.’


Grandpa’s voice turns as cold and hard as my most recent attempt at dragonberry scones. ‘We are Protectors. Our duty is to protect the Nine Realms, even in the face of great evil.’


‘But what if we can’t?’ I ask. ‘What if Gorgomoth finds the stone?’


Grandpa gives me a steady look. ‘We must not let that happen. If we cannot stop Gorgomoth from finding the stone, then we must find it ourselves.’


I stare at him as I realise what he has in mind. ‘A race to the stone.’


Actually, when you put it that way, it doesn’t sound too bad. I mean, going up against a vengeful and recently de-froggified Goblin King wasn’t exactly on my to-do list for today. But finding a stone? I guess I’m up for that.


Alfie obviously agrees. ‘Molten!’


Bruce, not so much.


‘Oh, please,’ he grumbles in Grandpa’s hand. ‘Even if we could beat old clanky pants to the stone, what exactly do you propose to do with it? Saranon hid that thing for a reason, you know.’


Grandpa looks affronted. ‘I did not say I proposed to use the stone myself.’


‘What, then?’ Bruce asks.


‘We hide it again,’ Grandpa says. ‘In a place where it can never be found.’ His face turns hard. ‘And then we capture Gorgomoth and return him to prison. A goblin-proof prison this time.’


Bruce scoffs. ‘Impossible.’


‘Nothing’s impossible.’ Alfie picks up his schoolbag, which is pre-packed with snacks and water and just about anything else you can imagine. Always ready for anything, that’s Alfie. ‘Only highly improbable.’


‘And we’re pretty good at highly improbable.’ I take off my anti-magic bracelet and my magic begins to flow. The ice-blue streak of hair on my forehead starts to dance and jump.


That streak is what you might call unusual. It’s been there since the day I was born. You can’t dye it, you can’t style it. But when there’s even a tiny bit of magic in the air, it starts freestyling like a gangster.


I zip the bracelet into Alfie’s schoolbag, along with my honey-and-tahini sandwiches and my apple. It’s still fifteen minutes until morning recess, but adventures always make me hungry.


‘Cranio in baculum!’ Grandpa mutters.


With a faint swirl of magic, Bruce floats through the air and clicks onto the top of Grandpa’s staff.


The skull’s eyelights glitter as he looks around from his new vantage point, seven feet off the ground.


I frown up at him. ‘Are you okay up there?’


‘Of course.’ Bruce grins down at me. ‘Your grandfather and I used to roll like this all the time back in the Great Goblin War. There wasn’t a goblin alive who wouldn’t run a mile when they saw us coming.’


Which is all very well, but the Great Goblin War ended four hundred years ago, and Bruce has literally been on the shelf ever since. And Grandpa hasn’t been getting any younger, either.


Still, there’s definitely something a little bit daunting about the sight of Grandpa in his cloak and hood, with Bruce perched above him like a jack-o’-lantern on a stick. And it’s way cooler than being strapped to a schoolbag.


‘Ready?’ Grandpa asks.


I take one more look at Mrs Glock and Inspector Rixon and the rest of our class, still frozen like statues. When Grandpa’s amnesia spell wears off in fifteen minutes or so, they won’t remember anything about his arrival or our departure. Mrs Glock will be able to continue the tour like nothing happened.


All things considered, it’s probably better this way.


So I nod. ‘Ready.’


And, amazingly, I actually do feel ready. This is what we’ve been training for. This is why Protectors of the Realms exist in the first place. To stop power-crazed despots from taking over the universe. So it’s up to us to make sure that never happens. It’s up to us to find the Stone of Power before Gorgomoth does.


Grandpa swipes his Ruby Ring through the air and the Stone of Passage opens a flickering portal before us.


‘Off the sprocket!’ Alfie pumps his fist. ‘We’re going on an adventure.’
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CHAPTER 3


As soon as we arrive, I feel the glow of warm sunshine and the uber-critical, unblinking stare of glaring feline eyes.


I can’t help feeling nervous. The Realm of Unfriendly Cats is not known for its hospitality. It’s not that all cats are unfriendly. It’s not even that these particular cats are unfriendly all the time. The truth is something even non-magical humans have guessed. Cats are very moody, very magical beings, loyal to no one. Sometimes they want to curl at your feet. Other times, they want to claw out your eyes.


And then there are the times they simply disappear. That’s because cats can portal pretty much anywhere in the Nine Realms, any time they fancy. And that’s why so many of them end up here, in their own realm, where it’s sunny and lazy all the time. Why would a cat go anywhere else?


Hundreds of cats are watching us with all the enthusiasm of children eyeing a plate of broccoli. They stare from curled-up spots on sunny platforms. They regard us from the tops of fences, flicking their tails. Their message is clear. They disapprove. A lot.


But there’s something about cats that just makes you want to please them. Maybe it’s because we humans can’t stand to be ignored, and they know it.


Always the optimist, Alfie crouches to call an orange tabby. ‘Here, kitty, kitty, kitty.’


The cat ignores him – of course – but Alfie doesn’t seem to mind. He’s pretty much the perfect cat-person. Kind-hearted enough to love them. Hopeful enough to think that maybe, one day, his love will be returned.


I’m more of a lizard-person myself. With lizards, you always know where you stand.


The cats are all ordinary-cat-sized in this realm, but everything else is at least a dozen sizes too big. I’m talking a metropolis of cat hotels like skyscrapers. A towering mishmash of carpet-covered scratching posts with stuffed mice dangling from on high. There are tall platforms to glare from. Fake windows to sleep in. Giant curtains to shred and expensive furniture to scratch. And endless sunshine. It’s basically cat paradise. And then, when they’re ready for a bowl of Friskies, they portal back to the Human Realm to mewl at your feet.


Sometimes I feel jealous of the unfriendly cats. I’d love to have a realm of my own, a place to hang out when I’m feeling antisocial or grumpy, or when I just want to sit by myself in the sun.


But at least my realm isn’t splattered with noxious red glop.


A geyser of something that looks suspiciously like tomato sauce has sprung up from the carpet-covered ground.


Huh. Tomatoes. That’s new.


‘Is this what you wanted to show us, Grandpa?’


The geyser is spraying thousands of litres of tomato sauce into the air, and then – thanks to the tyranny of gravity – thousands of litres of tomato sauce are raining back down. It’s splattering everywhere, messy like you wouldn’t believe. There are puddles of passata. Ponds of pomodorina. There’s even a small river of sauce flowing past our feet.


And I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking tomato sauce geysers might be relatively common in the Nine Realms, like slug swamps or inside-out insanity mazes. Well, I’m here to tell you. They’re not.


The Realm of Unfriendly Cats is usually clean. Incredibly clean. Not a sauce splatter or puree puddle to be seen. So I probably don’t need to tell you that these neat-freak cats do not look happy.


Alfie sniffs the air and licks his lips. ‘It’s like some sort of sauce factory has sprung a leak. I’m thinking pizza sauce. Yum.’


Grandpa glances nervously at the watching cats, then leans in. ‘Queen Shard has eyes and ears in every realm – and more than one cat on her payroll. When this geyser exploded earlier today, her agents reported it immediately. Apparently it springs from an underground cave.’ He lowers his voice, so it echoes and billows like a secret. ‘A cave that has never before been opened.’


‘Molten!’ Alfie exclaims.


Grandpa doesn’t share Alfie’s enthusiasm. ‘The Queen’s sources whisper that it is a sign. They fear the Third Age is upon us.’


The Third Age?


‘But the Third Age is the Age of Never-Ending Darkness,’ I protest, remembering Gorgomoth’s boasts. The Goblin King has been threatening to bring about the Third Age for centuries. He says it’s the time when he’ll rise to enslave all the Nine Realms.


Bruce harrumphs from his perch on Grandpa’s staff. ‘The Queen’s spies are all scaredy-cats. There’s nothing in the Third Age prophecies about tomato sauce.’


‘Indeed.’ Grandpa wipes at his nose. ‘And yet, our reports suggest Gorgomoth arrived here within hours of the geyser erupting.’


Alfie and I exchange a glance. Looks like Queen Shard isn’t the only one with cats on her payroll. But there’s one detail that doesn’t quite track.
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