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Rose Falvey was in the garden shed at 23 Daffodil Close, Bashingford, tending to an injured parrot. It had been a year since Merdyn the Wild had gone back to the Dark Ages and since then her makeshift veterinary clinic had cured countless dogs, cats, hamsters and tortoises of various minor ailments and injuries using Rose’s newfound magic powers. She used a pinecone spell so that the animals could talk to her and tell her what was wrong.

Her best friend and chief scientist Tamsin helped her out and nothing gave them greater pleasure than seeing a stricken pet walk out on their feet/paws. All they asked of the animals’ owners was a voluntary donation to pay for the herbs they needed for spells (the type of magic Rose was capable of required a chanted spell PLUS a liberal scattering of herbs). School was going well, the vet clinic was going well, she had a cool, brainy best friend – everything in Rose’s life was tickety-boo. There was only one problem. A problem that reared its ugly head (or pretty head, I should say) the very Saturday morning that you, our reader, joins this story. The problem was …

KRIS.

Rose was just mending the parrot’s leg with a bone-fixing spell (it had been chased around the front room by the family cat and caught its foot in the fireguard) when she heard an almighty explosion outside in the garden.

She burst out of the shed door to find her older brother Kris standing in the middle of the lawn performing some sort of magic show to twenty or so of his annoying schoolfriends.

“And now for Invisiboy’s signature spell!” he crowed.

“PASSIFLORA INVISIBLATA!”

Kris then threw dried passion-flower petals over himself and promptly disappeared, much the audience’s delight.
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You see, Kris could also do magic. Those of you who read the last book in this series (and if you haven’t, what is WRONG with you?) will know that Rose found out she was related to Merdyn the Wild and so was a W-blood (wizard, witch or warlock). And Kris soon realised that if Rose could do magic, then so could he. How Kris used his powers, however, couldn’t have been more different to how Rose used hers. 




While Rose used her magic to help injured hedgehogs, Kris used his to help him hog the limelight! He loved to show off. He would produce lightning from his fingers and use the levitation spell to show off in front of girls down the shopping centre. He would make himself invisible to get into football matches and music concerts for free.He’d even started wearing a superhero outfit and had come up with a list of names.


[image: images]




As Rose watched Kris showing off in the garden that morning, she thought of a more appropriate name for him. 

“Oi, Idiotboy!” she called out.

Kris rematerialised in front of the crowd. “It’s Invisiboy!” he huffed angrily.

“I don’t care who you are, we had a deal, remember? You don’t put on stupid magic shows while my vet clinic is open.”

“Boo!” A couple of boys shouted at Rose as if it were a pantomime.

“And you lot can shut up and get out of my garden,” Rose rasped back at them, not exactly helping to dispel their belief that she was the villain.

“But your dumb vet clinic is ALWAYS open, like ALL weekend!” Kris complained. “So when am I supposed to do my magic shows?”

“I dunno!” Rose said, exasperated. “At school? On the street? Or how about never at all? You shouldn’t use magic to entertain; you should use it to help people. With great power comes great responsibility.” Rose regretting saying this sentence almost as soon as it had left her mouth. She liked the phrase and she meant it, but it was from the movie Spider-Man and she was worried someone might notice.

“That’s from Spider-Man,” said a small kid with glasses.

“I don’t care if it’s from the land of the Wizard of Oz!” Rose countered. “Take your magic show elsewhere! I have a parrot’s life to save.” And with that she stomped angrily into her shed. Kris told his friends to go home and stormed off to his room.

I’m afraid that the event I just described for you had become commonplace in the Falvey household since Merdyn had left. There is no easy way of putting it, dear reader.

THE SIBLINGS WERE AT WAR!

As far as Rose was concerned it was all Kris’s fault. He had let his powers go to his head and become a complete hufty tufty*1.

For Kris it was Rose who was causing all the problems. Since she’d saved the world from Jerabo the Great and his sneaky son Julian Smith in the battle of Stonehenge, Rose had become no fun at all. All she wanted to do was mend animals and talk about responsibility. Boooooring!

Kris was so angry with his sister for spoiling his fun that he had vowed to prove himself better than Rose at magic. And so he came up with new, exciting spells that she couldn’t perform. The invisibility spell was one of them, and he had recently perfected a memory-wipe spell.

Rose was furious as she had been trying to perfect that spell for ages but just couldn’t get it right. Stupid Kris had mastered it in weeks! Even more annoying was that he wouldn’t share it with her. It would have been soooo useful in her vet clinic. She could get cats to forget being traumatised by dogs, and dogs to forget being traumatised by cats. But would Kris share it? No. Kris didn’t see why he should share it when she wouldn’t give him the pinecone spell that Rose used to allow her pet guinea pig, Bubbles, to speak. He wanted to use it on a wasp, which Rose thought was ridiculous (and so did Bubbles).

What annoyed Rose most – although she hated to admit it – was that deep down she knew she just wasn’t as good at magic as Kris. I mean, yes, she’d saved the world once, but she had had Merdyn to help her then, the greatest wizard of all time. On her own she was just a mediocre W-blood at best, and she hated Kris for spelling it out (literally) so clearly for her.

Rose’s beloved father, who had died a few years ago, had always told Rose that she would do something special with her life, would BE something special. When she found out she could do magic, she’d thought that was it! THIS was what her father had meant! But now Kris could do magic too. Not only that, he could do magic BETTER than her. Well, what made her so special now? Nothing. These were the thoughts that went through her head every night and which would keep her awake until she cried herself to sleep.

“Would you mind keeping the noise down please?” a voice would often pipe up from the cage in the corner of her bedroom. There sat a yellow guinea pig, munching on muesli.

The voice

was from Bubbles,

A beloved pet

who didn’t care for troubles.




*1An old word for “show off”. I told you, you should have read the last book!
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Caught in the middle of her warring children was their poor mum Suzy. It was the last thing she needed. She was having problems of her own! She had started singing again recently. She was doing gigs to hundreds of people, singing songs from her old band The Mondays, but the fans wouldn’t keep coming back for the same six songs. She needed some new tracks but was struggling with writer’s block.

One quiet Sunday morning she was on the verge of completing a wonderful new song. It was called “Mother’s on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown” and was about a tired mum who had writer’s block and was sick of her kids fighting (I don’t know where she got that idea from, do you?). She had just begun to write the lyrics, the words spilling from her pen on to the paper, when she heard an argument erupt down the corridor.

“Keep out of my room!” screamed Kris.

“I don’t want to BE in your room!” Rose yelled back. “I just want the spell!”
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Suzy put her earplugs in, which had been bought especially for these occasions. Ah, that’s better, she thought and carried on writing.

Meanwhile, the argument was escalating. That morning Rose had begged Kris for the millionth time to let her have the memory-wipe spell. She’d had someone bring in a pet rabbit who’d had a bag of carrots fall on its head and it was now traumatised by the sight of carrots. But they were the only things that it liked eating, so now it was starving to death.

Kris tried to bargain with her. “I’ll lend it to you if I can do magic shows ALL DAY Saturday.”

“Saturday’s our busiest day!” Rose protested.

“Then no memory-wipe spell,” Kris sang in an annoying whiny voice that he knew really wound Rose up.

“Look, stupid hair boy,” Rose hit back, using the one thing SHE knew would wind him up: any criticism whatsoever of his hair. (Kris was a little vain; he had so much hairspray in it he needed to keep at least ten metres away from candles or it would burst into flames.) “I’m going to create my own memory-wipe spell soon. And guess what? It’ll be WAY better than yours …”

“That’s fine then!” Kris cut in. “You don’t need mine!”

Rose lost her temper. “But I need it now! A rabbit is starving to death!”

“You know what the real problem is here, Rose,” Kris retorted, still smarting from the hair comment. “You just can’t stand that I’m better at magic than you!”

“WHAT?!!” Rose yelled back in fake disgust, “You wouldn’t even know you could DO magic if it wasn’t for me.”

Kris had spotted a weakness. “That’s not the point! The point is I’m better at it than you and you hate it.”

“I am WAY better than you!” his sister yelled.

“Then do your own spells and stop embarrassing yourself by begging for mine!” Kris shouted back.

“I’ll tell you what I really hate if you must know.” Rose had never been angrier in her life. “YOU, Kris! I hate YOU! I wish I’d never had a brother!”

“Ha!” Kris laughed in her face. “You think I want you as a sister!? A boring goody two shoes!!”

At that moment something inside Rose snapped. Without thinking she reached for some dill leaves from a pouch in the herb belt round her waist and threw a lightning spell.

“HOLCUS CRACKAJACKA!”

she screamed as she threw the dill leaves, and white electric streams crackled from her fingers and whizzed past Kris’s head, singeing the left side of his hair.

KABOOM!

The ferocity of the explosion blew Kris’s door off its hinges and incinerated the contents of his room: bed, duvet, trendy retro record player, hair products and hairdryers (one for every different hairstyle) – the lot – then smashed a two-metre circular hole in the far wall.

“Oh … MY … GOD!!” exclaimed Kris and immediately ran downstairs and into the garden. Rose knew what he was going to do and followed him, shouting, “Nononononononononono!”

Rose got to the garden just as Kris was throwing HIS dill leaves over Rose’s beloved shed.

“HOLCUS CRACKAJACKA!”

he yelled and – BOOM! – of course his lightning spell was even more powerful than Rose’s and the wooden shed was blasted from its concrete base UP INTO THE AIR!

As it flew vertically into the sky and came crashing down in a heap of crumpled wood and veterinary instruments, Rose found herself jealous that even Kris’s blooming lightning spells were better than hers!

“RIGHT!! THAT’S IT!!!” came a voice from behind the children. The voice was Mum’s. The noise from the two explosions had finally penetrated the earplugs and she was now standing in the garden in front of the twin destroyers of her home. “I’m banning magic from this house! For six months! And if I hear one word of complaint, it’ll be FOR EVER!”

Kris started to complain. “But—”

“Shut up, Kris!” snapped Rose.

“Me shut up?” Kris retorted. “This is all your fault.”
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“ENOUGH!!” Suzy bellowed. The bickering siblings fell silent. “No magic for six months. And you can both share the blame! It’s just about the only thing you can share!”

Upstairs in Rose’s room, Bubbles had been listening to the whole farrago with faint amusement. Humans were so complicated, he thought. They want for so much. He was happy with a bowl of organic pet-shop grains and a snooze.

Magic should have brought joy

to their life.

Instead it had brought

trouble and strife.
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The year 521 to be precise. Ten years after Merdyn had returned from the future. But we’re not going to see your favourite warlock-turned-wizard just yet. We’re not in Bashingford now! Far from it. We’re in what is now Romania. Transylvania to be precise (again) …

Transylvania in the Dark Ages was a land in turmoil. The Romans had conquered the place and then been thrown out by the Vandals*2, who in turn had been thrown out by the Goths*3.

There was such upheaval that by the year 521 nobody really knew who was in charge, so it ended up being home to various waifs and strays who had been chased out of other countries and didn’t really know where to go. One such person was Vanheldon – king of the Vandals.

Vanheldon was an imposing battle-hardened warrior with thick matted hair and a long wiry beard that made it look like a giant hedge on legs was running towards you. He had small dark eyes set into his grey craggy face like two caves in a mountain slope. His nose had been broken so many times it looked more like a potato. He wore llama-skin boots on his feet, deer-skin trousers on his legs, a bear-skin tunic covered his barrel-like chest, and he had a necklace adorned with tiger teeth and dried dead rats. To top it off he wore a leather helmet on his head with bull horns sticking out of it. It was fair to say he was NOT a vegetarian!

Vanheldon had once commanded hundreds of soldiers. But one day he led an invasion of Albion (England) and had his entire army destroyed by one man. That man’s name was … Merdyn the Wild.

The Vandal king went back to mainland Europe with only his daughter Vanhessa, a couple of guards and a trunk full of his dead soldiers’ belongings. He roamed from place to place before eventually settling in what became Transylvania. The weather there suited him, because it was dark, broody and unpredictable. There he cleared an area of woodland on the top of a hill above a small village and built a sinister-looking fortress*4. It was square in shape with a courtyard in the centre and a watchtower in the middle of one side adorned with giant wooden bull horns. The whole building was surrounded by a fence of sharpened wooden stakes on top of which he placed various dead animals’ heads. This was a decoration that would be copied nearly a thousand years later by Transylvania’s other famous son, Vlad the Impaler*5.

If the animal heads on sticks didn’t put off unwanted visitors, then its name would. Vanheldon called his home Fort Doom. And day after day, week after week, month after month, Vanheldon would pace up and down the courtyard of Fort Doom plotting revenge on Merdyn the Wild.

Eventually, after years of brooding, mulling and thinking, Vanheldon finally unveiled his cunning revenge plan to his daughter at dinner one night.

“I have decided, I am going to killeth him,” he grunted as he scoffed a bowl of pottage*6.

Vanhessa coughed up some pottage. She’d been expecting a better plan than this.

“Hmm. Good idea, Father,” she said, her expression telling a different story. “Have thou given any thought as to how thou might killeth him?”

“Of course I HAVE!” Vanheldon bellowed angrily and thumped his fist upon the table. “With a BIG KNIFE! Ha ha ha ha!” He took his HUGE hunting knife from its sheath and threw it at the far wall where it stuck out like a coat peg.

“Father, if I may be so bold—” began Vanhessa, but her father interrupted.

“Bald? Thou art not bald, Vanhessa. Thou have a fine head of hair, the most bountiful in all the lands!”

It was true. Vanhessa did have a lovely thick head of hair. In fact, everything about Vanhessa was impressive. She had legs like two tree trunks and her arms bulged with muscles like a sea snake that’s swallowed a camel. Her face was the spitting image of her father’s except she had green eyes instead of mud-brown and a smaller less broken nose. Her eyebrows were less like hedgerows too, more like long thin caterpillars, and they were usually highly arched, especially when she was listening to one of her father’s plans.

“No, Father, I said if I may be so bold, ahem, I think it would be a mistake to try to killeth Merdyn the Wild on our own. Remember, we had nearly a thousand soldiers when we invaded Albion – now we have two.”

“Bah!!” Vanheldon thumped the table again. If you were in the room, dear reader, you would have noticed a small indentation in the table under Vanheldon’s fist, suggesting that he thumps his table A LOT. “What do you suggesteth then, daughter?!”

“Well, Merdyn is W-Blood. So, I suggest we try to find someone who is W-blood to help us defeateth him.” 

The cogs in the machine of poor Vanheldon’s battle-bruised brain began to whirr and crank to life as they got to grips with his daughter’s suggestion.

“Huh. I am glad thou have thy mother’s brains, Vanhessa,” he grunted, his face turning sad as he recalled his much-loved wife. “If only she hadn’t been eaten by that bear, thou and she would have madeth a goodly team.”

And so Vanheldon let it be known that he was searching for a W-blood that would help him get his revenge on Merdyn the Wild. He set up a stage in the fort’s courtyard to hold auditions, and as a reward he offered up his casket full of gold and silver trinkets, which had belonged to his dead soldiers – the spoils of war*7.

This turned out to be a mistake, however. He may as well have asked for every crackpot and oddball in the area to come to his fort and perform cheap magic tricks. After six weeks of watching people pretend to pull rabbits out of caps and disappear behind curtains, there wasn’t a genuine magician among them. He angrily called off the search,exclaiming, “I will never have revenge on that cursed Merdyn!!”

As he stomped back to his room, he nearly fell over an old beggar woman, bent double and hobbling with a walking stick.

“Excuseth me, sire …” she said weakly.

But Vanheldon was in no mood for beggars. “Out of my way, peasant! I have no time for charity …”

“But, sire …”

“I said be gone!!” In his wrath he pulled a club out of his belt, a club that he had nicknamed his “beggar beater” (for reasons that ought to be self-evident) and which he was about to bring down upon the poor old lady when…
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With one gesture of the old lady’s finger the club flew out of Vanheldon’s hand, past Vanhessa’s head and tonked against the wall at the far end of the courtyard. Vanheldon’s mouth fell open like the drawbridge of a castle that hadn’t been invented yet.

“Thou art … W-W-W-blood?” stuttered the fearsome Vandal.

“Aye,” spoke the witch, and she pulled the scraggly hair from her face. Beneath all the mud and dirt she had piercing blue eyes under thin black eyebrows that pointed sharply downwards towards a long slender nose that looked like it had been made from porcelain, then covered with soot.

“Druilla be my name. And I will help thee getteth revenge on Merdyn the Wild.”

“If thou doest this, there will be a chest of treasures waiting for thee.”

“I needeth not trinkets and baubles,” said Druilla confidently. “Killing Merdyn the Wild shall be a reward in itself.”

“What quarrel do thou have with Merdyn the Wild?” asked the inquisitive Vanhessa, sensing there was more to this story.

The old witch’s eyes flashed brightly, like two bright blue sapphires in a coal mine. “My reasons are mine own,” she said mysteriously.

“Who careth for reasons!” bellowed Vanheldon. “Prepareth the horses! We leaveth for Albion this very night!”

But Druilla didn’t move. “Oh, please, I am an old woman,” she said. “All that travelling. No, no, no. We shall let Merdyn cometh to us.”

Vanheldon paused a moment to take this in, then burst out laughing. “Ha ha. Ya ya ya! Let Merdyn cometh to us?! Art thou a jester, woman? Where art thy funny hat and bells?! Merdyn would sooner jumpeth into a volcano. Ha ha. Why on this great flat earth would Merdyn cometh to us?”

“Because we shall have someone he loves.”

Now even the much smarter Vanhessa was confused.

“What do thou meaneth? His wife Evanhart?” she enquired of the witch. “His children? We could not get near them. Merdyn’s magic is too powerful.”

Now it was Druilla’s turn to laugh. It was a throaty witch’s cackle, as you would expect.

“Oh, dear me. Have ye not heard the stories of Merdyn’s adventures through the Rivers of Time?”

Vanhessa and Vanheldon looked at each other and shrugged.

“Hmm. I might have guessed thou did not tell your daughter bedtime stories, Vanheldon,” crowed Druilla a little condescendingly, Vanhessa thought. “If thou had thine ears open to the tittle-tattle*8 thou would have known that there is another Merdyn loves. She goeth by the name of … Rose. She liveth some two thousand years into the future, in a place called Bashingford.”

“And how are we supposed to travelleth to the future?” asked Vanheldon, his heavy eyebrows knitting together like a huge black woolly scarf.

“Not ‘we’,” remarked Druilla. “A journey into the future is far too perilous for me.”

Vanheldon thought for a minute before rephrasing his question.

“All right then, how is she –” he pointed to his daughter – “going to travelleth to the future?”

Vanhessa looked stunned. How the heck had she been volunteered for this?!

“Do not worry,” Druilla reassured them. “I have a spell that can transport her.”

My, how Vanhessa

looked in confusion.

Through the Rivers of Time 

she must make an intrusion.




*2The Vandals were from Germania (modern-day Germany) and they quite enjoyed sticking it to the Romans, oft en smashing up their beautiful buildings and artwork just for the heck of it (hence the term “vandalism”).

*3“Goth” derives from two tribes, the Visigoths and the Ostrogoths, who invaded the Roman Empire in the second and third centuries. Today the word is oft en associated with music and fashion. A “goth” is characterised as someone drawn to mystery, horror and gloom. The Romans would certainly agree with that!

*4He would have built a castle but stone castles wouldn’t be invented until the twelfth century, so he built a wooden fortress instead.

*5Vlad the Impaler became ruler of Romania in 1436. His father’s name was Dracul, which meant that Vlad was also known as Dracula (son of Dracul) – so no guessing which famous horror character was named after him! (Count Dracula, the vampire – are you keeping up? What are you doing down here? Get back to the action!)

*6Pottage is another word for stew. This was basically all anyone ate in the Dark Ages. Beans, vegetables and (if you were rich) meat would be boiled together in a pot as this was the best use of firewood. So next time you complain about having some nice steamed broccoli lathered in butter, just remember it sure beats pottage!
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