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  For Tom, Liv, Sam and everyone

  else everyone else that knows

  Jack Ratt and Big Pete
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  Chapter One

  This is a story about Fred.

  Now, Fred looked like any other ordinary boy. He had two eyes, a nose and a mouth on his face, and on each side of his head was a pink, fleshy ear. As you’ll know, these features are common. Rarely does a young boy have more or less than two ears, although sometimes you do hear about it. But only if you have ears yourself. If you don’t have any, you won’t hear a thing.

  Like many boys, Fred liked sandwiches. He also liked crisps. And, what he really liked were sandwiches made with beautifully soft white bread and crisps that gave a HUGE crunch when he munched them. But what Fred loved most of all was a crisp-sandwich crisp sandwich.

  If you’re wondering how to make a crisp-sandwich crisp sandwich, simply make one crisp sandwich, then another crisp sandwich and then put the first between the second. Or the second between the first. As long as you’ve made two crisp sandwiches, you can basically do what you like. It should look like this:
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  Doesn’t that look delicious?
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  Now you know the sandwich Fred liked best, you still think he sounds ordinary, don’t you?

  Well, he wasn’t . . .

  Because Fred was a wizard.

  You might be thinking how cool it would be to be a wizard and, in some ways, you’re right. Wouldn’t it be great to use magic to put all your things neatly away without you lifting a finger? Or for your bed to make itself in the morning because you told it to? For us, yes – but you and I are not wizards, and for wizards completing chores is very basic, boring stuff. It’s barely even magic. And, sadly for Fred, his magic was so rubbish that those basic, boring chores were all he could really do.

  Well, at least until recently . . . because just a few months ago, Fred had decided to take his magic into his own hands and entered a competition to defeat a terrifying, fire-breathing lizard and meet Merlin, the greatest wizard ever. Which is pretty far from basic stuff. When he’d entered the competition to meet Merlin, Fred had never imagined he’d actually win. He’d entered because he was desperate. Desperate to prove to everyone – including himself – that he was worth something.
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  The months since his triumph at the start of the summer had been the best that Fred could remember. So much had changed that at times Fred felt as if he was living someone else’s life. He wasn’t used to attention and admiration, but he definitely preferred it to being ignored and overshadowed by his siblings. Before, he’d felt like the odd one out, and a disappointment to his parents. But now he was no longer the family joke. The night after the competition, Fred had crashed into bed exhausted and, with a lesson with Merlin to look forward to, excited by magic for the very first time in his life.

  Even so, he’d never expected his magic lesson to take place at Merlin’s house, or that he would be invited back for tea every week throughout the summer holidays. Even more unexpectedly, he found himself becoming Merlin’s friend, and finding a friend in Merlin too.

  Before his first lesson, Fred’s mind had run riot, imagining the things Merlin might teach him. Would he learn to conjure fire? Become invisible? Fly?

  Fred had been surprised when Merlin had asked him what he’d like to learn. He’d expected Merlin to just pick a trick and show him. The first thing Fred decided was that he’d like to learn the spells his siblings did to show off. And (after removing several carrots and a surprisingly large biscuit tin) Fred soon began pulling hats out of the rabbit for fun. Levitating proved to be a bit advanced for their first lesson, but overall Fred was happy with his progress.

  
    [image: ]

  

  
    [image: ]

  

  Now, though, he could also finally travel between places just by clicking his fingers (the way most other wizards normally travelled), and his improved wandwork made his spells quicker and better too. Fred kept asking to be taught more advanced spells, thinking what fun it would be to disguise himself using magic, change the weather to suit his mood, and convince everyone it was his birthday every day – if such things were possible, of course. Merlin had chuckled sympathetically, and said, slightly cryptically, “All in good time, Fred. There’s more to life than magic!” He told Fred that he needed to master the basics first, so Fred practised them over and over – tying his shoelaces, dunking biscuits in tea using only his wand, that sort of thing – until he was more confident than ever before.
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  For the first time, Fred was enjoying magic! And he didn’t have the same feeling of dread that always accompanied the thought of returning to school where all the other students were so much better at magic than him.

  In fact, this year, he couldn’t wait for school to start.
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  Chapter Two

  “Right,” Mr Netherboil, Fred’s potions teacher announced, “you should by now have a toadstool for your potion.”

  Fred scanned the room to see if, by some miracle, he wasn’t alone in failing . . .

  He was.

  Whichever way he whooshed his wand, the toad on the desk in front of him would not turn into a toadstool. What was going on? Why wasn’t his magic working?

  Fred’s first day back at school had not gone well. As soon as he’d stepped through the entrance, he realized this day was going to be interesting . . .

  The first thing he saw was a sparkly banner that stretched across the entire foyer that read, WELCOME BACK, FANTASTIC FRED! underneath which was a shrine created in his honour (although “honour” was maybe not the right word, as it featured lots of embarrassing photos of Fred, like the one of him on a camping holiday holding a fishing rod, wearing only pants and wellies).
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  Fred didn’t have long to stare at it in horror before awestruck children rushed up to him, demanding autographs. Fred had expected to receive the odd comment on his competition win once he returned to school, but he hadn’t anticipated this. He fought his way through the crowd to find his new form room, trying his best to be friendly and smile while ignoring the uncomfortable tightness in his chest.
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  As the day went on, Fred couldn’t forget that banner. Fantastic Fred. He should have been pleased, but he couldn’t help finding it scary. Just how much, and what exactly, was everyone expecting from him? Clearly his teachers were expecting a lot. He’d been moved from his previous class full of toddlers to one of wizards his own age, which was far less humiliating and came as a relief. But it added to the pressure, too.

  Worst of all, Fred’s magic had been going wrong all day. And now, in his potions class, it had completely deserted him.

  “Before we proceed,” Mr Netherboil continued, “has anyone NOT completed this simple task?”

  Fred slowly raised his hand.

  “Really, Fred?” Mr Netherboil seemed surprised. “What’s the problem?”

  Fred studied the table in front of him.

  “Well, I have a toad . . . and a stool. But no toadstool.”

  “You’re almost there,” his teacher said. “Try flicking your wand, like so . . .”

  Fred copied the movement. The toad did a headstand. Everyone laughed.

  He tried again. The toad ended up underneath the stool, which wobbled atop its head.
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  “Remember,” Mr Netherboil said, “it’s all in the wrist. Like this.”

  Fred tried again.

  “For crying out loud, mate!” the toad cried. The creature looked at its legs, then at those of the stool. They’d swapped places.

  “Sorry,” Fred muttered.

  “You’re useless!” the toad said. “I’ll do it myself!”

  And, with a wet-sounding pop, he did. Where moments before the toad had sat, there now appeared a beautiful, bright red toadstool.

  “Excellent,” Mr Netherboil concluded. “We’re finally ready to move on.”

  Fred sunk lower into his seat. He’d been so looking forward to school. Now, he couldn’t wait to get home.
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  “Here’s my hero!” Fred’s mother squealed when he stepped through the door.

  She drenched her son in kisses. Fred’s mind filled with images of toads. He felt guilty for the unkind thought – he loved his mum, and she didn’t usually remind him of ugly amphibians. Fred pushed the toads out of his head and his mother gently away in order to catch his breath.

  “Come, poppet,” she ordered. “My new friends have been waiting to meet you!” This didn’t surprise Fred. His mum had made a remarkable number of ‘friends’ over the summer, who all seemed to want to meet him. He followed her into the living room, where the gaggle of giddy grown-ups waited. Sandwiched among them were his younger sisters, Willow and Wilda, who waved cheerfully as he entered.
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  After Fred had suffered further shrieks and sloppy kisses, he prepared himself to answer questions he’d been asked many times before:

  “Was the lizard scary?”

  “How did you defeat it?”

  “Was the tail slimy?”

  “Is Merlin’s beard as beautiful in real life as it looks on TV?”
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  And some he hadn’t:

  “Is Merlin single?” one lady asked.

  “Is he rich as everyone says?” said another.

  “What do you get if you cross a wrinkly orange, a flannel moth caterpillar, a lifetime of lies and an unfortunate political situation?”

  “I know!” said Fred. “Donald—”

  “What does Merlin’s beard smell like?” interjected a fourth.

  “Ooh, I bet it’s delightful!” one of them said with a sigh and all the ladies giggled, happily entertaining themselves with thoughts of Merlin’s beard.

  Fred saw an opportunity to be excused.

  “Mum, I’ve got lots to do. Would you mind if I . . . ?” he said.

  “Of course not, petal. Silly me – I’d forgotten how busy being a hero must be!”

  “Thanks, Mum. But please stop saying I’m a hero. Really, I’m not.”

  After today, Fred felt anything but heroic. He felt like a fraud. He couldn’t do the basic spells he’d managed when he was at Merlin’s house – let alone the brilliant magic everyone else now seemed to be expecting of him.
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