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There are stories that move you, that become part of you, that make you think and dream…

Then there are the sorts of stories you read when school has stretched out like a long, flat road and you’re feeling totally brain dead and just want to read and laugh and eat a banana.

These are stories for those times.

Escape stories. Silly happy stories.

Stories to eat with a banana.



PS…Yes, I do mean eat.

Some people READ stories—mostly when they’re told they HAVE to go and read a story.

And some people EAT them—the way they eat potato chips or cherries…

or bananas.





A Phaery Named Phredde
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‘Who are you staring at, bug eyes?’ snarled the fairy.

I dumped my schoolbag and glared at her. ‘I’m not staring.’

The fairy snorted from her perch on the front fence opposite the school. She was smaller than me…well, of course she was smaller.

She was a fairy.

She was about the size of my hand, with wings like melting iceblocks and a skirt cut out of rainbow wisps, and hair like shredded coconut and the tiniest, brightest purple joggers I’d ever seen.

I didn’t even know fairies wore joggers.

I didn’t know they had punk haircuts either, which just shows you how little I used to know about fairies.

And I don’t know if her voice sounded like a tinkling brook or not. I mean I’ve never even HEARD a tinkling brook.

The creek down the rec ground just goes PLOG when your soccer ball lands in it. If you heard it go ‘tinkle’ you’d think it had mutated with all the shopping trolleys and hamburger wrappers people throw in it. (The creek doesn’t have a Ruritanian accent either.)

Her voice was ‘bell-like’ maybe. In fairy stories that’s what they say fairies sound like—if you can believe that stuff. But to be honest, the only bell I’ve ever heard is the one at school and she didn’t sound like that sort of bell at all.

‘If you stared any harder your eyes’d pop,’ said the fairy, fluttering her wings like a wasp in ‘attack-in-twenty-seconds’ mode.

Okay, so I was staring. It’s not often you see a fairy when you are on your way home from school, sitting there on someone’s front fence kicking at the roses with her joggers, the gold road to her castle shimmering through the air above her.

It was only a year since the civil war in Ruritania had spread Ruritanian refugees around the world—fairies and vampires, and all the rest. No one had ever heard of Ruritania much till then, except in fairy stories, but suddenly it was in all the headlines.

Not many Ruritanian refugees came to Australia—only a few hundred in all. But, with fairies and vampires being in the news so often, the publicity and sympathy allowed others with werewolf blood or gnome genes somewhere down the family tree to feel they could admit it. I mean, people you had never DREAMT were strange…

Like Mrs Olsen…

‘Finished yet?’ snarled the fairy.

‘Look. I’m sorry, okay? It’s just I’ve never seen a fairy before…’

‘That’s “phaery”, pinhead!’ declared the fairy.

I blinked. It sounded just the way I’d said it, except for a bit of a Ruritanian accent. The fairy made a rude noise.

‘P.H.A.E.R.Y.,’ she spelt out.

‘Well, phaery then, if that’s the way you want it.’

‘Oh, go bite your toenails,’ snorted the phaery, and disappeared.

Her castle flashed out of sight as well.



Mum was home.

She’s mostly stayed at home since losing her job, which is okay because Mum likes crosswords and doing practical things, not sitting behind a desk, except money’s tight.

For a moment, I couldn’t help comparing our place, with its thin walls, traffic muttering outside and our so-called garden—where NOTHING can grow because Mark’s size 14 feet crash down on it every time he loses his soccer ball (and you can’t even play soccer properly in our yard without the ball landing in next door’s daisies)—with the fairy’s, oops, phaery’s castle up among the clouds.

You wouldn’t hear the traffic up there. I bet there were dragons down in their dungeons, too. Great snarling dragons with flames and wings…

We can’t even afford a cross-eyed corgi.

Mum was trying to re-cover the sofa. The old sofa cover had ripped right across the seat last night when Mark thumped down on it. (Mark’s my older brother. He’s good at thumping).

Mum was using an old Indian-cotton bedspread to make the new cover and trying to follow the directions in a magazine. She had already done the crossword in it—I suppose to give her enough confidence to tackle the sofa. (If you were to ask Mum what Heaven was like, she’d say it was a six-letter word that meant Paradise).

‘What do you think?’ she asked, giving the new cover a final twitch.

‘It’s okay.’

Actually, it had more wrinkles than the bulldog down the road. The poor thing looked like it was trying to wriggle off our sofa as fast as it could go. Not that I blamed it. Mark would only thump on it again.

Mum creaked to her feet. She says she’s got the Edwards’ knees. They always creak.

‘How was school?’ (If every kid in the world promised to scream next time they were asked that, maybe we could get adults to stop it. Do you KNOW how many times I’ve answered that question…well, yeah…I suppose you do…)

Anyway, I didn’t scream. Mum was having a hard enough time without my going operatic on her.

‘It was okay,’ I said instead.

‘Only okay?’

I shrugged. What could I say? That it’d been the lousiest day since the bead went up my nose at last year’s Christmas party?

That I’d been insulted by a punk phaery on the way home?

And that my new teacher…

I took a deep breath. Then I took another one. Mum was going to have to find out some time. Better now than Parent and Teacher night.

‘Mrs Olsen’s a vampire.’

‘She’s a what?’ Mum sat down, Plunk!, on the sofa and the new cover ripped right across the back and Mum said a word I’m not even supposed to KNOW, much less say.

‘What did you say?’ gasped Mum, as though it was me that had said something rude, not her.

‘Mrs Olsen’s a vampire. She admitted it today.’

‘A vampire!’ Mum reached for the phone. ‘Well I’m not having it! I don’t care what the anti-discrimination laws say, I’m not having a child of mine taught by some bloodsucker!’

‘Mum! Cool it,’ I said as calmly as I could. You have to be patient with parents when they start stressing out. ‘She doesn’t drink blood.’

‘But you said…’

‘I said she’s a vampire. But she doesn’t stick her fangs into anyone. Her teeth aren’t really all that big anyway. I mean, you’d hardly notice them if you weren’t looking.’

Mum looked at me suspiciously. ‘How does she survive then?’

‘She says her family has an arrangement with the abattoir for all the dried blood. She explained it this afternoon. We get the meat and they get the blood, and they mix it up whenever they need a snack…’

Mum put the receiver back reluctantly. ‘Well…I suppose that’s different.’

‘Yeah. Sort of.’

As a matter of fact, I thought it was totally gross. I’d nearly been sick when she talked about mixing thickshakes and things. Amelia down the back HAD been sick, or maybe that was the hot dog and tomato sauce and two red iceblocks she’d had for lunch.

But then I didn’t want Mum making a fuss and embarrassing me at school. You’ve got to be careful sometimes not to let your parents get wound up.

‘Mrs Olsen said her drinking blood is really no different from us eating meat.’

Mum blinked. ‘I never thought of it like that,’ she admitted.

‘Sure,’ I said reassuringly. More reassuringly than I really felt, to be honest. I mean, BLOOD—YUK!!! But then, I suppose if I was a cow I wouldn’t care if they turned me into hamburgers or vampire tucker. I’d still be just as dead.

‘Don’t vampires only come out at night?’ asked Mum.

‘Not exactly. Mrs Olsen explained that too. She said it’s been hard being a closet vampire all these years. She has to return to her coffin every hour during the day so she used to only teach night classes. But now that everything’s out in the open she can bring it to school and just pop inside for a few minutes between classes and…and she keeps it in the store cupboard with the art supplies…’ My voice trailed off.

It was actually pretty creepy having a coffin in the storeroom. The coffin was all dark wood and gold trim and once, when Mrs Olsen was getting out of it, I saw a flash of red satin inside, like something from a horror movie.

But I was getting used to it…

Mum was silent for a moment. ‘Do you like her?’ she asked finally.

I shrugged. ‘Yeah. Sort of. She’s an okay teacher. She’s not serious all the time like Mrs Haskins last year. Is there anything for afternoon tea?’



I almost went the other way home from school the next day, just to avoid the phaery. But I didn’t. I’d gone home from school that way ever since Mum dragged me off to my first day at kindergarten.

I wasn’t going to stop just for a phaery.

The fence was empty. No tiny purple joggers. No punk haircut.

No phaery.

For a moment I was almost disappointed. It would have been good to march past her, nose in the air.

‘Hey, human! Pay the toll!’

‘What?’ I blinked.

There were two kids standing in my way. They were taller than me, but not by much, and as skinny as chewing gum when you stretch it out too far.

I play soccer and basketball with Mark and, let me tell you, big brothers are great for your muscular development. But there were two of them and only one of me.

They looked sort of familiar. Yeah, I remembered them now—those two Year Eight’s who were always getting into trouble. Daniel something, and the other one’s name was Warren…

‘Pay the toll!’ yelled Warren, almost spitting in my ear. He wore some kind of green costume, too tight around the rear, and funny-looking horns (he’d made them out of alfoil) held onto his forehead with a rubber band. He looked like a mutant grasshopper.

I shoved my chin out. Mum says I look just like Great-aunt Selma when I do that. ‘What do you mean, pay the toll?’

‘We’re trolls and this is our bridge and you’ve got to pay the toll before you cross. Fifty cents. Each.’

I put my schoolbag down and folded my arms like Great-aunt Selma does.

‘In the first place,’ I declared, ‘this isn’t a bridge, it’s an ordinary footpath. In case you’ve never noticed, beetroot-brain, a bridge is a structure with something underneath. The only thing you’ll find under here is zecades of doggy doo. In the second place—you able to keep up with me here? In the second place, you’re not trolls. In the third place…if you hamburger maggots can count to three…’

‘We are so too trolls!’

‘You are not! You’re a pair of double-dumb school kids with horns tied onto an elastic band.’

‘So what?’ Daniel tried to look condescending. ‘Trolls’ horns are always held on by rubber bands! It’s our national costume, like…like clogs in the Netherlands. They wear wooden shoes and we trolls wear horns on rubber bands.’

‘But you’re not a troll! You can’t be a troll!’

‘Who says? I can be anything I want to be!’

‘But you’ve got to be born a troll!’

‘Well, who says I wasn’t?’

‘Oh, be quiet.’ Warren was sick of it. He shoved his shiny horns into my face. ‘If we say we’re trolls we are. And if we say you pay a toll, you pay the toll.’

‘Or what?’

‘Or this…’ Warren grabbed my schoolbag.

‘Hey, give that back!’ I reached for it, but Daniel held me back.

‘I’ll count to three,’ said Warren, gleefully, ‘and if you don’t pay the toll the bag goes under the first car that comes along. One…’

‘But I haven’t got fifty cents!’

‘Don’t believe you. Two…’

‘It’s true. Look, please—we just can’t afford another bag now. And all my books…’

‘Three…’ Warren lifted my bag. ‘And down it…aaaaaaahhhhhhhheeellppp!!’

I stared.

There was a troll climbing out of the drain down in the gutter. I mean a REAL troll.

This troll was small, and mean, and hairy. It smelt like it had been down that drain a long, long time. Its fangs were long and yellow and had never seen a toothbrush.

And its horns were definitely not held on by elastic bands.

The troll gazed up and down Warren as though Warren was the most delicious thing it had seen since Christmas dinner. It licked its lips. Then it stared at Daniel, as though it could just imagine him smothered in ice-cream and chocolate sauce.

And then it drooled. Green drool, drip drip drip on the footpath…

Daniel dropped my bag. One minute he was there, the next second he was gone. Warren stood there screaming. Suddenly the screaming stopped. Warren hiccupped twice, then he was running too.

Someone giggled behind me. I turned round just as the troll disappeared.

The phaery was back on the fence.

‘Don’t be scared,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t a real troll.’

‘I wasn’t scared.’

The phaery looked at me consideringly. ‘No, you weren’t were you? Why not?’

‘Dunno. I mean there wasn’t really anything to be scared of. It was too small to really hurt us. It just looked…different.’

‘The boys were scared.’ I knew what her voice sounded like now—the ‘ping’ when the tap drips into the bath. But it sounded better coming from her.

‘Yeah, well, they probably didn’t notice.’

‘Notice what?’

I grinned. ‘The troll was wearing purple joggers. I mean, those boys are dumb.’

The phaery flashed a grin back. She nodded. ‘Yeah, they are.’ Her accent sounded really nice once I got used to it.

We stared at each other for a moment. ‘My name’s The Phaery Ethereal,’ she offered. ‘That’s an eight-letter word meaning “of unearthly delicacy and refinement.” My mum’s into crosswords—and no funny jokes.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ I said. ‘My mum likes crosswords too. My name’s Prudence. It’s an eight-letter word meaning “wisdom and foresight.” And no jokes from you either.’

Suddenly we were both giggling like we couldn’t stop.

‘Actually,’ said The Phaery Ethereal, ‘I’d really rather be called Phredde.’

‘Is that what your friends call you?’

Phredde-Ethereal shrugged. ‘I don’t have any friends. Not since we came to Australia.’

‘You do now,’ I said, and we grinned at each other. ‘I wish I’d had a video camera when you scared those boys off. I mean, the look on their faces…’

‘Hey, you want to come up to my place?’ asked Phredde.

‘You mean up there?’ I stopped giggling and stared up at the castle. It had reappeared about the same time she did. ‘But Phredde, I couldn’t…’

Phredde shrugged. ‘Why not?’

‘Wouldn’t I fall? Don’t you have to be a phaery?’

‘Nope.’ She waved her hand, or wand, or something—it was too quick to see. Suddenly the wispy road stretched right down onto the footpath.

I looked at it. It didn’t look like it would hold a pet mouse on a diet, much less me. I looked at Phredde. She had saved me from the trolls…surely she wouldn’t play funny games now.

I took a step. The golden road seemed as firm as the footpath, but a heck of a lot cleaner.

I took another step and then another and another. The ground was a metre below me now.

‘See, I said it’d be okay,’ said Phredde. She fluttered up the road beside me. Her wings hummed faintly, like an electric jug about to boil. ‘That’s why we have a road, so people can walk up it. Phaeries just fly.’

‘I never thought of it that way,’ I said.

‘Most people don’t,’ said Phredde.

It didn’t feel like walking uphill—my legs didn’t ache or anything. It was just like strolling down to the shops, except I was going up and up, and there seemed to be music all around. I couldn’t actually hear any music. It was just in the background, so you felt like singing or tapping your feet, but when you listened too hard it was gone.

I peered down. I could see my place from here, small and boring-looking. And the school and the freeway and right down to past the dump…I looked back up at the castle.

It was just like a castle ought to be. Great, tall white spires, so many you didn’t even try to count them, and long, narrow windows and drawbridges and green and red banners waving in the wind.

‘Hey, there is a dragon!’

Phredde shook her head. ‘That’s Uncle Mordred. He’s not a real dragon. He just likes to pretend.’

The dragon swooped suddenly, so near I could hear the swish of its wings. Then it was soaring back among the spires.

‘He looks real enough!’

‘Yeah, of course he LOOKS real. He just isn’t really real…except when he isn’t being a dragon, of course. We can go for a ride on him later if you like.’

‘Well, sure…er, maybe…’ I said.

‘Come on,’ said Phredde, as the drawbridge lowered in front of us. I gulped.

This was a REAL castle, not a fake tourist thing that has a souvenir counter and chunky woollen jumpers and one-size-fits-all family crests for sale.

Castles are big. And I mean really BIG.

We crossed the drawbridge. There was a courtyard, and great wide steps except, like on the road, your legs didn’t feel you were climbing them at all.

Then an enormous door opened, like the castle was yawning, and there was an even taller room inside (a helicopter could take off in it, it was so high) with stone walls that looked like they should be cold but the air was soft and warm and smelt like Christmas pudding, and these long, glowing, hanging things—tapestries, I suppose, though they didn’t look like the things Mum made when she was going to tapestry class down at the Tech.

We walked up more steps that weren’t steps—well, I walked and Phredde fluttered beside me—and through another giant room with a huge, flaming fireplace taking up most of one wall, so it should have been stinking hot except it wasn’t…

…then out onto what I KNEW was a terrace, even though I’d never seen a terrace before. It was a large, stone porch sort of place. It should have been overlooking our suburb—which would have been pretty boring—but it wasn’t.

There were floating clouds above deep valleys, and great, rocky mountains like black teeth reaching through the mist and trees, and far below, the dragon diving with the wind.

And there was Phredde’s mum, too, swinging on this tiny, antique-looking suspended chair—only it wasn’t suspended from anything, just thin air—trying to work out a crossword in a magazine.

‘Hello, Ethereal darling,’ she said to Phredde. Her accent was stronger than Phredde’s, but, like I said, it was really nice. ‘What’s a four-letter word beginning with “s” that means to study hard? Oh, hello.’ She blinked at me, and her wings shimmered with the movement.

‘Mum, this is Prudence,’ said Phredde. ‘She’s a friend of mine.’

‘Swot,’ I said politely.

Phredde’s mum beamed and her wings beat harder than ever. ‘Wonderful!’ she exclaimed, and wrote it down. ‘You brilliant girl, Prudence!’

‘No, I’m not,’ I admitted. ‘Mum tried to do that crossword last night and she asked Dad and that’s what Dad said…’

‘Really?’ said Phredde’s mum eagerly. She looked down at her crossword again. ‘Did he say what 14 down was? An eight-letter word beginning with “q” that means “bog”…’

Phredde’s mum was much like mine (Mum’s not very good at crosswords either) except she had wings and a filmy skirt and a Ruritanian accent and kept fluttering all over the place.

And she was smaller, of course.

Phredde and I sat down in more suspended chairs (I hadn’t noticed there were any others when we came out onto the terrace, but suddenly there were, and one was just my size) and Phredde’s mum fluttered her hand or her wand or her something (it was too quick to see) and there were crystal goblets. Tiny for them and big for me…

(Okay, so I had never seen crystal before—I still knew it was crystal.)

…filled with lemonade. I mean real earthly-type lemonade with lots of crushed ice and mint leaves, though it tasted better up there and we each took one and sipped, looking down at the deep green and blue valleys and the dragon lazily beating its wings against the wind.

‘How’s school?’ asked Phredde’s mum. (Just like I said before…they ALWAYS ask you that).

‘It’s okay,’ I said.

‘We haven’t enrolled Ethereal in school yet,’ said Phredde’s mum. ‘We were waiting for her to settle in a bit. Do you think…’ she hesitated.

‘What Mum means is, do you think your teacher’d give me a hard time because I’m a phaery?’ asked Phredde, licking lemonade off her upper lip.

I shook my head. ‘Mrs Olsen’s a vampire. She’ll understand.’

Phredde’s mum stared. ‘A vampire! I don’t want any child of mine taught by a blood—’

‘Don’t worry,’ I assured her. ‘She’s got this really cool arrangement with the abattoir. And the other kids’ll be alright. As long as Phredde’s with me.’

So after that we really did go for a ride on a dragon, or rather, on Uncle Mordred, which was just like you’d imagine riding a dragon to be…

No ride on ANYTHING is half as great as riding a dragon—except that Uncle Mordred kept asking all sorts of uncle-type questions like, how was school (of course), and did I mind if he smoked, by which he meant burning down a few tree trunks, which was okay by me.

As Phredde pointed out, they weren’t REAL tree trunks, so they weren’t really burning down.

Then we went back for more afternoon tea and the dragon-Uncle Mordred joined in. (Don’t ask me how he fitted on a chair. He just did.)

And we had sweetmeats. I had always wondered what they were—they’re not meat at all, just a sort of cross between a cake and a slice—and some sort of lolly thing with marzipan and crystallised fruit and nuts, and a frothy, iced fruit something-or-other in more of the crystal goblets…

…and you know what? Phaery bread isn’t a triangle of white bread with hundreds and thousands on it!

So anyway, that’s how it all started, which is why we live in a castle now, because Phredde’s mum whipped one up for us. (One day I’ll manage to catch how she does that. If I ask her to slow down…)

Of course, Phredde says it isn’t a REAL castle and it isn’t a real unicorn out in the paddock either, and I don’t REALLY sleep on a bed of rose petals with a waterfall in my bathroom.

But the bed feels like a real bed and the waterfall gets me clean enough, so what I say is, who cares?

And nothing else really interesting happened for ages, not till my brother Mark decided he was turning into a werewolf.

But that’s another story.





The Werewolf in the Garden
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Hi, remember me? It’s Prudence, from the castle. Living in the castle Phredde’s mum whipped up for us is FANTASTIC…

And it’s been especially fantastic since Phredde’s mum gave my mum a butler for her birthday (she and Mum go to the same appliqué class at Tech).

Mum really doesn’t mind now that she lost her job, because we’ve got the rent from our other, boring house coming in and it hardly costs anything to live in a castle—not when it’s a magic one anyway.

But I’m slipping off the subject. Mrs Olsen (my teacher who’s a vampire) says I always do that in my essays. Not that this is an essay, but you know what I mean.

What I REALLY wanted to tell you about was the time my brother Mark thought he was turning into a werewolf.

Mark’s older than I am and he’s okay. He taught me how to roller-blade and everything, which is pretty good for a brother. It wasn’t his fault I broke my wrist, no matter what Mum says.

And the time he took me down to see Santa Claus at the shopping centre (I was only three or four) and I sat on one of the reindeer and it collapsed because it was only made of cardboard—well, that wasn’t Mark’s fault either.

Anyway, there we all were one morning having breakfast on the terrace of the castle. (The terrace looks on to our own private beach which is really great, especially with the totally fantastic pirate galleon Phredde gave me last Christmas.) And Gurgle, our butler, had just brought out more orange juice…

Gurgle’s an enchanted magpie and he looks just like a butler ought to look, or like they look in the movies anyway, all dressed in black and white with a long nose for looking down at you. Just sometimes, when you sort of see him out of the corner of your eye, there’s something that might be wings, but when you look again they’re never there.

I thought Gurgle might resent being enchanted and changed into our butler, but Phredde’s mum says no, he was about to be run over by a car so she enchanted him into a human butler form and when she explained it all to him Gurgle was really glad to be our butler instead of squished all over the road…

Dad poured us all more juice (he’s keen on everyone getting lots of vitamins), and Mum looked up from her crossword and said:

‘What’s a four-letter word for a holder for a hot coffee cup?’

And Dad said, ‘zarf’ (how does he know these things?), and Mark gulped down his orange juice and said (all in a hurry, like he was afraid he wouldn’t have the courage to go on if he didn’t just spit it out), ‘I’m turning into a werewolf.’

‘A six-letter word that means confusion. WHAT?!’ demanded Mum, and spilt her orange juice.

‘Fuddle,’ Dad said. He blinked for a moment. ‘Just what do you mean by that, Mark?’

‘I mean I’m turning into a werewolf,’ said Mark defiantly. ‘I’m sorry if that upsets you, but that’s the way it is.’

Mum wiped the orange juice off her T-shirt. ‘Mark, darling. You’re not really turning into a werewolf,’ she said soothingly. ‘You just think you are. As you grow older your body goes through these changes. Everybody changes when they become a teenager. It’s perfectly normal.’

‘It’s not normal,’ said Mark. ‘I’m a werewolf.’

Dad cleared his throat. ‘Look, son,’ he said. ‘Just what makes you think you might be a werewolf?’

‘Not might,’ said Mark rebelliously. ‘I am. First of all I’m getting hairier.’

‘All boys get hairier as they get older,’ said Mum, even more soothingly.

‘And my voice is changing,’ added Mark.

‘All boys’ voices change, son,’ said Dad. ‘It doesn’t mean they’re werewolves.’

‘And when there’s a full moon I…I’m getting these urges.’

Dad cleared his throat again. ‘Son, why don’t you and I have a little talk. Men’s talk. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about. It’s all normal, perfectly normal.’

Mum stood up. ‘Come on, Prudence,’ she said. ‘Let’s go for a stroll up to the battlements and see if we can see any whales. We’ll leave the blokes to their talk.’

‘Okay,’ I said.

Mum gestured to Gurgle. ‘You can clear the table now,’ she said.

‘Gargle argle gah,’ said Gurgle. (Sometimes I think that Phredde’s mum didn’t do quite such a good job of enchanting him.) He started piling the plates onto his tray.



It’s nice up on the battlements of our castle. The stone walls are thick, wide enough to walk on, so even Mum, who’s scared of heights, isn’t worried. There isn’t going to be an earthquake, or some other thing that parents stress over. It’s just wonderful, incredible, fantastic up there…

You can see right down to the beach where my pirate ship is moored—although I’m not allowed to take it out unless someone responsible is with me (not till I’m eighteen, anyway, which is AGES away)—and past the waves to the islands out at sea: white foam crashing on black rocks and smooth green tops like someone mowed them.

The sky is always blue above our castle—a high, clear blue like the sky is a balloon and we’re inside it—no matter how horrible the weather is once you go over the drawbridge into the real world.

The terrace was down below us. I could see Dad talking earnestly to Mark.

Mark looked unconvinced.

‘You don’t think he really is a werewolf?’ I asked.

‘Nonsense,’ said Mum. ‘He’s perfectly normal.’

‘But I mean, well, Mrs Olsen’s a vampire and she looks normal.’

‘Mrs Olsen’s parents would have been vampires too,’ said Mum. ‘They were vampires, so she’s a vampire. Or maybe just one of her parents was a vampire. But the point is, being a vampire is inherited. Just like you’ve got red hair because I’ve got red hair.’

‘You mean Mark can’t be a werewolf because neither you nor Dad is a werewolf?’

‘Exactly,’ said Mum. ‘He’s just going through perfectly normal teenage changes…’

‘Mum, are you sure neither you or Dad is a werewolf?’

Mum looked a bit affronted at that. But, I mean, nowadays what with phaeries and vampires…I even saw a gnome down at the ‘Chicken and Chips’ shop yesterday (he was awfully cute, though I tried not to stare)…What I’m trying to say is, nowadays you’re never quite sure who’s what.

‘I’m POSITIVE neither your father nor I are werewolves,’ said Mum firmly. ‘You know I’m always honest with you about things like that, Prudence. If I were a werewolf I’d have told you long ago. And your father and I have been married for twenty years next February. If he was a werewolf I’d have noticed by now.’

‘How?’ I asked.

Mum laughed. ‘Werewolves change into wolves every full moon,’ she said. ‘I’d have noticed if your father did that. Come on, it’s time for you to get ready for school.’



School’s not far from our castle.

In fact, nowhere is very far from the castle: you just cross the drawbridge and slide down this long silver road (Mum and Dad walk down it, but I like to slide) and there you are, wherever you want to go. So who understands magic?

Phredde was already sitting on a branch of the tree in the schoolyard when I arrived.

Phredde’s my best friend now. She’s not much bigger than my hand and she’s got these shimmery wings. But you get used to anything really. I mean, the first time I saw her, I thought, ‘There’s a phaery,’ and then the second time, ‘Oh, it’s that kid who’s a phaery.’

And now she’s just Phredde and it doesn’t matter what she is, or what she looks like, except when she dyes her hair pink or does something interesting like that.

She looked really great today. Phredde has to wear school uniform like the rest of us, but she’s magicked it so that it only looks like a uniform if a teacher’s watching. Today her joggers were bright green with red and black laces, and her dress was made of tongues of flame.

Phredde waved to me, so I dumped my bag and went on over.

‘You look great!’ I said. ‘Isn’t that hot though?’ I pointed to her skirt.

‘Nah,’ said Phredde. ‘Not as long as I remember to think it cool. Mum says it’s good practise. Hey, did you manage to do the second problem…’ She looked at me more closely. ‘Is everything okay?’

I hauled myself up next to her.

(We’d get into trouble if a teacher saw us up a tree, but none ever has. I sometimes wonder if Phredde makes us invisible when we’re up there, but I’ve never got round to asking.)

‘Everything stinks,’ I said. ‘Mark thinks he’s a werewolf!’

‘A what!’ Phredde’s wings fluttered like someone had turned on a fan. Well, I suppose a phaery would be a snack for a werewolf.

‘He’s not, of course,’ I assured her. ‘Mum says he’s just going through normal changes as he grows up. You know, teenage stuff.’

Phredde looked uncertain, but her wings calmed down a bit. ‘Are you sure he’s not a werewolf?’

‘Sure I’m sure,’ I said.



And I was sure. Really sure.

Mum had said it was impossible, hadn’t she? And Dad had said so too…

So why was I staying after school to have a chat with Mrs Olsen?

‘Mrs Olsen?’

‘Yes, Prudence?’ Mrs Olsen stopped wiping down the blackboard and looked at me. ‘Is something wrong? If you’re worried about you and Ethereal imprisoning Edwin in that computer game this afternoon, I’ve already told you I don’t plan to tell your parents. After all, he really did deserve it. And Ethereal pulled him out of the computer as soon as I told her to and it was a lovely apology you—’

‘No…no, it isn’t that. It’s just…’ Somehow I was finding it hard to explain.

‘Look, dear,’ said Mrs Olsen, ‘I really need to go back to my coffin for a while. You know how it is with vampires. Do you mind? You can come and chat to me while I have a little lie down.’

I followed her to the store cupboard and watched while she opened her coffin (it’s a really flash one—gold handles and a rich, dark wood she said is called Tasmanian blackwood) and lay down on the smooth, red satin lining. It looked really comfortable for a coffin.

‘Would you like to come in, too?’ she asked. ‘There’s plenty of room for two.’

‘No. No thanks,’ I said.

Mrs Olsen smiled at me. Normally you don’t notice her long teeth, but in the gloom of the coffin they shone like freshly washed milk bottles. I wondered how she managed to eat corn on the cob. Didn’t those long teeth get in the way? But I was being dumb…vampires never eat corn on the cob.

‘Come on now, Prudence. What’s the problem?’ she asked.

‘It’s my brother, Mark,’ I said.

‘What about Mark?’

‘He thinks he’s turning into a werewolf,’ I said.

Mrs Olsen laughed. Her teeth shone even more. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘One of my sons thought exactly the same thing when he was a teenager.’

‘Was he a werewolf?’ I asked.

‘No, of course not. Just a perfectly normal vampire like all the rest of the family.’

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘It was just everything changing that was confusing him,’ she said. ‘Now don’t you worry about it, Prudence. In a few days he’ll have forgotten all about it.’

I still wasn’t so sure.



‘What’s a six-letter word meaning flashing, glittering, shining?’ asked Mum.

Dad looked up briefly from the TV set. He was watching a documentary on South America.

Dad’s fascinated by South America. I think he’d really like our castle to be looking out at an Amazonian jungle. But he knows the rest of us like the sea.

(I decided then and there I’d ask Phredde if she could make Mum and Dad’s bedroom look out on Amazonia for him for Christmas. I’d love to see his face if he woke up on Christmas morning and found an Amazonian jaguar peering through the window…Or maybe, a school of piranhas tearing a pig apart with their long sharp teeth. It’s great fun to plan surprises for your parents when you think of things you know they’d really like.)

‘Fulgid,’ said Dad. ‘From the Latin fulgere, “to shine”. Look, Prudence, that’s a three-toed sloth!’

‘Yeah, great Dad,’ I said.

I bent down to my homework again just as Gurgle carried in dessert. It was ice-cream sundaes, but the biggest ones you’ve ever seen in your life: bananas topped with ice-cream topped with strawberries topped with more ice-cream topped with chocolate sauce topped with raspberries topped with more ice-cream topped with…well, you get the idea.

‘Good grief,’ said Dad, looking at the size of the dish in front of him.

Gurgle grinned under his long beak of a nose.

‘Gargle urgle gark,’ he agreed. He was really nice for a butler—or a magpie.

Mum put her crossword down. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘It’s a recipe Diffy (that’s Phredde’s mum, The Phaery Splendifera. Mum calls her Diffy for short) gave me at Tech today. There’s no calories in it, so you can eat as much as you like. Just as long as you eat it with these enchanted spoons.’

The spoons were long and silver. They sort of sparkled in the light.

‘Where’s Mark?’ asked Dad, starting to tuck in. ‘Better give him a yell before his sundae starts to melt.’

‘I’ll go get him,’ I said.

Mark was sitting by the window in his bedroom. You could see the dolphins playing in the waves around my pirate ship, but somehow I got the feeling Mark wasn’t looking at the dolphins.

‘Mark, dessert’s ready,’ I said. ‘It’s these incredible ice-cream sundaes and Mum says…’

‘It’s the full moon tomorrow,’ Mark said, gazing out the window.

‘So what?’ I asked.

‘Werewolves turn into wolves at full moon.’

‘Look,’ I said, as firmly as I could. ‘You’ve never turned into one before have you?’

‘No,’ admitted Mark.

‘Then don’t worry about tomorrow. Come on, your ice-cream will melt.’

‘I’m not hungry,’ said Mark.

Now that REALLY worried me.

‘Would you like me to bring it up to you?’ I asked.

‘No,’ said Mark. Then he smiled at me. Like I told you, Mark is really nice for a brother. ‘I’m sorry about all this fuss, Pru. I don’t mean to worry everyone. It’s just that everything that’s happening is so strange…’

‘It’s just a normal part of growing up,’ I said. ‘That’s what everyone says.’

Mark sighed. I looked more closely. Were his teeth really just a tiny bit longer than they’d been the week before?

No. Of course they weren’t…

‘Maybe it all is normal,’ he said. ‘But you know what, Pru? That doesn’t comfort me at all.’

‘I’ll go get your ice-cream,’ I said.

Well, what more could I say?



The castle’s quiet at night.

There’s no traffic noise, not like at our old house. No noisy neighbours either, unless you count the singing of the whales, and sometimes the pirates get a bit rowdy…

But, somehow, I couldn’t sleep.

It wasn’t the bed. My bed’s wonderful. It’s made of rose petals suspended in moonlight and every time you turn over you get this lovely whiff.

No. It was something else.

I slid out of bed and slipped on my ugg boots (marble floors are cold, even magic ones) and tiptoed down the corridor.

Everything was quiet. Peaceful. I could hear Dad’s snores softly through the bedroom doorway and the soft snuffle of my unicorn (did I tell you about him?) down in the stables.

Everything was fine.

I was just about to tiptoe back to my bed when I heard it—up on the battlements, low and mournful, almost too soft to hear.

I hesitated.

The sound came again.

For a moment I wondered if I should go and wake Mum and Dad. But something stopped me.

Quietly, gently, I tiptoed up the thick, stone stairs onto the battlements.

The moon shone silver against the stonework. A fine fat moon, almost full.

And there, on the farthest edge of the castle knelt Mark.

He was baying at the moon.

I didn’t say anything. There’s nothing you can say when you find your brother kneeling on the castle battlements, singing to the moon.

I just watched him for a while, to make sure he was okay.

Then I went back down to bed.



Mark seemed alright the next morning. A bit quiet, maybe, as we shovelled in our muesli before school, but then he’d been up most of the night.

‘Mark…’ I began.

‘Mmmm?’ he said.

‘Oh, nothing,’ I said.

‘You okay, Pru? No one giving you a hard time at school or anything? If they are, you tell me, right?’ Mark bared his teeth. (I was sure they were longer than they’d been the week before.)

‘No. No everything is fine.’

‘That’s good,’ said Mark. He downed the last of his muesli (surely werewolves don’t eat muesli, I told myself) and grabbed his books.

‘Indonesian test this morning’ he explained. ‘See you this afternoon, Pru.’

‘See you,’ I said.



It was hard to pay attention at school. How would YOU feel if you suspected…but I didn’t want to admit what I suspected, even to myself.

Things got so bad that halfway through our science test I realised I’d written not a thing—I mean NOTHING—on the page. But, luckily, Phredde must have noticed because suddenly I was writing ten times as fast as I normally do.

I glanced at her gratefully.

Phredde just winked.



Mark was quiet at dinner. He didn’t eat his vegies either; just sort of gnawed at his chop bone till Mum caught him at it.

I talked too much, but I always do when I’m nervous. I don’t suppose Mum and Dad had even realised it was a full moon tonight.

I glanced out the window. It was getting dark—the sunset deep red and purple over the ocean (strange how the sun also rises over the ocean as we look out from our castle—these things happen when it’s magic).

‘Time for the news,’ said Dad. He got up to turn on the TV.

Suddenly Mark stood up. ‘I’m going for a walk,’ he said.

Dad just nodded.

‘Don’t forget your homework,’ said Mum, picking up the newspaper.

‘I’ve done it,’ said Mark.

‘Oh good,’ said Mum vaguely. ‘What’s a nine-letter word for a member of the Tligit Indian people of Admiralty Islands, Alaska?’

‘Hoochinoo,’ said Dad, sitting back on the sofa.

‘Mark,’ I said.

‘Shh,’ said Dad. ‘The news…’

I followed Mark out the door. ‘Mark,’ I said again.

Mark nodded. ‘What?’ he asked.

He looked different tonight. Nothing you could put your finger on.

Just…different…

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Are you sure you want to go out?’

‘Yeah, I’m sure,’ said Mark. He glanced out the window.

Then he was gone.

I went back to the TV set.

The news was over and this comedy came on. It was really funny and I was just waiting for Mum to remember I was there and send me off to do my homework, when Gurgle came in.

‘Gargle argle goo,’ he announced.

‘Oh, a visitor,’ said Mum, surprised. ‘Who’d be calling in at this hour? You weren’t expecting anyone were you, darling?’

‘No,’ said Dad.

Gurgle stood aside and this bloke came in.

He was old—even older than Dad. He had grey hair that sort of came to a point on his forehead and dark, dark eyes—a bit like mine.

He just stood there for a moment, looking at us, and then he said, ‘Bill,’ (which is Dad’s name). ‘Bill. You don’t remember me, do you?’

Then Dad jumped up and yelled, ‘Uncle Ron!’, and suddenly they were clapping each other on the back and Dad was dragging Mum over, and me too.

‘This is my Uncle Ron,’ cried Dad. ‘How long has it been? What happened to you, Ron? Sit down, sit down.’

‘Coffee, tea, cold drink?’ asked Mum. ‘We’ve just eaten, but if you’d like something I’m sure the butler…’

‘I’ll eat later,’ said Dad’s Uncle Ron. He sat down on the sofa and looked around.

‘Thirty years,’ he said slowly. ‘That’s how long it’s been since I saw you last, Bill. And there’ve been some changes in that time, haven’t there, boy?’

I blinked. I mean, calling Dad ‘boy’!

Dad just grinned. ‘I suppose you mean the castle,’ he said. ‘It was a gift last year from a family of phaeries that Pru here made friends with—really nice people by the way…’

‘And you’re married…and a kid, too,’ said Uncle Ron. His hands were small and square and hairy in his lap, and had short fingers.

‘Two kids actually,’ smiled Mum. ‘You’ll meet Mark soon—he’s just gone for a walk.’

‘But what have YOU been doing?’ cried Dad. ‘All these years—I was just a kid when you went off. You simply disappeared. I thought you must have had a quarrel with Grandpa, but Dad would never say.’

‘Well, no. He wouldn’t have,’ said Uncle Ron. He ran his furry fingers through his hair. ‘He wouldn’t have. They regarded me as a bit of a black sheep, I’m afraid—though maybe sheep isn’t really the right word for it.’

‘What did you do?’ I breathed. ‘Something terrible?’

‘Prudence,’ protested Mum.

Uncle Ron just laughed. He had a nice laugh, and lots of long, white teeth.

‘No, not so terrible. People just thought differently in those days. There was a lot of…prejudice…around. People were a bit afraid of anyone…different.’

‘That’s what Mrs Olsen says,’ I said.

‘Mrs Olsen is Pru’s teacher,’ said Mum. ‘She’s a vampire.’

Uncle Ron looked startled. ‘Isn’t that dangerous?’ he said. ‘I mean, vampires!’

‘Oh, no,’ said Mum. ‘Her family gets their blood congealed from the abattoir. They never touch the fresh stuff.’

‘Ah,’ said Uncle Ron.

I wanted to get back to what he’d done that had shocked the family—I couldn’t wait to hear—but just then Gurgle brought in tall glasses of homemade lemonade for everyone, and chocolate peanut biscuits and by the time everyone had brushed off the crumbs Dad had changed the subject.

‘So what are you doing now, Ron?’ he asked.

Uncle Ron hesitated. ‘I’ve retired,’ he said. ‘I had a butcher’s shop down the south coast—a nice little place. You get some really good meat down there. I sold it last year when Marg died—that was my wife.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said Mum automatically.

‘Did you have any kids?’ I asked.

Uncle Ron smiled. ‘Three kids,’ he said. ‘And two of them have children, too. I’m a grandfather.’

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘I’ve got cousins…or second cousins.’

‘Cousins once removed,’ said Dad. He always knows all that sort of stuff. ‘So where are you living now?’

‘Well,’ said Uncle Ron, ‘Jason—that’s my oldest boy—he lives up this way. I’m staying with them for a bit, while I look around. And I thought, while I’m up here…maybe it’s time to mend the fences a bit, catch up with the family…’ Uncle Ron paused uncertainly. ‘I suppose to see if you still felt the way your grandfather did, and your father.’

‘Still felt the same way about what?’ said Dad slowly.

‘About me,’ said Uncle Ron. ‘About what I am…’

I looked at Uncle Ron. What could he have done to make Grandad and Great-grandpa refuse to ever see him again?

Maybe he was a burglar…or a bank robber…or a drug runner…though none of those really seemed to go with having a butcher’s shop.

‘I’m a werewolf,’ confessed Uncle Ron.

No one spoke. Then Mum said stupidly, ‘But you can’t be!’

‘Why not?’ said Uncle Ron.

‘Because…because then Bill here would be a werewolf…and your father and your brothers…’

Uncle Ron shook his head. ‘It doesn’t work like that,’ he said. ‘Maybe if our family had always married other werewolves…It’s like your red hair—not all your kids will be redheads. It’s the same with us.

‘Way back sometime, our family had a werewolf ancestor and every generation or two it shows up again.

‘Your great-great-grandfather was a werewolf,’ he said to Dad. ‘That’s why he came out to Australia. The villagers discovered his secret and it was either Australia or a stake through the heart. People were so narrow-minded in those days.’

‘But…but a werewolf…’ stammered Dad.

‘Don’t werewolves tear people into bits and eat them and…’ I began.

Uncle Ron twinkled his dark eyes at me. ‘No way,’ he said. ‘Just like wolves don’t do that either, no matter what the legends say. Wolves are really just wild dogs. They avoid people if they can. They’d have to be terrified or starving to hunt a person.

‘A werewolf is only a wolf while it is full moon—no worse than any real wolf while it lasts. And we’re still ourselves while we’re wolves, good or bad as the case may be. A nasty bloke makes a nasty wolf, that’s what I always say.’

‘I…I can’t get used to it,’ muttered Dad. ‘A werewolf in our family!’

‘Ah,’ said Uncle Ron sadly. ‘I thought maybe now, maybe…’ He stood up. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have come. I quite understand. Even today people are sensitive about anything different. I won’t bother you again.’

‘No!’ cried Dad. ‘No. I didn’t mean…it’s just, I’m shocked, that’s all. Not shocked—surprised!’

‘Startled,’ added Mum helpfully. ‘Taken aback, stunned, astonished, caught off-guard…’

‘How could Dad and Grandpa not tell me something as important as this?’ demanded Dad.

‘They wanted to shut their eyes to it,’ said Uncle Ron sombrely, ‘and hope that the werewolf strain went away. And to be honest…well, what sort of lives would they have had in those days if their friends knew their son or brother was a werewolf?’

A brother…

‘Mark!’ I yelled.

‘Mark?’ said Dad. ‘Oh, my word. Mark!’

‘Mark?’ inquired Uncle Ron. ‘Is that your son?’

‘He thought he was turning into a werewolf, but I refused to listen,’ cried Dad. ‘I thought he’d just been listening to all these shows on TV. You know, “I Was a Teenage Vampire” sort of thing. And all the time…’

‘All the time he was,’ said Mum softly. ‘Oh, poor Mark. This must have been so hard on him.’

‘How old is Mark?’ demanded Uncle Ron sharply.

‘Fifteen last month. As soon as he comes home you must have a talk with him.’

‘Where is he?’ Uncle Ron barked out.

Mum stared. ‘I told you. He’s gone for a walk…’

Uncle Ron rose—no, surged—to his feet. ‘We’ve got to find him,’ he cried.

‘But…but why?’ stammered Dad.

‘Because in half an hour the moon will rise—the full moon. If your lad’s just turned fifteen chances are that in half an hour he’ll be a wolf for the first time. Do you know what that can mean?’

‘No,’ said Dad.

‘A wolf running loose in the town—a wolf who has never learnt how to hide! Who’ll terrify people the first time he shows his fangs! Who knows what might happen to him! We have to find him!’



We rushed down the corridor. Gurgle stared at us curiously, but we didn’t have time to explain.

Over the drawbridge and down the road.

‘Which way?’ cried Mum, peering up and down the street.

‘Wait,’ said Uncle Ron suddenly. ‘Wait!’ He pointed down the road at the horizon.

The moon was rising, orange as fruit cup cordial. Just the rim peeked over the horizon; then a slice, and a stronger and stronger glow.

I glanced at Uncle Ron, then stared.

Uncle Ron was changing.

His hair was growing longer…longer…thicker down his arms. More hairs popped out on his face, his neck…

Uncle Ron ripped off his shirt.

His chest was hairy—really hairy—and his arms sort of shrank as I watched. They weren’t arms at all, but legs, with furry hands that slowly withered into paws.

I looked up at his face, a wolf’s face, with long white teeth that glittered in the moonlight.

Uncle Ron reached down and wrenched his trousers off.

‘That’s better,’ he growled. ‘Things’ll be easier now.’ He flopped down onto all fours.

Mum blinked.

Dad blinked.

Uncle Ron hesitated. ‘Are you sure this doesn’t bother you?’ he asked, sitting back on his haunches. His tongue was long and red and wet.

‘No,’ squeaked Dad, then tried again. ‘Of course not,’ he said, trying to speak normally.

‘No, no,’ said Mum shakily. ‘It doesn’t bother me at all. No. Of course not. No.’

‘It’s okay with me,’ I said.

And it was. I mean Uncle Ron looked nice enough before, but he was really cute now. All silver fur. I’d always wanted a dog.

Uncle Ron pricked up his ears, then bent his nose to the ground. ‘This way,’ he growled. He paced along following the scent.

Dad followed him. (Dad looked like he was in shock.)

Mum absently picked up Uncle Ron’s clothes and followed Dad.

Down the street, past the Post Office…

‘The shops,’ said Mum, hopefully. ‘Maybe he stopped at the milk bar for a milkshake.’

‘I hope not,’ growled Uncle Ron.

‘Why not?’

‘What do you think would happen in a milkbar if someone turned into a werewolf?’ He shook his furry head. (His ears were longer than a normal dog’s, tall and peaked and fuzzy.) ‘We werewolves learn to be discreet. To stay away during the Change. But your Mark hasn’t learnt that yet. He’s had no one to show him how.’

‘Oh, Mark,’ whispered Mum. She clutched Uncle Ron’s trousers in despair.

Uncle Ron led the way again. Round the corner, up the street by the school.

The school! I thought. Maybe Mark might have gone there to think…

‘Woof,’ said Uncle Ron, his nose to the breeze.

‘What does that mean,’ I asked hopefully.

‘Just woof,’ grunted Uncle Ron. ‘No fresh smell of him here at all.’

A couple of blokes across the road stared at us. They pointed. I tried to look as much like someone taking their dog for a walk as I could.

A giant, giant dog.

A dog with long white fangs and thick soft fur around its neck.

A wolf.

Around another corner. The golden road to our castle dangled above us again.

‘Maybe he’s gone home,’ said Dad, hopefully.

Uncle Ron was silent. He sniffed the footpath, then our road again. Suddenly he bounded forward, back up to our castle.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

Too soon.

Up the road, over the drawbridge. Uncle Ron was still sniffing. Down the corridor…Gurgle opened a door and gave a startled squawk. He slammed the door shut again…down the corridor to the stables. For a moment I thought of my unicorn, and panicked.

What if werewolves ate unicorns? But this werewolf was my great-uncle…and the other one was my brother. Mark knew how much I loved my unicorn…

The unicorn snickered inside its stable as it smelt Uncle Ron. Uncle Ron stopped to scratch a flea with his back leg, then padded on.

Past the stables and out into the gardens. The surf crashed and muttered down below.

Uncle Ron stopped and thrust his nose up into the breeze.

‘What is it?’ whispered Mum.

Uncle Ron sniffed again. He snuffled by a tree then under a rose bush.

‘I’ve lost the scent,’ he confessed at last.

‘But…but you can’t have.’

Uncle Ron sat back on his haunches. His whiskers were silver in the moonlight.

‘I’m sorry, young Bill,’ he said gruffly. ‘I’m not the tracker I used to be. Not at my age. I’m alright down on the streets, but out here in the garden—you’ve put some fertiliser on, haven’t you?’

‘Just some pelletised hen manure,’ said Mum. ‘On the roses last weekend. And a little on the lawn…’

‘I’m afraid that’s all I can smell,’ said Uncle Ron. ‘Now if it had been my boy, Jason—he’s got a young nose.’ He scratched his ear with one giant paw sadly.

‘Could you give Jason a ring?’ Dad pleaded desperately. ‘Please Ron.’

Uncle Ron nodded. ‘I’ll give it a go,’ he said. ‘You’d better do the dialling for me, unless you’ve got one of those push-button phones. But it’s full moon, you realise. You know what young wolves are like. Who knows where Jason is tonight.’

He padded back up past the stables, his very long tail drooping behind him. Mum and Dad followed him. Dad’s arm was around Mum. She still carried Uncle Ron’s discarded trousers.

Dad whispered something consoling to her. She shook her head.

I stayed there in the moonlight. For one thing it was peaceful. The moon just hung there, like someone had thrown it at the sky. For another—well, I’d been crying a bit and I didn’t want anyone to see. Mark was my brother and he was alone and might be scared…

That’s when I saw them.

Down on the beach. The sand was gold like the moon and the waves were golden, too, a bright highway of light travelling across the sea.

They were just sitting there on the sand in the moonlight, side by side. A big, dark wolf with a smaller one by his side. As I watched he sort of nuzzled her, then turned to watch the moon again.

They were so close their paws were touching.

‘Mark,’ I began, then stopped.

Something told me Mark didn’t want his younger sister interrupting him tonight. So I turned and went inside to tell Mum and Dad and Uncle Ron.

So that’s the end of THIS story, except…

It turns out Mark’s girlfriend is called Tracy. She lives just two streets away. It was her first night as a wolf, too.

She and Mark had met by chance down at the milkbar and he asked her if she’d like to come up to our place for a swim and then see my pirate ship, so they were both safe here when it happened.

Tracy’s really nice.

Her mum’s a werewolf, too, but she didn’t realise Tracy had inherited it. Her dad’s normal, and he’s okay about it all, though he says it’s a pity they can never have a cat—not with a wolf around every month!

Two wolves now…

And Uncle Ron’s bought a house in the next suburb and my second cousins, or first cousins once-removed or whatever they are (I can never remember things like that), are coming to the castle for Christmas dinner and so are Phredde and her family, including her Uncle Mordred, which will be great, especially if he’s still a dragon.

And Phredde’s mum enchanted another magpie to be our gardener. (The roses were really getting out of control—Mum went overboard with the fertiliser. I think she forgot they were magic roses.)

The new gardener’s name is Gark.

Then Gark and Gurgle fell in love, which means that whenever they’re off-duty they turn into magpies again.

They’re building a nest up in the guest tower. Maybe later this year we’ll have lots of baby magpies fluttering around. Or will they be butlers, too?

And that’s all that happened really—till Mrs Olsen’s birthday party.

But that’s another story.





Vampire’s Birthday
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What do you give a vampire for her birthday?

This is probably something you’ve never thought of before. Until a few years ago most people only saw vampires in movies and books and things. They weren’t REAL vampires…

But Mrs Olsen’s real—especially when she gives us too much homework—and she’s a vampire. But she’s really nice, for a teacher. For a vampire, too, I guess.

Anyway, it all started (although, when you think about it, you can never say exactly when things started. I mean, this story really started when I was born. Or when Mrs Olsen was born, which makes it a really long story).

This bit of the story started just before the bell went. We were all sitting in the classroom sort of puddled if you know what I mean because it was this really stinking hot day and even the flies were wilting, and to make it worse we’d all been down by the oval watching the volcano erupt.

The volcano’s new.

Phredde’s mum, The Phaery Splendifera, wanted to do something for the school. She does help out at the canteen once a month, just like Mum does, except being a phaery she’s too small to serve at the counter or fill up salad rolls, so she just washes up and stuff like that, which for her just means…well, I don’t know what it means, because I’ve never been able to catch her doing it. It’s all too fast. All I know is she doesn’t wave a magic wand or anything like that but she does SOMETHING, and the washing up is all done.

About the volcano…Phredde’s mum asked the school what they’d like and the Headmistress, Mrs Allen, said they needed a new science block, and the School Council said twenty-five new computers, and the kids all voted (after discussing it for WEEKS we came up with the BEST idea) for a volcano.

Just a small one, down by the oval.

It turned out that Phredde’s mum couldn’t magic up computers because she doesn’t understand them (apparently phaeries have to know what something’s like before they can magic it), but she and Mum are going to do a Beginner’s Guide to Computers as part of their Small Business Management course down at the TAFE as soon as they’ve finished their applique class (they’re planning to open their own business, but it’s a secret, even from me). So maybe we’ll get the computers next year.

She did manage to conjure up a science block. (Well, Phredde’s Uncle Mordred did. He’s really into science, especially zoology. In fact, he spent part of last year as a dragon.)

The new science block is really cool—Uncle Mordred copied it from this great big Spanish sort of palace called the Alhambra and it has fountains and secret passages, as well as laboratories and stuff.

And we got the volcano.

It’s about the size of a rubbish bin, so you can peer right down into it and see all the lava bubbling, and it smells really gross, like someone left an egg sandwich in their bag over the weekend, and it erupts every recess and lunchtime so we don’t need the school bell anymore.

We just listen for the volcano.

You’ve got to be careful not to get too close to it when it’s erupting. Some people might think a volcano’s dangerous to have in the school yard, but no one’s been swallowed up by lava yet or suffocated in ash.

I was a bit worried about some of the little kids—they have hardly any sense yet—but I think it’s been really good for them. It’s taught them some discipline, like stay away from exploding volcanoes. And, anyway, the lava doesn’t go very far. It just glugs down into the stormwater drain, and the ash hardly makes a mess at all.

Where was I? Oh, I know—it was so hot even the doggy doo out on the footpath had melted, and most of the class were half-asleep, except for Phredde who really was asleep, but as she’s a phaery and so tiny, you wouldn’t notice. (I can always tell when Phredde has gone to sleep—her wings stop fluttering.)

Phredde and I have become best friends. She sits just behind me except, of course, being a phaery, she doesn’t sit much. She hovers just over my shoulder.

Mrs Olsen didn’t notice Phredde was asleep, because she was reading us a story all about this kid who went to Mars. (It was a bit far-fetched to be honest. I like real-life stories myself.)

Mrs Olsen can usually make any story sound good, but, somehow, today she was reading as though her heart wasn’t in it. Her voice just faded away and she looked out the window, and then she caught herself and went back to the book, except it was a bit that she’d just read before…

And of course Edwin down the back had to yell: ‘Hey, Mrs Olsen, you’ve read that bit.’ (I mean what did it matter? The story was boring anyhow. Edwin just likes to hear his own voice.)

And Mrs Olsen gave herself a sort of a shake and said, ‘I’m sorry. I’m a bit preoccupied.’

Phredde woke up just as Amelia (she always sits in the front row and never makes a spelling mistake) said, ‘What with, Mrs Olsen?’

Mrs Olsen looked at us in a strange way, then she said, ‘It’s my birthday tomorrow.’

‘My mother doesn’t have birthdays any more,’ said Amelia smugly. ‘She says when you’re grown up you only have birthdays when you turn forty or sixty or something like that.’

‘Erk,’ I whispered to Phredde. ‘Imagine not having a birthday party every year.’

Phredde nodded and wrinkled her nose. She had a nose stud put in last month. A tiny ruby—real, of course, or magic real anyway—and it looks really great.

‘Well,’ said Mrs Olsen slowly. ‘This is a special birthday, I suppose. A very special birthday.’

‘How old are you then?’ called out Edwin.

Mrs Olsen grinned suddenly so you could see her long, vampire teeth, and most of the others, too.

‘It’s my 400th birthday,’ she said.

That shut us up. We all know Mrs Olsen is a vampire, and we know she’d never vampirise one of us. Or anyone, really, getting all her blood from the abattoir as she does.

But 400! That’s something else. She didn’t look that old either. I mean she did look old, but only like all teachers look old. She didn’t look more than thirty really.

‘Are you going to have a party?’ demanded Edwin.

‘A what? Oh. No,’ said Mrs Olsen hurriedly.

‘Why not?’ I asked. I’d go to a party every day if there was one around!

‘I…I just didn’t think of it,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘Look, kids, forget I said anything about my birthday. Please.’

‘You mean it’s a secret?’ asked Amelia.

‘Yes. No,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘Just…’

That’s when the volcano exploded and it was time to go home.



‘I think she’s crazy,’ said Phredde. We were walking down the footpath to my place—I was walking and Phredde was diving around and doing somersaults in the air like she usually does. We were going to take my pirate ship out for a sail before dinner.

‘When Mum turned 200 she had a party that went on for weeks.’

‘When she WHAT!’ I yelled. ‘Your mum’s not 200!’

‘She’s 275, now,’ said Phredde.

‘Er,’ I said.

I glanced at Phredde. ‘How old are you?’

Phredde grinned ‘The same as you, but three months and four hours older,’ she said. ‘Phaeries age at about the same rate as humans till they’re twenty-five.’

She shook her head. ‘I think Mrs Olsen’s batty. Hey, batty…vampire, vampire bat. Get it? Why not celebrate your birthday? Why keep it secret?’

‘I dunno,’ I said. ‘Maybe it’s a vampire thing.’

‘Maybe,’ said Phredde. ‘Boy, it’s hot. You want a drink of something?’

‘Lemonade,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’

Phredde magicked one up and zoomed down to put it in my hand. I took a sip gratefully. It was as cold as ice and just a bit colder. ‘Hey, what do you want for your birthday?’

‘A surprise,’ said Phredde, fluttering back up into the breeze.

Which made sense when I thought about it. I suppose when you’re a phaery and can magic up anything you want, it’s the things you CAN’T think of that are the most fun. That’s probably why Phredde and I are such good friends. I can think of things and she can magic them!

Phredde would never have thought of having our own pirate ship without me, and Phredde’s mum would never have gone to the Tech class if my mum hadn’t asked her. She would have kept going to the traditional dances on the green or whatever, but that must get really boring after a while.

And neither of them would ever have thought of a volcano.

I made up my mind to think of something really great for Phredde’s birthday. Her mum could magic it for me. As they always say, it’s the thought that counts and, boy, mine are really good sometimes.

(You should have seen Dad’s face when I gave him that South American jaguar last Christmas. It’s the biggest one you ever saw! Phredde’s Uncle Mordred helped me with that one—and my mum and Phredde’s mum have been trying for months to work out the never-ending crossword puzzle he helped me magic up. Uncle Mordred’s really great when you want help like that.)

What was I saying? Oh, about Phredde and me that afternoon. We took the pirate ship out and had a great time. We nearly got eaten by a giant squid, but that’s another story.

But you know something?

I couldn’t help thinking about Mrs Olsen.



Dinners are always pretty boring at our place. Dad watches TV (except for weekends when we eat up at the table), especially the nature shows (though he hasn’t been as keen on them ever since I gave him the jaguar. I suppose you don’t need to watch TV when you’ve got the real thing).

Mum studies her crosswords and Mark and I watch TV with Dad, though neither of us really likes the same stuff as he does.

That night was no exception. Dad had switched on this really boring program about little English rabbits.

‘See how cute they are, Prudence?’ he kept saying. ‘Now a rabbit would make a really good Christmas present, wouldn’t it?’

‘No way, Dad,’ I said. ‘Haven’t you heard of calicivirus and myxomatosis? Anyway, your jaguar would eat it.’

Dad sighed. He kept the jaguar down in the rose garden ever since it tried to eat Gurgle, our butler. (Gurgle’s fine though—he only lost a few wing feathers.) And it must be a nuisance for Dad to hike down to the rose garden three times a day to feed it and visit it, and Gark, our gardener, who’s married to Gurgle (she’s really pretty when she’s being a gardener, with lots of sort of feathery black hair, and she’s a pretty-looking magpie, too), won’t go down into the rose garden any more with the jaguar there, so the roses are really getting out of hand…but, hey, it must be worth it for a pet like that.

‘You kids got much homework?’ asked Dad.

Mark shook his head. ‘I finished mine before dinner. I thought I’d give Tracy a ring and we might go down to the beach or something.’

‘You can borrow my pirate ship if you like,’ I said. ‘Maybe sail over to an island.’

It wasn’t a full moon so neither of them would be turning into werewolves, and I thought they might like something interesting to do.

‘Thanks, sis,’ said Mark.

‘Prudence?’ asked Dad.

I shook my head. ‘I don’t have any homework.’

‘Prudence…’ said Dad, in that deep ‘don’t you kid around with me’ sort of voice.

‘No, it’s true,’ I said. ‘Mrs Olsen was in this really funny mood, and she forgot to give us any. I thought I’d just take the unicorn out for a gallop if that’s okay.’

‘Okay,’ said Dad. ‘Just remember to wear your helmet—and don’t go near the rose garden!’

‘Of course not,’ I said.

The unicorn wasn’t very happy about having a jaguar anywhere near the castle, so there was no way I was going to upset it by taking it in the rose garden.

But I wasn’t going to say that to Dad. I mean it’s his jaguar and he loves it. At least he said he did when I gave it to him on Christmas morning.

‘What do you think of it Dad?’ I asked, and when he’d got his voice back he said. ‘I…I…er…I just love it, Prudence.’

Anyway, Tootsie (that’s my unicorn) and I went for a gallop (you can gallop for days and never get to the end of our garden, but when you want to come back it’s only ever five minutes to home) and I’d just put Tootsie back in her stable and brushed her down when suddenly I saw this great bat flapping round the battlements.

First of all I thought it might be Gurgle. Now he’s married to Gark you often see them flying round the castle when they’re off-duty. But magpies mostly fly during the day, and even in the dark the differences between a magpie and a bat are pretty obvious.

I was curious. I’d never seen a bat at the castle before. I don’t suppose Phredde’s mum thought of putting bats around when she conjured it up for us. After all, some people don’t like bats, though I think they’re sort of cute.

So, to cut a long story short, I gave Tootsie her carrots. (She gets really stroppy if you forget her carrots—almost as mean as Dad’s jaguar if you forget to feed him three times a day—and, let me tell you, a unicorn in a temper is something to stay away from. What a horse can do when it has a horn as well as hooves…though she’s a darling mostly.)

Anyway, then I raced up the stairs (there’s twenty-six flights, which keeps me really fit) and only stopped to get my breath three times and when I got up there the bat was still there, circling, circling, circling. Then, as I watched, it fluttered down, plunk, and landed on the stone wall that keeps anyone from falling over the balcony and stops basketballs from rolling off.

‘Prudence,’ squeaked the bat, clinging to the wall with its little claw-like feet.

‘Huh?’ I said.

‘Oh, Prudence, I’m sorry. I hope I haven’t disturbed anyone. It’s only me.’

‘Mrs Olsen!’ I exclaimed.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ squeaked Mrs Olsen, the bat. ‘I was just out for a bit of exercise—when you get to my age flying’s much easier on the knees than jogging—and I saw this castle and I couldn’t resist swooping around it for a few minutes. It reminded me so much of the castles of my childhood.’

‘Where was that?’ I asked.

‘Ruritania, of course,’ peeped Mrs Olsen.

‘I thought vampires came from Transylvania,’ I said.

‘You get a better class of vampire in Ruritania,’ squeaked Mrs Olsen.

‘Did you live in a castle, too?’ I asked.

Mrs Olsen gave a sort of creaky bat-like laugh. ‘Yes, and a horrible, draughty place it was, too. There were beetles in every room and the rats! There was no sewerage in those days, so the whole place stank.’

‘We’ve got proper bathrooms in our castle,’ I said.

‘I suppose you have. It’s a thoroughly modern castle, but it still has the feel of the ones at home. Yes, they smelt and they were cold…but we had such good times then, too! Oh, I remember the picnics. Picnics by moonlight. We’d each fill a beaker, and pack them in hot bricks to keep them warm—there’s nothing worse than cold blood on a picnic. Sometimes we’d have mulled blood, with cinnamon and cloves. My cousins and I would play swoop the loop. It’s a game all young vampires used to play back then.’

‘Did your cousins live in the castle?’

‘We all lived there, all the family,’ said the bat-Mrs Olsen wistfully. ‘Uncle Theo and Grandma Katanya and all the others. So much fun we had, even if the floors were cold and the heating never worked…’ For a moment her voice sort of slid into an accent from somewhere far away.

‘Why did you come to Australia?’ I asked. I mean if they’d had so much fun in Ruritania…‘Was it because of the civil war?’

Mrs Olsen, the bat, was silent. For a moment, I thought I’d offended her. Then suddenly she said, ‘No. No, I left Ruritania a long time before the civil war. It was my cousin, Boris.’

‘Boris?’ I asked.

The bat-Mrs Olsen nodded. ‘You know there are good humans and bad humans. People who like to hurt other people, just as there are people who like to help them.’

‘Sure,’ I said.

‘Well, vampires are just like everyone else. There are good ones and there are bad ones and Boris…Boris was about as bad as you could get.’

‘How?’ I asked, though I think I already knew.

‘There’s no need for vampires to attack people. Not while there are cattle killed in the village, and pigs and hens. We would buy cattle blood from the villagers, and we kept sheep ourselves. There was no problem storing it, not in a Ruritanian castle. It was so cold we didn’t need a fridge at all. And Mam would heat it up in the old black cauldron in the kitchen, great steaming bowls full of sheep blood, or maybe chicken blood for a treat, or she’d make us blood puddings for our birthdays and Christmas.

‘But Boris…Boris liked hurting people. Even when we were playing he would swoop and crash into you and laugh like it was a joke. It was always the smaller cousins he crashed into, never anyone his own size.’

‘What else did he do?’ I breathed.

The bat glanced up at me. ‘I cannot tell you, Prudence. It is so many years ago, but still I cannot speak of it. It is too horrible. Too horrible.

‘The villagers blamed us all. They knew we were vampires, of course. You can’t keep things like that hidden, not in a village. No village child would play with someone from the castle. But at least they left us alone.

‘Until that night.

‘They came with torches—long sticks dipped in pitch and set alight, so they burnt with stinking smoke and terrifying flickering. They stormed up the drawbridge and into the castle.’

‘But…but couldn’t you escape?’ I asked. ‘Couldn’t you all turn into bats and fly away?’

‘Yes,’ said the bat-Mrs Olsen. ‘We turned into bats. We flew around the castle and we watched the people below. They had never been our friends but they had never hated us like that before.

‘They burnt what could be burnt. Which was a lot, even in a stone castle. They smashed and they destroyed.

‘They destroyed our coffins. A vampire must return to their coffin every day, or else they die. One by one they found our coffins and they smashed them, then they tossed the remnants down onto the ground below.’

Mrs Olsen was silent again.

‘How…how did you survive?’ I whispered finally.

‘They left before dawn. Their torches were flickering out and they were afraid of the darkness, so they left. And we changed back—me and my cousin and Mam and Papa and Grandma Katanya.

‘I was the youngest, the smallest, not quite two centuries old. So all my family, my wonderful family, they collected the pieces of the coffins from the ground. There was just time to make another one—a small one. A coffin for me. And as the sun rose they put me into it. I cried, I screamed, I didn’t want to go. They put me back into safety. And they stayed out to die.’

We stood there silently, Mrs Olsen perched on the wall and me beside her. Finally I said: ‘What happened then?’

‘I came out of my coffin the next night. I looked, of course, but there was no sign of my family. That is what happens if a vampire has to face the sunlight. They simply fade away…

‘I couldn’t stay there, not knowing if the villagers might come again. Not where we’d been so happy. So I took my coffin and as much as I could carry of the family gold, which had been kept hidden under the kitchen flagstones, and loaded them on a donkey and set out through the night.

‘I hid in barns, but barns are never safe. Who knows when an animal might discover you in daylight and moo or neigh and call someone to see? I hid in caves.

‘And finally I came to the sea. And there was a ship. I thought, no matter where it goes it can’t be as bad as what I have left behind. So when the next night came I took some gold and bought a passage from the Captain. I bought a ship’s trunk and loaded my coffin into it. And the next day I sailed.

‘I said I was seasick so no one would wonder why I hardly ever came out of my cabin during the day. I had some food with me, but not enough. Six months it took. A vampire can go a long time without food, but I was tempted—those lovely, lovely necks. But then I thought of Boris and said, No, I will never be like that. I would rather starve than be like that.

‘So I came to Australia. And it was easier. Most people in those days had never heard of vampires, not so far from Transylvania and Ruritania. I worked as a barmaid. A barmaid is a good job when you are only able to work at night. Later on, I went to night school and took evening courses at the University. I became a teacher, and a year ago, as you know, I was even able to admit, right out in public, that I was a vampire and work in the daylight with my coffin with me.’

‘When did you get married?’ I asked.

The bat smiled. It was a lovely smile, especially for a bat. ‘Only a hundred and fifty years ago. A little more. We have two children. One is nearly a hundred and ten—that’s a teenager for a vampire. And the other only sixty-four.’

‘Is…is that the reason you don’t want a birthday party?’ I asked. ‘Because of all your memories?’

‘No. Oh, no,’ said Mrs Olsen. She hesitated. ‘Oh, I must tell someone! It is my husband. You see he doesn’t know.’

‘Doesn’t know you are a vampire?’

‘No—he doesn’t know I am 400! He thinks I am only three and a half centuries old, just like him. How can I tell him?’

‘Natasha!’ said a voice behind us.

We turned. It was a bat. Another bat; a bigger bat.

It was perched on the wall just behind us. It must have landed while Mrs Olsen was speaking.

‘As though that matters!’ cried the bat. ‘As though it…’ he was suddenly squeaking in bat talk, and Mrs Olsen was squeaking back and they were fluttering around the tower again, and even though they were bats and I was a human, I could tell that Mr Olsen didn’t care less how old his wife was.

I went back inside and rang up Phredde. ‘Hey, it’s me,’ I said. ‘You know what? I think we need to organise a birthday party for Mrs Olsen!’



Well, I suppose it’s not often you organise a birthday party for your teacher, but then, how often does your teacher turn 400?

The question was, what should we give her?

‘Chocolates,’ announced Edwin.

‘What would a vampire want with chocolates?’ I objected. ‘Vampires only drink blood.’

‘I know,’ said Edwin smugly. ‘That’s why she’d have to share them with us.’

‘A bunch of flowers,’ offered Amelia. ‘My mum really loves roses.’

‘Great one, Amelia,’ I said. ‘Flowers wilt as soon as a vampire touches them. Don’t you know anything? You’ll be suggesting we give her a mirror next.’

‘I know a lot more than…’ began Amelia, when Phredde interrupted.

‘How about those fluorescent stars? You know, the ones that light up in the dark. She could stick them on the lid of her coffin so it would look like night-time during the day.’

We all looked at Phredde with respect. I mean, like I said, I’m usually the one that comes up with the ideas.

‘I thought an electric toothbrush,’ I said. ‘But that idea’s great.’

‘How about both?’ suggested someone else. ‘Neither of them cost much…’

So that’s what we did.

It was a great party.

Just as the volcano went off at lunchtime, Phredde changed the classroom into a tropical beach—as soon as you walked through the door there were the waves and sand and palm trees. And Mrs Olsen cried, ‘What?’, and we all yelled, ‘Happy birthday!’, and someone started to sing:


Happy birthday to you,

Happy birthday to you…



The whole school filed in, and most of the parents as well. The parents got a real shock when they walked through the classroom door onto the beach, especially those who hadn’t heard about Phredde. Even Dad took the day off.

Everyone brought a plate and put it on the trestles under the palm trees, and there were chips and party pies, and lamingtons and corn chips and sliced watermelon, and ninety-six different kinds of sandwiches, and cakes…more food than even Uncle Mordred could eat when he’s in his dragon shape (he couldn’t come, he was off on an expedition somewhere).

And Mum and Phredde’s mum had brought these little blood puddings from the butcher. I thought blood puddings were something only vampires would like, but it turns out they used to be really popular (YUK) and some people still like them. I mean some people are really weird.

You should have seen Mrs Olsen’s face.

She cried when Mum gave her the blood puddings and she loved the electric toothbrush and the fluorescent stars (we got a few moons as well) and said we could all try her coffin whenever we wanted so we could look at them in the dark.

She had lots of other presents, too.

Mrs Allen, the headmistress, gave her this great bunch of plastic roses, which I thought was really thoughtful. Even a vampire can’t wilt plastic flowers.

And all the teachers had signed this great big card that said: ‘Life begins at 40’, except they’d added an extra O, and they gave her a crystal decanter as well, and Mrs Olsen sobbed a bit and said NOTHING makes blood look so delicious as crystal…she’d keep it for rare vintages.

And you know what? Dad gave her his jaguar.

I was really proud of him, giving away something he loves so much just because he thought someone else might love it too.

‘It’ll remind you of your youth back in the old country,’ said Dad, handing her the lead. He’d put a red bow around its neck and everything.

Mrs Olsen just blinked. She leant down carefully—well, it IS a jaguar—to pat it. And you know what? The jaguar looked up at her and purred. (It’s funny. It never purred like that for Dad, even though they say animals can sense if someone really likes them.)

I didn’t feel like pointing out to Dad that Mrs Olsen came from Ruritania, not South America. I didn’t want to embarrass him, not when he’d been so kind.

I made up my mind to give Dad something else South American for his birthday to make up for it. Something really great. A three-toed sloth…or some piranhas for his bath…

When Mrs Olsen got over the shock—it was a really fantastic present, even better than the electric toothbrush and the fluorescent stars—she said she was THRILLED with the jaguar and she’d always wanted a kitten—especially a black one. It reminded her of her Uncle Vlad, and she began to sniff again.

She was just a bit worried that her backyard might be too small for a jaguar, but Phredde’s mum fixed that by shrinking the jaguar to the size of a guinea pig. It was even cuter like that than before. It kept on pouncing around after crabs in the sand and shaking them and biting them, and then it went to sleep in a coconut shell.

We’d invited Mrs Olsen’s husband and sons as well.

Mr Olsen was a real surprise. You’d never have guessed he was 50 years younger than his wife. It didn’t show at all.

He looked quite different when he wasn’t being a bat, and he had blonde hair. I thought all vampires had black hair, but that just shows I don’t know everything, as Mrs Olsen is always telling me after my social studies tests.

Her youngest son was blonde, too, but her eldest son (he’s called Jason just like my cousin Jason, the werewolf) has dark hair just like Mrs Olsen’s and these really dreamy brown eyes and white, white skin. I mean, he is REALLY gorgeous. Maybe…someday…in a few years time…

Everyone said it was the best 400th birthday party they’d ever been to.

The school band played ‘Happy Birthday’ fourteen times and then tried to play stuff to dance to.

So Phredde changed them into a rock band and they were great. (She forgot to change them back after the party. Or maybe she didn’t forget at all). So we danced and danced along the beach in the classroom.

Mum and Dad did these really weird old dances from twenty years ago and Phredde’s mum showed us phaery dances and Mr and Mrs Olsen did the Charleston, which is a crazy old dance from the 1920s.

As Mr Olsen said, one of the great things about being a vampire and living so long is all the dances you get to know.

And then they took a break in their coffins for a while and we kept on dancing and then the fireworks began…and these were magic fireworks…

Well, I said it was great, didn’t I? The best birthday ever, in fact. Except for Phredde’s.

But that’s a REALLY different story.





Six hours in Phaeryland
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‘Dragon guts!’ yelled Phredde.

I blinked.

‘Buckets of snot! Busted lizard brains…’

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘What’s wrong?’

Phredde glared at me. I’d never seen her so upset before.

‘It’s Mum,’ she exclaimed. ‘She keeps ruining my life! You know what she wants me to do now?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘She wants me to go to Phaeryland!’

‘What? To live!’ I was worried. I mean Phredde’s my best friend. I wanted her to stay right here!

‘No, for my birthday! Phaeries always go to fairyland for their birthday,’ mimicked Phredde in a ‘goody goody gum drops lets all have fun, kiddies’ sort of voice.

I hauled myself up into the tree and sat next to her. This was Phredde’s favourite tree—it’s a beautiful crab-apple, but bigger than any crab-apple tree I’ve ever seen. It has flowers all year round as well as tiny apples, which I don’t think most crab-apples do, but then I’m not too interested in trees.

The crab-apple tree grows in the middle of the school grounds. I think it was always there—though, you know, it’s funny, I just can’t quite remember it being there before Phredde arrived.

‘What’s wrong with Phaeryland?’ I asked. ‘It’d be great.’

Phredde glared at me. ‘Shows how much you know,’ she said bitterly. ‘Who does Mum think I am? A baby? Off to Phaeryland…’ She muttered in a little-kiddie voice, ‘Let’s all pop off to Phaeryland…Why doesn’t Mum realise I’m getting too old for that sort of thing now?’

‘I think Phaeryland sounds sort of interesting,’ I said. I’d never even been to Surfer’s Paradise, much less Ruritania or Phaeryland. Some people just don’t know when they’re well off.

‘You go then, if you think it sounds so great,’ muttered Phredde.

‘I’d like to,’ I said.

Phredde really looked at me then. ‘You mean it?’ she demanded.

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I’ve never been to Phaeryland. I mean I’ve heard about it, but that was all in little-kid picture books. It’d be fun to see what it’s really like.’

‘What it’s really like is…well, you’ll find out,’ Phredde muttered darkly. Her wings calmed down a bit (they always flutter when she’s upset).

‘It wouldn’t be so bad if you came too,’ she said. ‘It’s just…oh, why can’t Mum realise we’re in a new country now? We don’t always have to be doing things the old way! Not on my birthday!’

‘Hey, we’ll have fun!’ I said.

I was getting really excited now. Heck, the one time we went to Sydney (and let’s face it, Sydney isn’t a patch on Phaeryland) I got so carsick on the way that I hardly even noticed the Opera House—it’s a bit hard to notice much if your head’s in a paper bag—and now I was going to another country. (I suppose Phaeryland counts as a different country. Different, anyway.)

‘We always have fun,’ I told her.

‘Not in Phaeryland,’ muttered Phredde.



I asked Gurgle to wake me really early on Phredde’s birthday.

The sun was just peering through my window when he stuck his head in. But then, whatever time you wake up in our castle the sun is just starting to peer through your window. It seems to go along with living in a magic castle.

‘Gargle argle gragle goo,’ said Gurgle.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Yeah, it’s okay. I really am awake now.’

Gurgle withdrew to set out my muesli and mango juice in the breakfast room.

Personally, I could have done without all the fuss and just slurped down breakfast in the kitchen like we always used to do, but Mum says you have to do things properly when you live in a castle. Anyway, the breakfast room has great vaulted ceilings, and wide windows that look out over the rose gardens (Gurgle’s wife, Gark, has looked after those—except for when the jaguar was prowling around—ever since Mum was too generous with the manure. I mean, you should just SEE what too much manure does to magic roses…) and down to Tootsie’s paddock and stable.

Despite the fuss, it’s not bad having breakfast there.

Mum wandered down just as I was finishing my mango juice smoothie (from fresh mangoes; it’s always mango season when you live in a castle).

Mum was wearing her daggy old tracksuit that makes her look like she’s got two bottoms (maybe next Christmas I should get her a new dressing gown instead of the sea serpent for the moat that I was going to get Phredde to conjure up for her. Some presents are better than magic, though a sea serpent in the moat would be pretty cool.)

‘Schlomphff,’ muttered Mum. Mum’s never at her best at dawn.

Gurgle handed her a cup of coffee. Mum took a sip, and then another one. ‘Scmmmfffp,’ she said. Then she took another sip and said, ‘Thank you, Gurgle.’

She yawned and pushed her hair out of her eyes. ‘Hello, sweetheart,’ she said to me. ‘Did you sleep well?’

‘Sort of,’ I said. ‘I was too excited to sleep much.’

Mum nodded, and drained half her coffee, then held it out for Gurgle to refill. (Mum drinks too much coffee. I made a mental note to ask Phredde for some of that stuff her mum drinks for breakfast—it’s made of rose petals, sunbeams and primroses—to see if Mum’d like it.)

‘Have you had enough breakfast?’ Mum was almost awake now.

‘Sure, Mum.’

‘You don’t want to get hungry on the way. Maybe you should have some toast as well.’

‘Mum, I’m only going to Phaeryland, not the moon. They’ll have stuff to eat in Phaeryland.’

‘Well, if you’re sure,’ said Mum doubtfully. Mum always thinks I’m going to keel over from starvation.

She stared at me blearily, as though she’d just got me in focus. ‘You’re not wearing that, are you?’

I nodded, because my mouth was full of muesli and Mum always told me not to speak with my mouth full.

‘Don’t you think a dress would be better for Phaeryland?’ Mum was wide awake now.

‘Mum, these are my best jeans!’

‘Yes, Prudence, I know. But your best dress—’

‘Mum! That dress is out of the dark ages!’ And it is. Mum bought it for me for her cousin Delia’s wedding. It’s got lace on the sleeves, for Pete’s sake.

‘Maybe you’re right,’ said Mum regretfully. ‘Now, have you got a hat?’

‘Mum I don’t NEED a hat. Not in Phaeryland.’

‘But the weather forecast said the UV level would be—’

‘Mum, they don’t have UV levels in Phaeryland. The Phaery Queen wouldn’t allow it.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Sure I’m sure. Phredde’s mum told me. No one ever gets skin cancer in Phaeryland.’

‘Maybe I should just ring Diffy and make sure.’ Mum’s hand sort of moved towards the phone.

‘Mum, I promise. I’m not going to get skin cancer in Phaeryland. Thanks, Gurgle,’ as he took my plate and mug. ‘That was great.’

‘Gargle, argle, gah,’ said Gurgle.

‘Yeah, thanks, I’ll have a great time,’ I agreed. ‘Mum, I’ve got to go.’

Mum tried frantically to think of something else to stress about. I suppose it’s not every day your only daughter flies off to Phaeryland.

‘Have you got your carsickness tablets?’

‘Mum, we’re not going by car. You can’t drive to Phaeryland.’

‘And you’ve remembered Ethereal’s present?’ Mum was trying really, really hard to find something else to worry about.

‘Of course I have,’ I said.

I’d had it for days. It was three colours of hair gel. I’d been saving up for it for weeks.

I’d wanted to give Phredde a rock band—a really big one with at least four guitar players and proper amplifiers and everything that she could keep in her bedroom—but when I asked her mum if she could conjure one up for me, she sort of shuddered a bit and said, ‘Sorry Prudence, it’s beyond my powers.’

I didn’t think anything was beyond her powers, but that just shows you how little I know about magic.

So there I was, bright and early, and full of muesli, and sort of burping mango juice (maybe Mum’s right and it is too rich to have at breakfast) marching across the drawbridge to Phredde’s.

I looked around in case Uncle Mordred had come back. He’d been a dragon last time I met him, swooping all around the towers and diving in the moat, but he hadn’t been around for months. I really liked Uncle Mordred and I was hoping he’d be back for the birthday party.

Phredde’s dad let me in. (Phredde’s family doesn’t have a butler. I don’t suppose you need one when you can magic everything for yourself.)

He didn’t actually pull the door open—after all, it’s a big door and he’s only phaery size, even if he is bigger than Phredde.

The door just opened by itself and closed behind me, but I knew he’d done it…and there I was in the front hall with the suits of armour and the stuffed ogre (I’ll tell you about that one some time), and the Persian carpet, with flowers and animals and stuff on it that really move if you look at it close enough.

‘Come in, come in.’ Phredde’s dad smiled.

He had a nice smile, a bit like Phredde’s, and these dark eyes that sort of slither upwards at the corners like all phaery’s have (well, all the ones I’ve met anyway), and a thin, pointy nose, but he has much solider wings than Phredde—more like butterfly wings.

(Mum says Phredde’s wings are like gossamer, but when I asked what gossamer was she just said to look it up in the dictionary, which I did, and it was no use at all—you try it…)

He’s got an American accent, too, which sounds a bit odd in a phaery from Ruritania who lives in Australia, but he said that when he was at school his English teacher had been an American phaery on an exchange trip.

I was a bit shy of Phredde’s dad to tell the truth. I’d only met him once before, and that was last Christmas. (He gave me this incredible, jewelled saddle for my unicorn—it has emeralds and rubies on it). He’s away a lot on business. He works for some politician as a magical advisor.

(When I told Dad what Phredde’s dad did for a living he just snorted and said, ‘I wondered how those snakes got into power…’ But Mum told him to hush and stay off politics. She said that with unemployment the way it is, you can’t always be choosey about the job you take, especially if you’re in a new country like Phredde’s family.)

‘Where’s Phredde, er, Ethereal?’ I asked.

‘Up in her room getting into her party clothes. Her mother’s with her.’

He really did have a nice smile. ‘Do you know the way through the castle? I could conjure up a guide if you like. A wolf…or a rock star perhaps.’

‘No, that’s alright, thanks. I know the way.’

I could have kicked myself as soon as I said it, because it would have been really great to meet a rock star, but I did know the way, even though the castle is enormous and, anyway, I was too excited about Phaeryland to really concentrate on a rock star.

Phredde’s door was closed but I could hear Phredde’s shriek way down the corridor. ‘Mum, no! What do you think I am?’

And then Phredde’s mum saying something back, sort of slow and firm, just like Mum gets when she’s ticked off at me.

So I knocked on the door and yelled, ‘It’s me!’

…and the door opened (magic again, of course. No one was anywhere near it) and there was Phredde…

I just stood there. And I stared and I stared. I’d never even thought Phredde could look like that.

The joggers were gone. The nose stud was gone too. Even her hair was different.

In their place were twinkling silver slippers and an elegant, long ball dress that looked like it had been made out of sunbeams, and probably had, with pearls sewn in long strings down the front and all along the edges, and her hair flowed in long, golden waves down her back. (It had been as short as a pet dog’s, and bright pink, the day before, but I suppose magic hairdressing can be useful.) There was a tiara nestled into the top of it with diamonds the same colour as her dress.

It looked really great. But it didn’t look like Phredde.

Phredde glared at me from under the tiara.

‘If you say one word…’ she threatened. ‘Just one word!’

‘Who, me? I didn’t say anything,’ I said. ‘Happy birthday.’

‘Thanks,’ said Phredde sourly.

‘I brought you a present.’

Phredde cheered up at that.

‘Hey, let’s have a look at it. Oh wow!’ She held up the hair gel in delight. ‘Just what I always wanted! Hair gel! Green and purple and, wow, black too!’

I grinned back. Phredde’s lucky being blonde. Colours show up really well in her hair. (My hair is carrot red, and let me tell you, if you put a black streak through my hair it just looks like I fell in the rubbish bin.)

‘Look, Mum!’ offered Phredde.

‘Very nice,’ said Phredde’s mum. ‘But you can’t wear it today.’ She glanced over to me. ‘It’s good to see you, Prudence,’ she said. ‘But you’d better hurry and get changed if we’re not going to be late.’

‘Get changed? Me?’

I looked down at my jeans (they were perfectly clean) and my joggers. I’d worn my best T-shirt too, the one that says, ‘Don’t panic’, on the front, and on the back says, ‘Who’s panicking?’.

‘You look very nice, Prudence dear,’ soothed Phredde’s mum. ‘But you need something a little special for Phaeryland.’

So there I was, ten minutes later, with my hair magicked in great waves down my back. I had thought she might make me blonde, too, but she left it red. (I wanted to ask her if she’d change it to shiny black just for the day, but she was too busy making me look respectable).

I had glass slippers on my feet, and I was wearing a ball gown that weighed a tonne there were so many glittering gems and edgings of lace on it.

Phredde’s mum stood back and looked at me thoughtfully. ‘Not bad,’ she said. ‘You do scrub up well, Prudence. Now all you need is a tiara.’

‘Mum, not a tiara!’ groaned Phredde. ‘It’s bad enough that I have to wear one!’

‘Well, a diadem then. Or maybe just a string of diamond flowers strung through your hair—yes, that’s what you need. It would look so pretty.’

‘Pretty,’ muttered Phredde.

‘Phredde, can you conjure some up for her? I need to get changed myself.’

Phredde nodded glumly as her mum flew purposefully out the door.

I looked at Phredde and she looked at me.

‘It’s not too bad,’ I said comfortingly.

‘It’s worse,’ moaned Phredde. ‘All this muck and we haven’t even got to Phaeryland yet. Why can’t I have a normal birthday like everyone else in the class with a barbecue in the backyard…and…and…and proper presents…and…’

‘What did you get?’ I asked. I was trying to change the subject, although I agreed with her. I think what you do on your birthday should be your choice, not your parent’s. It’s the one day of the year that is yours, but there was no point moaning about it.

‘Nothing yet,’ muttered Phredde. ‘I’ll get my presents in Phaeryland with the Phaery Queen. It’s tradition.’

‘What do you want?’

‘A tyrannosaurus,’ said Phredde, even more glumly. ‘Just a baby tyrannosaurus to play with after school. But I bet I don’t get one. You know what Mum said when I asked her?’

‘What?’

‘She said, “We’ll see.” You know what parents mean when they say that.’

I nodded. Every kid knows what ‘we’ll see’ means. It means ‘no and I don’t want to argue so keep your mouth zipped or I’ll get angry.’

‘What did you get last year?’ I asked.

‘Nothing much,’ muttered Phredde. Then she shrugged, ‘Well, I did, but it’s embarrassing.’

‘Hey, it’s me,’ I said. ‘I tell you embarrassing things. Like Mum asking me right in the middle of the supermarket if I’d brushed my teeth and…’

‘It was a teddy bear,’ said Phredde in disgust. ‘A giant walking, talking teddy bear! I mean if I’d been four I might have liked it.’ She blew out a sigh so strong it ruffled her new fringe under the tiara. ‘You just don’t know Phaeryland,’ she added.

‘Is it really so horrible?’ I was beginning to feel like maybe, just maybe, I shouldn’t have come. Maybe Phaeryland wasn’t all it was cracked up to be in the picture books.

‘No. It’s not horrible at all,’ said Phredde. ‘It’s nice. It’s TOO nice. In fact, it’s nothing BUT nice. And everyone has to be nice and wear nice clothes and do nice dances, and smile and be nice to everyone else.’

‘Always?’ I said aghast.

‘Always,’ affirmed Phredde.

‘But what if they aren’t?’

‘They always are. Everyone, all the time. But you know something?’ Phredde grinned. It was the sort of grin she had last Thursday when she…well, perhaps you don’t need to know about that. Just in case Mum or Mrs Olsen gets to read this.

‘What?’ I asked. I get a bit nervous when Phredde grins like that.

‘I’ve decided something. This time it’s all going to be different. Because I’m not going to be “nice” at all this time. I’m going to…’

Suddenly the door opened again and Phredde’s mum fluttered in.

‘Are you girls ready yet? Oh, Ethereal, Prudence still doesn’t have her garland. I TOLD you to hurry…’ She did her whatever it is that’s too quick to see, and all at once there was a weight on my head that I just knew was diamonds—in the shape of flowers, naturally.

‘Come on now—your father’s waiting downstairs. Prudence dear, what’s wrong?’

‘It’s the glass slippers,’ I said. ‘They don’t bend when I walk.’

‘Don’t worry. You’ll get used to them.’

‘Can’t I just wear my joggers? No one will see them under my skirt. Or thongs?’

‘No,’ said Phredde’s mum.

Phredde’s mum glided downstairs, leaving us to follow her.

‘What does she think I am? Cinderella!’ I muttered. (Well, you try walking in glass slippers. And they were HOT. It was okay for Phredde’s mum and even Phredde—they didn’t have to put their feet on the ground if they didn’t want to).

‘Smile,’ said Phredde grimly. ‘We’re off to Phaeryland.’

So there we were the four of us, down in the dining room, the females dressed up like Sleeping Beauty’s great-aunt Gloria, and Phredde’s dad all fancy in black velvet and silver trim (at least he didn’t have to wear a tiara and glass slippers—life just isn’t fair for us girls), and my stomach was churning round and round and round and I thought, oh heck, we haven’t even started and already I’m beginning to feel sick.

From what Phredde had been telling me, vomit was probably illegal in Phaeryland and I’d be arrested in my first two minutes there…

Phredde’s mum smiled at Phredde’s dad and said, ‘Will you do the honours, dear?’

‘Of course, dear,’ said Phredde’s dad. ‘Prudence, if you’d just hold hands with Ethereal so you don’t get lost in the Ether—just in case…that’s right.’

Phredde grabbed my hand…well, my little finger actually. Phredde’s whole body is not much bigger than my hand.

‘Too late to back out now!’ whispered Phredde.

…and suddenly it was cold and I mean COLD, except I couldn’t feel anything. The world was just nothing and nothing and nothing and it MUST have been cold because there was nothing else to feel and then…

BLINK, we were in Phaeryland, and I didn’t feel sick at all.

‘Glerp!’ I said. I felt myself carefully. I seemed to be all there. And the others were there too…‘Hey!’ I yelled. ‘You’re all as big as I am!’

Phredde’s mum grinned. ‘That’s what happens in Phaeryland,’ she said.

‘How come? Are you bigger? Or have I shrunk?’

‘Neither,’ said the new gigantic Phredde’s mum.

‘But…but it must be one or the other.’

‘Not in Phaeryland,’ said the big economy-sized Phredde’s dad. He was grinning too, like it was something in the air.

I took another look at the new, giant Phredde—I mean, she didn’t look different just because she was big and I realised I’d even sort of forgotten she was small—then gazed around. It was really something to stare at.

Have you ever seen pictures of Phaeryland in little-kid books? Those giant flowers and a million dancing butterflies in all the shades of a set of coloured pencils, and green, green grass and silver castles in the distance?

Well, it’s all true. Every bit of it. I don’t know how the authors of those books knew what Phaeryland was like, but they sure got it right.

I looked back at Phredde, the giant. She had this look on her face as though to say, Just let me get through this without vomiting, even though she’s never even been carsick.

Suddenly I wondered what she’d meant back in her bedroom when her mum had interrupted us. Exactly what was Phredde planning? But there was no way I could ask her just then, with everybody there.

‘What now?’ I asked.

‘We go to see the Phaery Queen,’ said Phredde’s mum, amazed. ‘Didn’t Ethereal tell you?’

‘Nope,’ said Phredde. ‘If Prudence knew what she was really getting into she wouldn’t have come.’

‘Oh nonsense,’ said Phredde’s mum. ‘You know how the Phaery Queen loves to see all her little subjects on their birthdays. You used to love it, Phredde.’

‘Yeah. When I was two and half,’ said Phredde.

Neither of her parents replied.

‘Which way to the Phaery Queen?’ I asked.

Phredde’s mum looked vague. ‘Oh, a hundred heartbeats and just past the golden grove,’ she said. ‘We’ll know it when we get there.’

‘How do we get there? Walk?’

I looked down at my feet. They were sweating like a penguin in a fish and chip shop. Glass slippers aren’t meant for walking and your feet would die if you tried to dance in them.

‘No, of course not,’ said Phredde’s dad. ‘Phredde, would you like to call the butterflies?’

‘Sure,’ said Phredde. She put two fingers in her mouth and gave this terrific whistle. (I wish I could do that—I must get her to show me how.)

‘Phredde, that’s not the way to do it in Phaeryland,’ said Phredde’s mum reproachfully.

‘Sorry, Mum,’ said Phredde, just as two huge butterflies fluttered down.

I mean, they were BIG. About the size of a small plane but without the cabin. They were gold and silver and blue and pink—a million colours shimmering.

The butterfly nearest to us gave me a sweet smile (I didn’t know butterflies could smile, but I got the feeling that everything smiled in Phaeryland—except Phredde, of course) and shimmered its wings at us invitingly.

‘Up you hop,’ said Phredde’s dad.

I gulped. ‘On those?’

‘Of course.’

‘But…but they don’t have seatbelts!’

Phredde’s dad laughed. ‘No one has ever fallen off a butterfly in Phaeryland,’ he said. ‘It isn’t done.’

He and Phredde’s mum climbed onto one of the butterflies and I climbed up behind Phredde onto the other one…carefully, because even if those giant wings were light and shimmery, they looked BIG and Phredde’s dad hadn’t said that no one had ever been knocked unconscious by a giant butterfly wing.

But it was okay once we were on. There are two narrow bits of body on a butterfly and Phredde straddled one and I straddled the other and the butterfly flapped lazily and we rose gently, gently…gently up into the sky.

I thought it might be cold up there in the sky, but I don’t suppose it’s ever cold in Phaeryland. The breeze was balmy—of COURSE the breeze was balmy—and all those flowers smelt like the perfume counter down at Woolies and the butterflies just fluttered along.

It was fun, even if it is hard holding onto a butterfly AND keeping your ball gown from riding up. Not as much fun as the Thunderwheel at Wonderland, or even the Outer Space Super Whirl, but it was pretty good.

So on we went, flapping over some enchanted woods—you can’t tell me that in real life trees grow as tall and as straight as that, and I bet they never have a drought or an El Niño in Phaeryland—and there were silver brooks running between the trees (no, they weren’t creeks—creeks are brownish and they don’t tinkle like brooks) and clusters of red and white spotted mushrooms just like in the picture books, and here and there a phaery perched on a log playing the flute, or two or three dancing in a Phaery Ring.

I was starting to see why Phredde hadn’t wanted to come.

If I had been two I would have loved it. Three even, or maybe a babyish four. But at my age…

Gradually, this grand, silver castle in the distance drew nearer and nearer. It had spires and those chunky sort of towers that you see in Robin Hood movies, and a moat and a drawbridge—everything a castle should have. Just like ours and Phredde’s, but a million times more so, and it glowed in a way that no picture in a book ever could.

‘What’s it made of?’ I whispered to Phredde.

‘It’s carved out of a diamond,’ she said absently. ‘Just one giant diamond. Boy, I wish we hadn’t come.’

‘It’s not so bad,’ I said comfortingly.

‘Huh,’ said Phredde. ‘You wait. You haven’t seen the worst of it yet. And Mum and Dad will just smile as though I should be enjoying it. You know what Mum was doing last night?’

I shook my head.

‘She was reading The Directory of Handsome Princes. Handsome Princes! “Look Mum,” I said to her. “I’m way too young for that sort of thing!” and you know what she said?’ I shook my head and the diamond flowers rattled.

‘You’re never too young for a Handsome Prince,’ Phredde mimicked bitterly.

‘“In Australia you are,” I told her. Anyhow, what if I don’t want a prince when I grow up? What if I just want a normal bloke…or a goblin or a…’

‘What did your mum say?’ I asked.

‘Nothing,’ said Phredde bitterly. ‘She just smiled. You know that smile that mothers have.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Hey, Phredde, what did you mean when you said things were going to be different this time?’

Phredde winked. ‘I’ve got something planned,’ she said. ‘Something that’ll convince Mum and Dad that I’m not cut out for Phaeryland. I mean the old ways are okay for them—’

‘What have you planned?’ I was a bit alarmed. This was a strange country, and ever since the earthquake during the last exams I’ve realised Phredde sometimes doesn’t think before she acts. ‘You’re not planning a magic spell, are you?’

‘Of course not,’ said Phredde. ‘I couldn’t anyway. The Phaery Queen sees all the magic in Phaeryland before it happens.’

‘That’s okay then,’ I said, relieved.

‘No, it’s something else altogether,’ said Phredde, gleefully. ‘Not magic at all! It’s an idea I got from school. You remember last week when we…oh, blast, we’re here…’ She broke off as her parents glided up next to us.

The butterflies were landing now, gently gently gently, the way everything’s done in Phaeryland, till we were flat on the ground again, the butterflies wings just fluttering (gently) against the green, green grass.

Phredde’s giant dad smiled at me. ‘The Palace of the Phaery Queen,’ he announced.

‘It’s lovely,’ I said.

And it was. Just like in the picture books, but all the colours brighter and every gleam a million times as bright. Everything you’d ever want a magic castle to be.

The steps of the castle were long and shallow. They twinkled in the sunlight like—well, like diamonds I suppose, since that’s what they were. We started to climb, but there wasn’t any sense of going UP, if you know what I mean. You could have climbed stairs like that for twenty years without your leg muscles getting sore.

And we climbed and we climbed till finally we were at the top and two phaeries in purple tights and yellow jerkin things lifted up their—well, I THINK they were trumpets but they looked too long, maybe they’d mutated—and played the type of call you hear in old movies when the emperor is about to arrive, but it wasn’t an emperor, it was us.

And we entered the castle of the Phaery Queen.

It was pretty good. Of course, it wasn’t anything I hadn’t seen before in picture books. I mean, like I’ve said before, phaeries have NO imagination mostly.

There was a gigantic room with a high, vaulted ceiling (we learnt about vaulted ceilings last term at school) and tapestries, and jewelled everything and carpet that looked like unicorns dancing among the flowers, except these unicorns actually did dance.

We walked through a very large door—why they need a door that size I’ve no idea, ‘cause even Phaeryland phaeries aren’t that big—into another room the size of a football oval, only with diamonds and emeralds which football ovals don’t have, and there were about a million phaery princesses (well, I suppose that’s what they were) all dressed up like us.

‘Are these the ladies-in-waiting?’ I whispered to Phredde.

‘Some of them,’ she whispered back. ‘Some of them are mum’s sisters and dad’s sisters and my sisters.’

‘You’ve got sisters? I thought you were an only child?’

‘They’re all grown up. Mum and Dad are over two hundred, remember. Phaeries have only one kid at a time, then when that kid grows up they have another one…’ Phredde whispered absently, as though she was really thinking about something else. I have to admit I was starting to get a bit alarmed.

‘Phredde? What are you planning…I mean when are you…?’

‘Shhh,’ said Phredde. ‘I have to concentrate!’

‘Phredde, you’re not…’ Then I shut up. I had spotted the Phaery Queen.

She was beautiful. The most beautiful phaery in Phaeryland.

Her hair was blonder than any blonde hair could ever be in the real world, no matter how much gunk someone piles on their head. When I was a little kid and coloured in the Princess’s hair with my bright yellow pencil, I wasn’t far wrong, and it sort of floated around her head in this great sunlit cloud.

And if I’d thought my dress and Phredde’s dress were fancy, it was because I hadn’t seen hers.

It was every colour of the rainbow. In fact, now I come to think of it, that’s probably what it was made of. Slivers of diamond and ruby and emerald were sprinkled all over it. It was low at her neck and tight at her waist—only Phaery Queens’ have waists as tiny as that—then billowed out a million kilometres or so. If you turned that dress into a tent you could fit most of our school library in it.

She was sitting on a diamond throne at the far end of the room (and, let me tell you, there’s no way you can mistake a diamond throne for one made of glass) about where the goal posts would be if it had been a football oval.

The Phaery Queen was chatting to a dozy-looking sort of woman, all dressed up in lace and jewels and stuff—like us, of course, but she looked like she did it every day and ENJOYED it. Can you imagine living every day in stuff like that? You could never have a decent game of netball, or football…and she must have noticed us because she said something to the Phaery Queen who looked at us.

And then someone blew half a dozen of those mutated trumpets, or whatever they were, just behind us (my ears were ringing something awful, but I didn’t even bother looking back, because I knew what they’d look like—all blue velvet and lace and blowing silver trumpet-like thingummies).

And then the Phaery Queen smiled at us, a glowing, regal smile, and we marched down this long, red carpet towards her—all the others were walking for once, too—and me with my feet suffocating in glass slippers, and all the phaery princesses sort of twittering and cooing around us.

‘Hey, Phredde!’ I whispered.

‘Shhh,’ muttered Phredde.

I just wanted to ask her whether I should curtsy. They don’t tell you things like that in picture books. What’s the use of telling kids phaery stories when they don’t mention the things you might really need to know? There I was in Phaeryland in the castle of the Phaery Queen and I didn’t know whether to drop to my knees in front of her or just say, ‘Hi, Queen, glad to meet you.’

I glanced at Phredde, but it was no use asking her again. In the mood she was in now she wouldn’t have curtsied if a lion was chewing the back of her knees. And she had this funny look on her face.

Phredde’s mum was too far behind us for me to get any clues from her either, so I decided just to be polite. The way I’d be polite if I was introduced to an old friend of Mum’s.

‘Welcome, Ethereal!’ cried the Phaery Queen. Her voice really did seem like a hundred birds singing, which sounds horrible, but it was very pretty. You know how all the heroines sound in those cartoon movies? As if there’s a button on the computer voice simulator that says ‘sweet and friendly’.

‘Happy birthday! And welcome to your friend Prudence, too!’ cooed the Phaery Queen.

‘How do you know my name?’ I asked—politely of course. (I sort of ducked my head, too. My knees just didn’t seem to know how to curtsy).

‘I know all the visitors to Phaeryland,’ smiled the Phaery Queen. ‘Especially children. I just love it when my subjects bring children to visit Phaeryland!’

She sounded just like my kindergarten teacher all those years ago welcoming the children on their first day with paste and paper and colouring-in books, except a hundred times more so. I mean NO ONE sounds as friendly and as gracious as the Phaery Queen—even in Phaeryland.

‘Er, thanks,’ I said. (I wasn’t all that keen on being called a child, to be honest, but you could tell she meant to be kind.)

‘I hope this is going to be a special day for both of you,’ sang the Phaery Queen. ‘I hope it’s going to be the most wonderful birthday…’

And that’s when it happened. Trust Phredde to time it perfectly. She was really sneaky about it too. I hadn’t even noticed anything, and I was right beside her…

First of all, there was a muttering among the cooing behind us.

Then the cooing stopped, and there were cries and screams.

And then I smelt it.

It was like an elephant had laid an egg and it had gone bad.

It was like a garbage bin that had sat in the sun for a year and then the lid was taken off.

It was like the smell in our classroom just the week before…

‘Phredde!’ I hissed. ‘You didn’t!’

‘Ethereal!’ muttered Phredde’s mum behind us. ‘You haven’t!’

‘Oh, Ethereal!’ cried the Phaery Queen. ‘Why did you…’

Well, that stink bomb put paid to Phredde’s birthday ceremony at the castle of the Phaery Queen.

(Stink bomb! Huh! I told you fairies have no imagination. Which is a good thing because if they did have imagination as well as their magic…anyway, if it had been me trying to muck up the Phaery Queen’s party I’d have thought of something really cool. First of all I’d have…but I’ll get on with the story.)

The phaery ladies-in-waiting all ran out of the throne room like they had spiders running up their ankles, all coughing and lifting their skirts up out of the smell.

Then the Phaery Queen followed, holding some rainbow-like hanky to her nose, and her eyes were streaming—just like Ben’s last week in science class. Ben had found the recipe on the Internet, and this had given Phredde the idea. The lacy lady-in-waiting was trying to comfort the Phaery Queen, but her eyes were streaming, too.

Phredde’s parents were following, coughing and spluttering and TRYING to apologise, but who can apologise when you can’t take a decent breath?

Phredde and I were bringing up the rear.

I was a bit worried to tell you the truth. I was really starting to sweat in my glass slippers, and it wasn’t all just because feet can’t breathe in glass either. Half of it was sheer, pure terror.

What’s the punishment for letting off a stink bomb in Phaeryland? Prison for a thousand years? Banishment to the dungeons? Morning tea for the castle dragon?

Then we were all outside on the castle lawn.

All the ladies-in-waiting were fanning themselves, as though that would get rid of the smell, and the lacy lady-in-waiting was dabbing the Phaery Queen’s eyes and Phredde’s mum and dad had given up trying to apologise and just stood there with white faces. The stink was slowly evaporating but even the butterflies were giving the castle a wide berth.

‘Well, you’ve done it now!’ I said to Phredde.

She turned to me. Her eyes were red, but I don’t think it was just from the stink bomb.

‘Don’t you see—I had to do it!’ she cried. ‘Otherwise they’ll keep dragging me off here every year and having phaery princes to stay and I’ll be expected to be a lady-in-waiting when I leave school instead of going to Tech or Uni and I don’t want to!’ She was almost crying now. ‘I just want to be like everyone else!’

I didn’t know what to say. Really, it wasn’t so bad in Phaeryland, although I didn’t HAVE to come here, and I could see what she meant about the phaery prince and being a lady-in-waiting.

But, let’s face it, Phredde ISN’T like everyone else. To start with, she’s only the size of my hand (except in Phaeryland), and she has wings, not to mention magic.

Phredde was different. But so what? So’s Mark, my brother, and Mrs Olsen, the vampire, and Mum—anyone who’s hooked on crossword puzzles is WEIRD—and I’m different, too, for that matter. I mean, Phredde can magic things, but only things she knows. I can imagine things I’ve never seen before.

But I suppose it’s different BEING really different, and having someone MAKE you be different when you don’t want to be.

‘I understand,’ I said.

Phredde sniffed and I handed her my hanky (I was glad Mum had stuffed one in my pocket at the last minute).

‘What now?’ I asked.

‘Dunno,’ said Phredde.

‘What do you mean, you dunno?’ My voice rose a bit and I tried to whisper again. ‘Are they going to boil us in oil or turn our skins into doormats or throw us in the dungeons or…’

‘Not in Phaeryland!’ said Phredde indignantly. ‘We’re not like that in Phaeryland.’

‘What do you mean “we”?’ I demanded. ‘You just said…’

‘Phredde.’ Phredde’s mum’s voice was very quiet behind us. ‘The Phaery Queen would like a word with you.’

Uh oh, I thought. Here it comes. I tried to smooth my hair down (the garland of diamond flowers was all crooked and had got twisted in my fringe) and look respectable. Phredde grabbed my hand for comfort.

I don’t think time has ever passed so slowly for me as did those few steps over to the Phaery Queen. I mean not even Geography (I hate Geography) on the hottest day—you know those days when even the flies are falling asleep on the windows and you feel like every second is swollen with heat—well, even that was the speed of light compared to that walk in Phaeryland.

There we were the two of us, hand in hand, and Phredde’s parents behind us sombre as kookaburras looking for worms in an asphalt playground. All the ladies-in-waiting had stopped gasping and coughing and were staring at us, and no one was saying anything. Anything at all.

The lacy lady-in-waiting must have found a chair for the Phaery Queen—or had conjured one up—because she was sitting on it, her hands in her lap, quiet as anything, just watching us as we approached.

Phredde’s dad nudged her from behind.

‘Apologise,’ he whispered. ‘At once!’

‘I…I’m sorry…’ began Phredde. ‘And…and Prudence had nothing to do with it. It was all my idea. I just…’ Her voice faltered.

The Phaery Queen nodded slowly. ‘I’m sorry, too,’ she said, in that sort of cooing voice. ‘I…I had no idea you felt like that, Ethereal. If only I’d known.’

There were tears in her voice now and tears in her eyes, too, like tiny pearls about to trickle down her face—and if you think pearls can’t trickle you’ve never been to Phaeryland.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Phredde again. ‘I couldn’t take it, that’s all. The dressing up and the tiara and…and…Handsome Princes and…and everything!’

‘We…just wanted to give you a birthday party,’ whispered the Phaery Queen. ‘I wanted it to be such a special day for you!’

‘I…’ began Phredde again.

The Phaery Queen bit her bottom lip. ‘There’s no need to say any more,’ she said sadly. ‘You’ve outgrown us, that’s all. I’m old-fashioned and I know it. But at my age it’s so difficult to change—and I don’t want to change. This is my life, Ethereal, just as you have yours. But I did so want to give you a party…’

Well, I swallowed a sob too—ten more seconds and I’d be howling—and Phredde was snivelling and all the ladies-in-waiting were sniffing.

‘Just a little party,’ said the Phaery Queen softly. ‘Just to wish you happy birthday. Just one day of the year. But if you don’t want it…’ She sighed, and it was like the rippling of the wind across those dangly trees down in the park…willows, that’s what they’re called.

‘I know it’s not your sort of party,’ whispered the Phaery Queen, and she sounded just like Miss Temerman back in kindergarten when I’d stamped on my bit of Playdough. Not angry at all, just so very, very sad. ‘We don’t have those stone band things or whatever you call them in Phaeryland. We don’t have pigburgers and…and things like that. All you young people find us so old-fashioned now.’

‘I don’t care about the hamburgers!’ cried Phredde, unable to take it any more. ‘Of course I’d like a party!’

‘Really?’ whispered the Phaery Queen, her eyes lighting up. ‘You’re not just saying that?’

Phredde shook her head. ‘No. I’d love you to give me a party. ANY sort of party!’

‘A party!’ cried the Phaery Queen and clapped her hands. ‘We’re going to have a party!’

All the ladies-in-waiting started cooing again—though I got the impression they weren’t cooing at us this time, just sort of cooing in general, and suddenly the butterflies were back, dragging a tent-like thing, all made of lace like spiders’ webs and glittering with jewels (you can really get sick of jewels in Phaeryland) and it sort of hovered over us like a canopy.

‘Music!’ cried the Phaery Queen, and clapped her hands.

About ninety million red and white spotted toadstools popped up out of the grass at the edge of the canopy. Each one had an elf musician on it and they had violins and flutes and tiny double basses—but nothing cool like an electric guitar, or even drums, for Pete’s sake—and they started playing the sort of music that Mrs Hitchcock tries to make us enjoy in musical appreciation, only a bit faster so you could dance to it.

‘That was a nice thing to do,’ I whispered to Phredde under cover of the music.

Phredde shrugged. ‘What’s one day a year if it makes the old girl happy?’ she said. ‘I hadn’t realised it meant so much to her. But if Mum gets out that list of Handsome Princes again I’m going to tear it up and put it in the cat’s tray.’

Phredde’s mum was dancing with Phredde’s dad—a funny, sweeping dance where their toes didn’t quite touch the ground most of the time, and the lacy lady-in-waiting came over and nodded to Phredde, who sighed.

‘Might as well,’ she said, and she began to dance as well.

You know, I hadn’t even known Phredde could dance like that! She looked like she’d been doing it all her life. Which she had, I suppose. She swooped and she fluttered and all the ladies-in-waiting were fluttering, too, and I had to admit it looked pretty, even to me—all that lace and wings and stuff.

I glanced over at the Phaery Queen. She looked like Miss Temerman used to when she finally got us all colouring in and no one was throwing a wobbly or breaking someone’s pencils or wanted to go to the bathroom NOW.

I suddenly wondered whether she’d planned it all this way? I mean you don’t get made Queen of Phaeryland for nothing.

What if she’d known Phredde was sick of being a Phaery and had planned…

But no. She was just a sweet old duck who wanted to give a party for one of her subjects. It had been really nice of Phredde to make her so happy.

‘Hey, your turn!’ demanded Phredde.

‘Me? I can’t dance like that!’

‘Sure you can!’ declared Phredde. ‘This is Phaeryland!’

And you know something? I could! I swooped and I fluttered and it almost felt like I had wings. I nearly felt behind me to see if I’d grown some—in Phaeryland anything can happen—but I didn’t. There are some things it’s better not to know.

So we danced and we danced, and I found out you can dance in glass slippers when your feet don’t touch the ground, and then the birthday cake was pulled out by six tiny dragons, and they all puffed at once and lit the candles.

And even if the cake did have pink and white icing it was really good.

Then there were a million more things to eat—like moonbeam ice-cream, and stuffed toadstools (which aren’t poisonous in Phaeryland), and phaery cakes (of course) with cherry cream, and it was all delicious even if it was served on lacy doilies—and more dancing, and I even almost got to like the music after a while. I suppose it just needs getting used to, like Mrs Hitchcock says, but if you tell anyone I said that I’ll SPIT. I can just imagine what the other kids would say.

Then Phredde got her presents. A jar of Phaery Dust from the Phaery Queen (I don’t quite know what Phaery Dust is, but I guess it isn’t like talcum powder) and she DID get a tyrannosaurus…a tiny one that fits in her pocket and it has fangs like razor blades which will be really useful for sharpening pencils at school.

Then it began getting dark and suddenly there were a million candles in the trees, bright as the stars, or maybe the stars were candles too, and the Phaery Queen was smiling, smiling, smiling. I’ve never seen a smile so bright and I shut my eyes and…

‘Time to go home,’ whispered Phredde’s mum, and suddenly I was clinging to the butterfly again.

I can’t remember much of the journey home. Just the strong beat of the butterfly’s wings in the night sky and the Phaery Queen’s laughter behind us—they were still dancing, I think—and the tiny musicians playing, but the music got softer and softer and further away and we landed gentle as a whisper.

‘Hold hands again, girls,’ said Phredde’s dad. ‘We’ll take Prudence home first,’ and whoosh, we were back on the drawbridge of our castle, and the others were all tiny again.

I peered down at the city below. It all looked just the same. There was the milkbar and there was our school and…

Hey! It wasn’t the same! It wasn’t the same at all!

I came alive abruptly. ‘What’s happened?’ I yelled. ‘That’s not our school! It didn’t have that building there this morning and that fence is new and what have they done with the basketball court? And, hey, who put that block of flats at the end of the street?’

Phredde’s dad laughed. ‘Relax, Prudence,’ he said. ‘You’ve been gone seven years, that’s all! Things change in seven years!’

‘Seven years!’ I squeaked. ‘No one told me I was going for seven years!’

‘But Prudence, six hours in Phaeryland is equivalent to seven years outside,’ said Phredde’s mum. ‘Didn’t you know?’

‘No!’ I yelled. ‘And what’s more, Mum and Dad didn’t know either! They’ll have been frantic! And…and all my other friends will have left school by now while I’m still…’

‘Shhh,’ soothed Phredde’s dad. ‘It’s easily fixed.’

And we whooshed again. I looked down and there was the school all normal, and the block of flats was gone and we were back in the past again…I mean in the present…well, you know what I mean.

‘Thanks,’ I breathed, but he just laughed, like it was nothing at all to zap back seven years.

‘See you tomorrow,’ I said to Phredde. ‘And thank you for asking me to your party.’

‘Thanks for coming,’ said Phredde, and you could tell she wasn’t just being polite. ‘I…I don’t suppose you’d like to come next year?’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘It was fun.’ And it had been too.

‘Does that mean you won’t argue about going to Phaeryland next year?’ asked Phredde’s mum.

Phredde made a face. ‘I suppose not,’ she said. ‘But no more lists of Handsome Princes and I get to go to Uni if I want.’

‘We’ll compromise,’ said Phredde’s mum. ‘Just meet a few princes, that’s all I ask. I mean, you never know. Then if you don’t like any of them…’

‘I’ll NEVER like any of them,’ cried Phredde.

‘Then that’ll be the end of it,’ said Phredde’s mum.

‘You promise?’ asked Phredde suspiciously.

‘Of course I promise. After all, I didn’t marry a handsome prince, did I?’

‘Didn’t you?’ said Phredde, astounded.

Her father grinned. ‘What do you take me for? My dad was a cobbler. You should have heard the fuss he made when I wanted to go to Uni and study Political Science.’

‘But you said…’ began Phredde.

‘We’ll talk about it later,’ said her mum.

That’s when MY mum put her head out the door and asked if they’d all like to come in for a cup of ovaltine, but Phredde’s mum said no thanks, it was late and they’d better be getting home as it was school tomorrow, and I thanked them for having me and all the rest of it and I went to bed and didn’t wake up till the sun peered through the window, which it always does when it’s time to wake up in the castle.

‘Did you have a nice time?’ asked Mum the next morning. ‘We should have got you one of those disposable cameras to take with you.’

‘I don’t think they have them in Phaeryland,’ I told her. ‘Yeah, it was okay. Can I have some watermelon for breakfast?’

So that was the end of Phredde’s birthday celebrations.

Until Uncle Mordred’s present arrived.

But that’s another story.
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‘Stink!’ exclaimed Mum suddenly.

‘Or fetid, or maybe reek,’ answered Phredde’s mum consideringly. ‘No, they don’t have enough letters.’

‘How about musty?’ demanded Mum.

‘That’s not enough either.’

‘Stench!’

Phredde’s mum shook her head. ‘It has to begin with P unless we’re wrong about twenty-five down being Pterodactyl—’

‘Pungent!’

Phredde’s mum ran her biro down the crossword. (It was the smallest biro I’d ever seen, except for the one Phredde uses in class. Does some factory make special small Phaery size biros or do they have to conjure them up? I must ask Phredde).

‘And it ends in d,’ said Phredde’s mum.

Mum peered down at her side of the crossword again. She’s getting awfully shortsighted but she won’t go and get glasses.

‘Impossible. There is no word in the English language that means “bad smell” that begins with p and ends in d. We really must have got pterodactyl wrong.’

Phredde’s mum slowly flapped her wings, the way Phredde does when she’s considering something. ‘How about malodorous, fusty, tainted…’

‘Rancid, rank…’ muttered Mum.

Dad looked up from the phaery chess game he was playing with Phredde’s dad. ‘Putrid,’ he said.

Mum looked annoyed. She often gets miffed when Dad helps her with her crosswords.

‘I thought you weren’t listening,’ she said.

‘I’m not,’ said Dad. ‘Your turn Jim.’ (Jim isn’t Phredde’s dad’s name. It’s just what he’s called. Phredde’s dad’s real name is The Phaery Valiant…which is really embarrassing, even if it is a traditional phaery name, like Ethereal…so he decided he’d be called Jim instead.)

We’d all come over to Phredde’s castle for dinner—well, all except Mark, who was over at Tracy’s.

The snow was fluttering down outside the castle. It wasn’t fluttering down anywhere else, of course, just around the castle. Magic snowflakes look just like giant feathers—only spongier.

There was a big fire crackling in their enormous fireplace—I suppose it was big enough to roast an ox, but I’ve never seen an ox. I don’t think they’re the same as bulls. I must ask Mrs Olsen, she knows things like that.

(We’d had roast gryphon for dinner, not roast ox—there’s a phaery who has a gryphon farm just out of town. Gryphons taste like chooks, but better.)

The flames were licking and snickering up the chimney and Phredde’s dad had conjured away the dishes (he and Phredde’s mum had had a discussion about whose turn it was to do the washing up).

And after dinner, Mum and Phredde’s mum had got out their latest crossword and Dad and Jim had settled down to phaery chess (which is like ordinary chess, except the king and queen and stuff are real and there isn’t a board—the pieces just hang there in mid-air till you put them somewhere else and I think the moves are different too—so I suppose it’s not really the same as ordinary chess at all).

And Phredde and I were working on our Japan project for school. Phredde was conjuring up cherry blossoms to twine all through the information, which looked really pretty (we got 78% for it by the way).

We were doing all this stuff because Phredde’s family don’t have a TV. I asked Phredde’s mum why they don’t have TV, and she just laughed and said, ‘Prudence dear. Phaeries can see whatever they want to! We don’t need TV. You won’t find a TV in the whole of Phaeryland.’

So I didn’t tell her that they probably wouldn’t even get TV reception in Phaeryland, and that Phaeryland doesn’t have videos and roller-blading and netball courts and football and all sorts of other essential stuff either.

I ALSO didn’t tell her that Phredde LOVES our TV and that she watches it every time she comes over to our place (you almost have to drag her down to the pirate ship or the beach sometimes), because Mum insists on me being polite and not contradicting my elders even when they say something totally dumb like not needing a TV. Where was I? I remember…

Phredde and I were sitting there discussing how to spell Fujiyama (I THINK that’s it), but not really very interested, and Mum was muttering ‘word meaning teacher…let’s see—guru, instructor, educationalist. No, that doesn’t fit in. Dominie, abcedarian, school master, school mistress, lecturer. No blast, it begins with P—professor, preceptor…pedagogue! That must be it.’

…when there was a knock at the door. A really loud knock, more like a hammering in fact, and it went on and on.

‘Get that will you, Ethereal?’ Phredde’s mum asked her.

‘I’ll come too,’ I said. It was getting pretty hot by the fire, and, anyway, any interruption was better than Mt Fujihama. (Fugiarma? Fujiahma?)

We jogged down the hall, past the suits of armour and the stuffed ogre that some ancestor of Phredde’s had…but that’s another story. Well, I jogged, and Phredde swooped along above my left shoulder (she was wearing fluorescent green joggers today) and the banging kept going on and on.

‘Are you expecting anyone?’ I asked Phredde.

She shook her head. ‘Maybe it’s someone from Neighbourhood Watch. Or Mark and Tracy.’

‘Mark wouldn’t bang like that! Tracy either.’

‘Hurry up can’t you!’ yelled a voice outside.

Phredde giggled. ‘I know what’s wrong. They’re standing out in the snowstorm…’ She magicked the door open just before we reached it.

…and the snow whirled in, just like you’d expect in a snowstorm. (You could only just see the turrets of the castle it was so thick, and bats whirling round in the wind. I wondered if they were the Olsen family, come to play in the snow just like Mrs Olsen’s ancestors did back in Ruritania.)

There on the drawbridge was a snow-encrusted delivery truck and on the doorstep in front of us was this really furious bloke with snow melting down the collar of his uniform and the most enormous box at his side, and you know something? The bloke didn’t look cold at all, because there was steam rising from the box. In fact, he looked sort of hot, or maybe it was just fury.

‘Took your time, didn’t you?’ he snarled. ‘Here, sign this.’

He thrust a receipt up at Phredde hovering in the doorway.

‘But maybe it’s not for me!’ said Phredde. ‘I’d better call Mum or Dad.’

The delivery man squinted up at the docket. ‘It’s for The Phaery Ethereal—I can’t read the last name. You her?’

‘Of course you can’t read the last name,’ Phredde said with dignity as she signed the docket. ‘Humans can’t pronounce our last name. But yes, my name’s The Phaery Ethereal.’ (The Phaery Queen would have been proud of her.)

‘Then you take this,’ said the delivery man.

He shoved the box and a small pile of snow through the door (which made the box smoke even more).

‘What…’ began Phredde, but the delivery man wasn’t listening. He dived back through the snowstorm to his truck and backed it off the drawbridge, skidded twice, then accelerated down the shimmering driveway to the normal road below.

Phredde shut the door. We looked at the box. The snow around it had melted like an iceblock on the bench when you’ve forgotten you took it out of the freezer, and the steam from the crevices had stopped.

‘Wow, is that really for you?’ I breathed.

Phredde nodded. ‘It’s from Uncle Mordred. It says so on the docket.’

‘Grahah,’ said the box.

We jumped back. I mean, I jumped. Phredde dived upward so fast she hit the ceiling and came down in a triple somersault.

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said. ‘I think that box is alive.’

Phredde grinned suddenly and turned another somersault in mid-air—only this time she meant to. ‘Hey, I bet it’s my birthday present. I thought Uncle Mordred had forgotten to send me one!’

That made it sort of better. Uncle Mordred wouldn’t send Phredde anything dangerous.

Maybe.

The box began to steam again.

‘Why didn’t he just magic it here?’ I asked.

Phredde shrugged. ‘Uncle Mordred’s trying to do things the human way, that’s all. He wants to try to fit in.’

Considering that the last time I’d seen Uncle Mordred he had been a dragon, I didn’t think he was doing a very good job of fitting in. But on the other hand, if more people turned into dragons, the world would be a much more interesting place.

I looked at the box, still gently steaming. Dragons…

‘You know, Phredde…’ I began, then stopped. I mean, I didn’t want to spoil her surprise when she opened it.

‘We’d better take it into Mum and Dad,’ said Phredde, her wings flickering almost too fast to see. (They are really pretty wings, like rainbows except rainbows, never move as fast as Phredde’s wings). ‘This is so exciting!’

Phredde wafted the box up in front of us as we raced back past the suits of armour and the stuffed ogre along the hall.

‘Anthropophagi!’ Phredde’s mum was saying as we came in. ‘And if that doesn’t fit, how about…’ She stared at the box and the steam that was gently rising from it.

‘Ethereal darling, what’s that?’

‘Grahahahahah,’ said the box.

‘It’s from Uncle Mordred!’ Phredde danced about the room in excitement, her flashing joggers almost touching the top of the couch and the table. ‘It must be my birthday present. Look, there’s a letter taped to the side!’

‘How sweet of him,’ said Phredde’s mum, flapping her wings in a sort of I’m-considering-getting-angry fashion and looking warily at the box. A large black spot was slowly growing on one side. ‘Ethereal darling, don’t put your feet on the furniture. Or the ceiling! Maybe you should open it outside…’

‘Graaahaha!’ said the thing inside the box, and suddenly there was no need to open it at all. The room filled with this incredible burning smell (or stink, or stench, or odour) and the black spot grew and grew and grew. A flame flickered across the top and suddenly there was no box at all.

Just a dragon, sitting on the mat next to the fire.

‘Grahaha,’ said the dragon, a bit crossly.

It was a small dragon—well, small for a dragon—about the size of a really gigantic Alsatian dog, or my brother Mark when he turns into a werewolf at full moon.

The dragon had gold scales (really pretty ones, all shiny), and a long muzzle a bit like a dog’s, but flatter, and spikes along its tail just like you see in drawings of dinosaurs sometimes. But this definitely wasn’t a dinosaur. It was a dragon. An annoyed-looking dragon, too. I mean, how would YOU like to be cramped up in a box for ages?

‘Grahhhhhhh!’ burped the dragon suddenly. A small arrow of flames leapt across the room and burnt a hole in the tablecloth.

‘Er…Ethereal dear,’ said her dad. ‘Maybe you should take your dragon…’

‘Grahhha’ said the dragon again. The tablecloth was just black ashes now.

‘He’s hungry!’ announced Phredde.

‘Then take him outside and feed him!’ declared her Dad, more firmly this time (I think he was getting over the shock—I mean it’s not every day your daughter gets given a dragon).

‘Grahhhhhaaahahahahaha!’ announced the dragon.

Phredde shook her head. ‘He doesn’t want to go outside. He says its cold outside. Dragons don’t like the cold. He wants to go to my bedroom.’

‘How do you know?’ asked Phredde’s mum suspiciously. (My mum and dad hadn’t said a word. They were still sitting there with their mouths open).

‘I just do,’ said Phredde, landing on the back of the sofa and folding her arms. ‘After all, he’s my dragon.’

‘Well, take him somewhere!’ cried her dad. ‘I’ll come up in a minute and…er…fireproof your room for you. Or something.’

‘Okay,’ said Phredde. ‘Come on dragon.’

‘Grahaha,’ said the dragon happily. It trotted off as Phredde flew in front of it.

‘Well!’ said Mum.

‘My word,’ said Dad.

Phredde’s dad shook his head. ‘Isn’t that just like your brother,’ he said to Phredde’s mum. ‘Sending a child a present like that. Surely he could have conjured up something more suitable? A goldfish or a flock of penguins or even a guinea pig.’

‘My brother has always been fascinated by dragons,’ said Phredde’s mum slowly. She was reading Uncle Mordred’s letter. ‘That’s why he keeps changing into one. That’s where he is now, he says. He’s on a dragon hunting expedition.’

‘I don’t care where he is! He can take his magic dragon and change it into…’

‘But that’s just the trouble!’ Phredde’s mum raised her eyes from the letter. ‘It’s not a magic dragon! This is a real one!’

Things looked like they were getting awkward after that, so Mum and Dad made their excuses and we went home.

I would have liked to stay and see the dragon again, and maybe help feed it and make it a bed—the only other dragon I’d met was Uncle Mordred, and as I said, he wasn’t a REAL dragon—and this one had been awfully cute. But it didn’t seem the time to say so.



Phredde was late for school the next day. The volcano had exploded half an hour ago and we were all in class bent over our geography books (well, most of us), when Phredde soared across the playground (I happened to be looking out the window at the time), dumped her bag on the verandah and swooped through the door…with the dragon clumping right behind her.

‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ apologised Phredde, diving down into her seat.

‘Graha,’ said the dragon.

It looked like it had grown a bit in the night.

It was certainly fatter—its belly bulged as if it had been having breakfast for the past ten hours—and it had an interested sort of smile on its face as it sniffed the schoolbags on the verandah and the door jamb (I held my breath in case it lifted its leg but it didn’t; after all, a dragon isn’t a dog!).

Then the dragon padded through the classroom to sit next to Phredde’s desk (and mine too for that matter. Phredde sits just behind me and that dragon was LONG—I was sure it was much bigger than last night).

‘Er…Ethereal…’ began Mrs Olsen. Her mouth was hanging open so you could see her long, white vampire teeth.

‘Yes, Mrs Olsen. I’m sorry I’m late,’ Phredde repeated. ‘The dragon took longer to feed than I thought.’ Phredde pulled out her geography book.

‘But Ethereal…the dragon…’ Mrs Olsen’s voice grew firmer. ‘Ethereal, we simply can’t have pets in class. You know that. We have pet day once a year and you can bring your dragon then.’

Mrs Olsen hesitated, as though she was imagining the dragon among the rabbits and cats and dogs the other kids bring to class (I brought my unicorn last year and she was a real hit). ‘Well, maybe we won’t have pet day again this year,’ said Mrs Olsen, ‘but the point I’m making, Ethereal, is that you simply can’t have your pet in here!’

‘But it’s not a pet, Mrs Olsen,’ said Phredde.

Mrs Olsen blinked. ‘What is it then?’

‘It’s a wild animal. My Uncle Mordred said so in his letter. Who ever heard of having a dragon as a pet?’ said Phredde reasonably. ‘A dragon stays with you if it wants to, and goes if it wants to.’

The dragon burped suddenly, sending a short burst of flame onto Mrs Olsen’s desk. It didn’t burn the desk—just charred it black along one corner.

‘Gaahaaa,’ said the dragon.

Mrs Olsen edged back towards the blackboard.

‘Are you sure the dragon wouldn’t rather be outside?’ she asked Phredde.

‘Sure I’m sure,’ said Phredde. ‘If the dragon wanted to go outside it would. Dragons do just what they want to do.’

Mrs Olsen eyed the dragon suspiciously. ‘What happens if you try to make a dragon do what it doesn’t want to do?’

‘Dad tried to make the dragon sleep on the doormat last night,’ said Phredde. ‘And it didn’t want to. So it burnt down my bedroom door and the portrait of the Phaery Queen in the corridor.’

‘Ethereal!’ exclaimed Mrs Olsen. She gazed at the dragon, horrified.

‘It’s okay.’ said Phredde. ‘Dad conjured up a new door and I never liked the portrait of the Queen. I mean I bet I’m the only person in the whole class who has a portrait of a queen in the corridor. But, you know Mrs Olsen,’ she went on really seriously, ‘I think we should let the dragon do what it wants to. I mean we don’t want to make it angry. Don’t worry. I bet it goes to sleep now it’s digested its breakfast.’

‘Gahhhaa,’ agreed the dragon, and shut one eye.

Mrs Olsen hesitated, but there wasn’t really anything else to do.

‘Well…if you’re sure it’s safe…’ she began.

‘Of course it’s safe,’ said Phredde. ‘It’s just a dragon.’

The dragon smiled, and shut the other eye.



The dragon DID behave itself. It slept all through geography and maths and only woke up at lunchtime and was REALLY well behaved as soon as everyone decided to feed it their lunch.

Phredde conjured up new lunches for them all and the food was much better than the stuff you buy at the canteen, or that parents pack. Phredde conjured really good stuff like six-layer hamburgers and cold watermelon and chocolate-coated frozen bananas with nuts, and the dragon had a few of the hamburgers as well.

It was an awfully hungry dragon.

When the volcano erupted and we went back into class the dragon settled down next to Phredde’s desk again. (I was right—the dragon was still growing. It was almost half as long as the classroom now, and we had to move a few desks after its tail sort of accidentally squashed Edwin’s.)

We all pretended we were concentrating on the geometry written on the board and not really looking at the dragon, and Mrs Olsen pretended she was concentrating on teaching us geometry and not worrying that the dragon was going to wake up and burn the school down…

…when this bloke tramped along the verandah, trying not to step on any of the schoolbags (they’re always a mess after lunch, and especially after the dragon had been shoving his muzzle into them looking for stray bananas).

And he knocked on the door and said, ‘Mrs Olsen? Is this Mrs Olsen’s class?’

‘Yes,’ said Mrs Olsen, putting down the chalk.

‘My name is Perkins.’ said the bloke, pulling out some sort of identification from his pocket. ‘I’m from the Customs Department. I had a call from…’

That’s when Mr Perkins saw the dragon. He stopped, and gulped three times, then gulped again when the dragon opened an eye. But then it shut it again (I guess it was really sleepy after all that lunch) and the bloke went on, ‘I had a call from a Mrs Allen.’

‘That’s right. She’s the headmistress,’ said Mrs Olsen.

‘And she informed me that there is a…an exotic animal at the school. A dragon to be precise.’ Mr Perkins was still staring at the dragon.

‘Yes,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘We do have a dragon here. It belongs to Ethereal.’

‘It doesn’t BELONG to me,’ protested Phredde. ‘It belongs to itself. It just wants to be with me.’

Mr Perkins stared at her. ‘Well, it can’t,’ he said firmly. ‘This dragon is a piece of exotic fauna. It is illegal to import exotic fauna into Australia unless they go through quarantine.’

‘Why?’ demanded Phredde.

‘For the very good reason, young lady, that animals from other countries can bring in diseases that we don’t have in Australia! I don’t suppose you want to be responsible for wiping out all of Australia’s koalas or lizards with a new virus?’

‘No,’ said Phredde.

‘Then can you show me any papers to say that this animal has passed quarantine?’

Phredde lifted herself out of her desk and flapped threateningly next to the ceiling, but when you’re only the size of a gladioli you can’t really look all that threatening. ‘I don’t need any,’ said Phredde.

‘Young lady,’ said Mr Perkins (and you have to give him full marks for continuing to do his job even with dragons and phaeries and vampires to cope with), ‘I don’t care how magic you are, or even if this creature came from Phaeryland itself. It simply should not have been brought into the country without going through the proper procedures. Have you any idea how dangerous new diseases can be? I’m going to have to confiscate it at once.’

‘No!’ I cried. I mean Phredde was my friend and the dragon was HER friend so that made the dragon my friend, too. ‘You can’t take the dragon! It doesn’t like being shut up!’

‘I’m afraid…’ began Mr Perkins, not regretfully at all.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Phredde. ‘No one is going to take the dragon.’

‘And why is that?’ demanded Mr Perkins, gazing a bit nervously at the dragon. (It had started lashing its tail ever so slightly back and forth). ‘Even if we have to get the Fire Brigade here to help remove it, I can promise you…’

‘Because the dragon’s not an…an exotic fauna,’ Phredde stumbled a bit over the words. ‘It’s a native Australian animal.’

‘What!’ Mr Perkins’ jaw hung open.

‘My Uncle Mordred found this dragon in Australia. He said so in his letter! He was walking past a giant termite mound when suddenly the top opened up and there was this dragon!’

‘A likely story,’ sneered Mr Perkins.

‘It’s true!’ cried Phredde again, her wings vibrating like a demented budgie. ‘Phaeries never lie! And it was so small, and there were dingos all around and he was afraid they’d eat it, so he sent it to me to keep it safe.’

‘And what was your Uncle doing near this termite mound?’ demanded Mr Perkins.

‘He was on a dragon hunting expedition,’ Phredde informed him. ‘Uncle Mordred has always been interested in dragons.’

Mr Perkins grinned, but it wasn’t a nice grin. ‘I’m afraid that the word of a confirmed dragon hunter like your Uncle simply isn’t enough my dear,’ he said. ‘If that’s all the proof you’ve got I’m afraid I’ll…’

‘Of course it’s not all!’ cried Phredde. ‘Look!’ She drew a piece of paper out of her pocket (phaery’s pockets are really tiny, of course, but they can fit all sorts of things into them).

Mr Perkins peered across the dragon. ‘What’s that?’ he demanded.

‘It’s a copy of an ancient map of Australia!’ announced Phredde. ‘I photocopied it in the library at lunchtime.’

‘And what’s so special about this map?’

‘It’s from the 16th century,’ said Phredde. ‘That’s before Australia was supposed to have been discovered by Europeans, but the person who made this map knew where Australia was and even got it looking almost right.’

‘Well?’ said Mr Perkins.

‘And look…right here!’ Phredde fluttered over the dragon and handed it to Mr Perkins. ‘It says, Here Be Dragons! There have been dragons in Australia all the time!’



‘Phredde?’

‘Mmmm?’ We were up Phredde’s tree in the playground (I’d really like to know how come no teacher ever sees us up there) and Phredde was intent on her lunch. It was the tiniest Vegemite and lettuce sandwich I’d ever seen.

Phredde had only discovered Vegemite when she came to Australia (I was the one who told her about Vegemite and lettuce—the lettuce has to be shredded and make sure there’s lots of butter and maybe a slice of cheese as well). It was all she ever had for lunch now, though her mum kept packing sweetmeats and other traditional phaery stuff just in case.

At the foot of the tree, the dragon was eating lunch, too, its head in the rubbish bin as it devoured all the leftover hot-dog crusts and chip wrappers and banana peels.

Phredde had bought a big bag of dog biscuits to school for it, but the dragon had decided it didn’t like dog biscuits.

It liked rubbish better.

‘What are you going to call the dragon?’

Phredde blinked. ‘I never thought of calling it anything,’ she admitted.

‘Why not? I called my unicorn Tootsie, and before Dad gave Mrs Olsen his jaguar he called it…’

I hesitated. I wasn’t quite sure if what Dad had called his jaguar was polite.

‘I don’t know,’ said Phredde hesitantly. ‘It’s different with the dragon.’

‘Why?’

‘Well…it’s the only one, isn’t it? There aren’t any other dragons, unless Uncle Mordred finds another one.’ She paused. ‘I think we should just keep calling it the dragon.’

‘Okay,’ I said. I took a bite of my olive and dried capsicum focaccia—Gurgle makes great focaccia—then threw a bit down to the dragon. He leapt and grabbed it, and his long flat jaws went ‘snap’.

‘Grahgahaha,’ said the dragon. (I think it liked focaccia.)

‘Phredde?’

‘Mmm?’ Phredde was busy throwing her sweetmeats to the dragon.

‘Were there really dragons in Australia once?’

‘What? Go on you silly dragon, eat them. Yeah, of course there were. Like I said, you just have to look at the old maps. Here be dragons—And some of those map-makers had a pretty good idea of where Australia was and what bits of it looked like. They wouldn’t have said there were dragons here if there weren’t.’

‘But what happened to them then?’

Down below us the dragon ignored the sweetmeats. It snapped lazily at the sparrows that were eating them.

‘I don’t know. Uncle Mordred doesn’t know either. When the dingos came to Australia about 10,000 years ago they might have eaten some of them. But there used to be dragons in other parts of the world, too. And there aren’t any dragons anywhere at all now. Except here, of course.’

The dragon waddled under the tree and gave a contented burp, sending a small shower of sparrow feathers across the playground.

‘There was a programme on TV last night,’ I said slowly. Phredde wouldn’t have seen it, not having a TV. ‘It said that the greatest threat to animals is habitat destruction.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Phredde. (If she had a TV she would have known.)

‘Habitat is the places animals live, and habitat destruction is when those places are destroyed. You know, forests cut down, or rivers dammed so that the animals that live there have no place to go or anything to eat. Maybe the dragons natural habitat was destroyed.’

‘Yeah, maybe,’ agreed Phredde. ‘But what is a dragon’s habi…whatsit?’

‘Habitat. I don’t know,’ I said.

The dragon scratched its back with one long claw. It closed one eye and then the other, and went to sleep.



We sort of just got used to the dragon after that. Even Mrs Olsen stopped worrying about it, especially after the dragon got too fat to squeeze through the classroom door.

It lay out on the verandah, squashing the schoolbags till Mr Findhorn, the janitor, put hooks up so we could hang our bags.

And then the dragon started reaching up and crunching them (the bags not the hooks—even a dragon would find hooks all crunch and no flavour) for a morning snack so Mr Findhorn had to put hooks up inside the classroom instead.

But apart from that the dragon was no trouble.

There was the time it nearly burnt down the library, of course, but that wasn’t its fault and, anyway, Miss Peirson got the fire extinguisher out in plenty of time and we all missed geography while we waited for the Fire Brigade to say it was safe to go back inside.

And there was the time it crawled up on top of the school bus and fell asleep in the sun, and by the time we got out of school the bus was squashed flat; but that was weeks after the library accident (the dragon was really getting big) and Phredde spoke to it sternly.

Of course, it was hard to tell how much a dragon understood, but at least it didn’t go to sleep on a school bus again.

Like I said, it was hardly any trouble at all.

Phredde didn’t even have to feed it. After that first night it fed itself; on rubbish mostly, which you have to admit is really useful. It’s recycling, isn’t it? You just feed everything to your dragon.

Some people complained about their rubbish bins being chewed out of shape, but you can’t have everything and once the dragon learnt not to set fire to its burps (which it did quite early on—it was much easier to house-train than a puppy) you’d hardly have known it was there, except for the occasional clawprint or dragon dropping and the grinding noises in the night (they kept me awake a bit when I slept over at Phredde’s).

Phredde kept worrying that Uncle Mordred might turn up to take charge of it, but he sent her a letter to say he was still on his dragon hunting expedition and to take notes on how fast it grew and what it ate and stuff like that.

So we did, which was really educational, and if anyone wants to know how fast a dragon grows and what it eats in its first three months, there’s a copy of it all in the school library (though we left out the bit about it eating sparrows and the time that cat…well, we left that bit out, too).

And you know something? There was no vandalism AT ALL after the dragon started coming to school. Not even graffiti in the toilets.

So things were really going pretty well. Phredde had moved down to the bottom floor of the castle and sort of extended her bedroom so the dragon could still sleep by her bed at night.

I never knew dragons slept at night till the dragon arrived. In fact, as soon as it gets cold dragons curl up and go to sleep so they like to be somewhere safe and quiet when they do—like Phredde’s bedroom or the verandah outside our classroom where we could all keep an eye on it while it snoozed.

Which is what it was doing, and what we were doing, that afternoon the National Parks and Wildlife Service ranger arrived.

She was quite official-looking in green trousers and a green shirt, and a really great hat.

She must have gone to Mrs Allen’s office before she came to us, because the first thing we knew Mrs Allen was climbing over the dragon’s tail and then helping the ranger over. (Mrs Allen had got really good at climbing over the dragon by then.)

‘This is…’ said Mrs Allen, but the dragon yawned then and opened an eye, so we never did hear what the ranger’s name was and it seemed rude to ask for it to be repeated.

‘I’m afraid I’m here on official business,’ said the ranger. ‘There’s been a report that there is a native animal in captivity here at the school.’

‘Huh!’ said Phredde loudly.

I poked her with my little finger. ‘Be polite,’ I hissed. ‘You don’t want to antagonise her.’

The ranger stared at Phredde (like I said, there weren’t many phaeries around in those days) and then deliberately stopped staring, the way you do when you realise you’re being rude.

‘Is that your dragon?’ she asked—not nastily or anything, just like she really wanted to know.

‘He’s his own dragon,’ said Phredde, ‘and he’s not being held in whatsisname or anything. He can go wherever he likes. He just likes being here!’

“Graha,’ said the dragon sleepily.

‘That’s right,’ I added, really politely. ‘He’s not a prisoner or anything.’ I didn’t want the ranger to get the wrong impression.

‘That’s right,’ said Amelia (I was surprised, her sticking up for us—I mean you never know who your friends really are till there’s a crisis), and the other kids all started to make agreeing noises too. We were all really fond of the dragon by then.

‘Graha,’ said the dragon again, outside. He twisted his hind paw and lifted it up to scratch his back. His back had been awfully itchy lately.

The ranger (I wish I’d caught her name) gazed at him for a minute. I have to admit it, she didn’t look at all scared. I mean some people act a bit nervous the first time they see the dragon.

The ranger looked back at us, and took a deep breath. Then she grabbed a chair and sat down facing us. ‘Look kids,’ she said. ‘It’s not as simple as that.’

‘Why not?’ asked Phredde. ‘The dragon’s perfectly happy—anyone can see that.’

‘Graha,’ breathed the dragon, sending the litter scurrying across the playground.

‘Because a dragon’s not a pet,’ said the ranger simply. ‘It’s like keeping a wombat at your place. They may seem to be happy. They might sleep on the lounge and have you scratch their back while you watch TV and they might munch on the lawn at night, but no matter how kind you are to them they need wombat holes and bush smells and dirt to dig. Every animal has its natural habitat—do you know what that is?’

‘Sure,’ I said.

‘Of course,’ said Phredde. After all, I’d explained it to her.

‘Well, that dragon needs its natural habitat too. It’s not like a dog, or a cat, that has been bred to live with people. No matter how kind you are to a wombat—or, in this case, a dragon—it needs to be in its own place.’

Everyone was silent, even Phredde. Her wings drooped the way she does when she’s thinking really deeply. Then suddenly she said, ‘But what is a dragon’s natural habitat?’

‘Huh?’ asked the ranger.

‘What’s the right place for a dragon?’

The ranger blinked. ‘Well—where it came from I suppose.’

‘Uncle Mordred found it in a termite’s nest. But dragons don’t live in termite’s nests. It was just being hatched there.’

‘Like goanna eggs,’ agreed the ranger, fascinated. ‘Did you know that go annas lay their eggs in termite mounds? The heat from the nest hatches the goanna eggs. Maybe dragons are distantly related to goannas.’

Phredde shrugged. She couldn’t care less about goannas. ‘But…’

Phredde argues really well, so it’s a pity we didn’t get to hear what else she was going to say. (There was no way Phredde was going to see her dragon sent back to where Uncle Mordred had found it. I mean, what was it going to live on without its garbage bins? Not to mention being lonely without all of us to burp at.)

Anyway, she’d just opened her mouth when suddenly there was this incredible scream from outside, like a fire engine was being squashed by a dinosaur and when we all looked outside there was the dragon rearing up into the air.

At first I thought the dragon had heard the ranger saying it should be sent back to the termite mound. (Not that any of us knew where the termite mound was, except maybe Phredde, who wouldn’t have told even if they minced her fingers really slowly in a hamburger machine—like on that really great movie on TV last night. I told you Phredde was really missing out not having a TV. I had really gross nightmares after that).

But of course dragons don’t understand what humans say, so it wasn’t that at all.

The dragon was rearing up on its hind legs, its forelegs clawing in the air. I hadn’t really realised till then how much the dragon had grown. It was taller than the new science block when it was all stretched out, like now.

The dragon screamed again, and then it snarled and its arms twisted this way and that as it tried to claw its back. In fact, for a moment I thought it had ripped its back open because there were flaps of skin hanging in great folds along its sides.

And suddenly I realised.

They were wings.

Well, I suppose a dragon’s back gets really itchy before its wings emerge. Like our skin does if it gets sunburnt and is about to peel (you’d have thought I was going to get skin cancer tomorrow the way Mum carried on last time that happened to me, but I do remember to wear a hat and lots of sunscreen now). Maybe it’s back ached too, like when you have a tooth about to come up.

The dragon howled again and let out this great burst of flame (it hadn’t done that in ages, so I knew it must really be hurting) and then it leapt up into the air. It was flying!

We all raced out (Mrs Olsen and Mrs Allen and the ranger, too) but Phredde was ahead of us, either because she flew or because she magicked. It was so confused I didn’t see…

And we stood there in the playground gazing upwards.

There was the dragon, flapping wildly as if it could only just keep airborne, and then, suddenly, it must have worked out how to do it properly, because it began to glide—a long, slow soaring through the air, its wings hardly moving at all. Down and up, and all around the school, then just over our heads so we were fanned by the cool air from its wings and felt its breath warm on our faces (no flames of course), then up and up and up again…

‘Look!’ yelled Amelia, and we looked.

The dragon was still rising and then it veered suddenly, over towards Phredde’s castle.

Then it dived, down, down, down, into the moat. We could see the splash even from the schoolyard…and then another splash and another as the dragon played and cavorted in the moat, soaring up and diving back.

Even at a distance you could see a great, big dragon smile spreading across its face.

Phredde (who was fluttering just above my shoulder) turned to the ranger and gave this great enormous grin, almost as big as the dragon’s.

‘Well,’ said Phredde, ‘I guess you could say the dragon has found its natural habitat now.’

The Ranger had to agree.



And that’s the end of the story. It turns out Uncle Mordred DID know what he was doing when he sent the dragon to Phredde. He’s finished his research now (and he found another dragon egg, too, but I’ll tell you about that some other time).

It turns out that dragons migrate just like some birds and butterflies and other things migrate. They lay their eggs in one place and then go to mate or feed somewhere else.

Well, dragons lay their eggs in Australia. In termite mounds, like goannas, so the heat of the nest can hatch the eggs without the dragons having to sit on a nest for a few hundred years or so.

And then the adult dragons fly back to their OTHER natural habitat—which is castles, of course. You know how many phaery stories there are where the dragon lives under the drawbridge of the castle.

(Dragons live in caves, too, of course, but only when there are underground pools for them to swim in. And only when they can’t find a castle.)

So that’s why there are so few dragons nowadays. All the castles have been turned into tourist hotels and many of the best caves have guided tours going through them, and lights, and locked grilles so people can’t get in and damage them and there just aren’t enough castle moats and wild caves for dragons to live in.

So it looks like if we want more dragons we’ll have to have more magic castles. (I can’t WAIT till a dragon comes and lives at ours.)

Uncle Mordred reckons that dragons must live a long time—the old stories sort of hint at that—and only lay eggs once or twice in their lifetime and the eggs probably take hundreds of years to hatch. Perhaps the person who drew that old map that Phredde found in the library saw our dragon’s mum all those centuries ago just before the dragon laid her egg in the termite mound.

Anyway, the dragon’s happy now, living in Phredde’s castle moat and crunching up the rubbish bins every night—except when it’s cold and it goes to sleep.

I asked Uncle Mordred what dragons did before they had rubbish bins, and he just laughed and said, ‘Prudence, humans may only have had rubbish bins for a hundred years or so, but they’ve always had rubbish—especially around those medieval castles.’

(If you want to read up more on dragons Uncle Mordred’s report is in a magazine called New Scientist. The June or July edition, I think. Anyway, it’s in our library at school.)

And we sort of miss having a dragon on the verandah at school—especially during geography lessons.

But, as the ranger said, a wild animal is only really happy in its natural habitat. Just like that frog Phredde and I found when we went off to rescue Sleeping Beauty. It was only REALLY happy when…

But that’s another story.
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A Bit About Stories

There are stories that move you, that become part of you, that make you think and dream…

Then there are the sorts of stories you read when school has stretched out like a long, flat road and you’re feeling totally brain dead and just want to read and laugh and eat some fruit.

These are stories for those times.

Escape stories. Silly happy stories.

Stories to eat with a banana…or a watermelon.



PS…Yes, I do mean eat.

Some people READ stories—mostly when they’re told they HAVE to go and read a story.

And some people EAT them—they way they eat potato chips or cherries…

or watermelons.





A Frog Named Bruce

It was an ordinary day at our castle.

I was dangling my legs over the battlements, watching the piranhas in our moat lurking under the drawbridge in case a cow fell in (did you know that piranhas can skeletonise a cow in ten minutes? I wonder how long it’d take them to eat a guinea pig?) and Gark our butler was sweeping up the werewolf hair on the terrace down below.

The werewolf hair was from my brother Mark.

Whenever Mark turns into a werewolf he gets fleas, and whenever he gets fleas he scratches himself.

It drives Mum crazy, but not half as crazy as it does when he lifts his leg on her geraniums. Brothers…

What was I saying? Oh, about the battlements.

Battlements are those bits on top of castles which you stand behind to pour boiling oil down on your enemies.

Not that I had any enemies, unless you count Edwin at school, and he’s really improved since Phredde turned him into a corgi, even though Mrs Olsen made her turn him back into a snotty kid ten minutes later.

What was I saying? Oh yeah, it was an ordinary day at our castle.

I was dangling my legs over the battlements watching Gark and the piranhas, and my pirate ship swaying with the waves down in the bay (our castle should really overlook the boring grey road and the shopping centre, but it’s a magic castle so it doesn’t). The sky was blue like it always is above magic castles unless you want it to rain, and the waves were going swish swish swish and I wasn’t thinking about anything much, certainly not about my homework, but then again it was only Saturday and there was no need to stress about homework for ages…

When suddenly there was a PING! beside me, and there was Phredde in bright pink joggers and matching hair…

‘What’s up?’ I demanded, alarmed.

Phredde’s a phaery, and can PING! anywhere she wants to.

But phaeries have really good manners and normally knock at the door like everyone else…well, not quite like everyone else because they’re only about as big as your hand and have to fly up to the door knocker to knock, but you know what I mean. Phredde would never just PING! right beside me, unless there was something REALLY wrong.

Phredde hovered in mid-air like an out-of-control sparkler.

‘Pru, you’ve got to help me,’ she gasped.

‘Sure,’ I said. After all, Phredde’s my best friend and something terrible must have happened to upset her. Obviously it wasn’t just some minor little problem, like wondering how to tell her parents her dragon had burnt down her bedroom again (parents always have a major stress attack about silly things like that). ‘What’s up?’

‘It’s Aunt Petunia,’ cried Phredde, and then she started to cry, which really worried me. I’d never seen her cry before.

Phredde doesn’t cry. She just gets mad. If you think a wasp is fierce when it gets mad, you haven’t seen Phredde.

‘Phredde, settle down,’ I said soothingly, patting the battlements beside me. ‘I can’t help if I don’t know what it’s all about.’

Phredde sniffed twice then zoomed down onto the battlements, her wings drooping. ‘You know my Aunt Petunia,’ she began.

‘No,’ I said. I’d met Phredde’s mum, the Phaery Splendifera, and her dad, the Phaery Valiant, and her uncle Mordred who was mostly a dragon. But that was all, I was sure. I mean phaeries tend to stick in your mind.

‘Oh. Well, Aunt Petunia’s Mum’s aunt really,’ explained Phredde. ‘Aunt Petunia’s fantastic, even better than Uncle Mordred. She doesn’t even ask how school is or dumb stuff like that, but she does get a bit…well, sort of vague sometimes. And now she’s really in trouble! Everyone’s angry with her, and Mum says that if she doesn’t stop making a muddle of things she won’t even ask her to Christmas dinner, because who knows what she might do, and…’

‘But what’s Aunt Petunia done?’ I cried.

Phredde sniffed again. ‘It wasn’t her fault,’ she said defensively. ‘She just wanted to help, that’s all. Aunt Petunia’s always trying to help.’

‘Phredde…’ I said warningly.

‘It’s all Aunt Dandelion’s fault anyway…’ sniffed Phredde.

I blinked. It was getting hard to keep all these phaery relatives straight.

‘Who’s Aunt Dandelion?’ I demanded.

‘She’s Mum’s aunt on her dad’s side. You see Aunt Dandelion had a baby called Pinkerbelle…’

‘You mean Tinkerbelle,’ I corrected.

‘No, Pinkerbelle,’ insisted Phredde, fluttering her wings like a berserk bee…she always does that when she’s upset. ‘Tinkerbelle’s my second cousin on Dad’s side of the family. She’s a real pain. She’s got a crush on this really dumb boy…’

‘Not Peter Pan?’ I interrupted.

‘Yeah. How did you know?’ demanded Phredde, surprised.

‘I just guessed. Anyway, go on about Pinkerbelle.’

‘Well, Aunt Dandelion asked Aunt Petunia to be Pinkerbelle’s Phaery Godmother, because if you’re a Phaery Princess you have to have a Phaery Godmother.’

‘How come she’s a Phaery Princess?’ I asked.

‘Well, everyone on Mum’s side of the family is a Phaery Princess,’ said Phredde reasonably. ‘I thought you knew.’

‘No.’ I said. ‘Hey, are you a Phaery Princess too?’

Phredde looked mutinous. ‘I can’t help it. If you tell anyone, I’ll spit!’

‘I think it’s cool,’ I began, then stopped when I saw Phredde’s expression. ‘Okay, okay! you’re a Phaery Princess but I’ll keep quiet about it. Continue with the story.’

‘Well,’ said Phredde. ‘Aunt Petunia gave baby Pinkerbelle a magic gift, just like Phaery Godmothers always do…’

Phredde suddenly looked like she was about to burst into tears again.

I was beginning to see where all this was heading. ‘What sort of magic gift?’ I demanded.

‘A really nice gift,’ sniffed Phredde. ‘A sensible gift. Everyone’s always saying that Aunt Petunia’s never sensible, so this time she thought she’d choose something really…’ Phredde’s voice died away.

‘Out with it, Phredde,’ I said.

‘It was a spell so that as soon as Pinkerbelle turned twenty-one she’d always get a good night’s sleep,’ said Phredde defensively. ‘You know how important a good night’s sleep is. Mrs Olsen’s always telling us.’

(Mrs Olsen’s a vampire and sleeps in her coffin, mostly in short naps during the day, but like all teachers she’s really good at giving kids advice.)

‘Well, what’s wrong with that?’ I asked.

‘The spell went wrong,’ said Phredde in a small voice. ‘Aunt Petunia used too much phaery dust.

‘And now Pinkerbelle’s twenty-one, and she’s fast asleep, and no one can wake her up and her roses are growing wild all over the castle…did I tell you Pinkerbelle breeds roses? Magic roses…and Mum’s furious and says that Aunt Petunia has really done it this time and no one can come up with a counter spell because Aunt Petunia can’t remember her original formula and she’s my favourite aunt and I’m soooo unhappy!’ wailed Phredde.

Well, the whole story was starting to sound familiar. I mean really familiar.

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ sniffed Phredde.

‘Have you ever heard of the story of Sleeping Beauty?’

‘No,’ sniffed Phredde.

‘Well, it’s all about this evil phaery…’

‘My Aunt Petunia’s not evil!’ sparked Phredde.

‘Shhhh. Just listen will you? It’s just a story…This phaery casts a spell on this kid so that when she turns twenty-one she’ll prick her finger on a rose thorn and then she’ll sleep for a hundred years.’

‘That’s sort of like what happened,’ agreed Phredde. ‘Hey, how did you know about the bit with the rose thorn?’

‘It’s part of the story. It’s a really old fairy…I mean phaery…story. You know, one of those soppy stories parents always read little kids.’

‘But what happens in the end?’ demanded Phredde, entranced.

‘Well, it all turns out happily.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, sure. Because this other fairy, I mean phaery, turns up, and she says she can’t undo the spell, but she’ll cast another one to make it all better in the end.’

‘Good thinking,’ agreed Phredde.

‘And this new spell makes this handsome prince turn up and hack his way through the roses to the castle and kiss the sleeping beauty…’

‘Oh yuk!’ cried Phredde.

‘And she wakes up and they get married and live happily ever after,’ I concluded.

I expected Phredde to be really cheered up by this. It WAS a happy ending, after all.

But she looked at me with horror. ‘A handsome prince?’

‘Yep.’

‘And he KISSES her?’

‘Yep.’

‘Urrk! And she wakes up and they get married and live happily ever after?’

I nodded.

Phredde surged to her feet, then kept on surging till she was fluttering high above me. ‘We have to save her!’ she yelled, her wings buzzing like a maniac mosquito.

‘Save who?’ I blinked.

‘Sleeping Beauty…my Cousin Pinkerbelle! We can’t let that happen to her. Not handsome princes and all that stuff!’

Phredde has a thing about handsome princes. It all comes from her mum keeping The Directory of Handsome Princes by her bedside table, and reading out entries to Phredde at breakfast. You know the sort of thing—Prince Ethelready, 23 mm tall, well-built, own castle, hobby: phaery dancing on toadstools by moonlight, seeks Phaery Princess with a love of moonbeams and dandelions.

Phredde doesn’t want a Phaery Prince. She wants to go to uni with me. We plan to study zoology, which we’ve both been really interested in since Uncle Mordred gave Phredde her dragon.1

So as I was saying, ‘Handsome Prince’ is a sort of dirty word to Phredde. Okay, two dirty words, if you want to be fussy.

‘But Phredde,’ I protested. ‘It’s just a fairy…I mean phaery story!’

‘No it’s not! It’s true!’

‘But…’ I hesitated.

Suddenly I couldn’t see where the real story ended and the phaery story began. But that sort of thing happens when you have a phaery like Phredde for a best friend.

Phredde perched on my shoulder and folded her arms and tucked her wings neatly behind her back so they wouldn’t flutter in my eyes and blind me by mistake.

‘Come on!’ she cried.

‘Where to?’ I demanded.

‘To Cousin Pinkerbelle’s castle! We have to save Sleeping Beauty from the Prince!’

Well, last year, before I met Phredde, if I’d decided to hoon off somewhere to save Sleeping Beauty, I’d have had to get permission from Mum, who probably wouldn’t have given it to me anyway.

‘Where do you think you’re off to?’ she’d have demanded.

‘Off to some magic castle,’ I’d have said airily. ‘I don’t know when I’ll be back. I just have to save a Phaery Princess from a handsome prince.’

And Mum would have given me that look and said, ‘What! You’re not going anywhere young lady until you’ve finished your homework and I want to know exactly where this castle is and how you plan to get there and when you’re going to get home…’

But like I said, none of that matters now.

For one thing, Phredde can PING! back and forward in time as well as space, which means that even if it took us three whole weeks to save Sleeping Beauty I could still be back only five minutes after I left, so Mum wouldn’t even notice.

And anyway, Mum realises I’m a lot more responsible now than I was a year ago.

I mean I’ve been to Phaeryland and survived, and fought in a battle with my pirate ship against a mob of rival buccaneers (I haven’t told you about that one yet. Come to think of it, I haven’t told Mum yet either).

Nowadays if I’d told Mum I was off to rescue a sleeping princess she probably wouldn’t have stressed at all. Or not much anyway.

But like I said, we’d be back even before Mum knew I’d gone, so there was no point interrupting her in the middle of her crossword, especially as she and Phredde’s mum are best friends too and Mum might tell the Phaery Splendifera, and then…

So we just went.

Phredde went PING!!!! (a sort of bigger than normal PING!) and that meant I PING!ed too, and when we’d finished PING!ing I opened my eyes, and there we were at the bus stop.

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘I thought we were going to Cousin Pinkerbelle’s castle!’

‘Sure,’ said Phredde.

‘Then how come we’re at the bus stop?’

‘Because I’m Australian now, and that’s how you get places in Australia. On the bus.’

‘But Phredde, wouldn’t it just be easier…’

‘Hurry up,’ warned Phredde, as the bus drew up to the curb, ‘or you won’t get a seat.’

So I paid my fare, and Phredde paid hers…with real money too, even if she does carry it in a magic wallet so it doesn’t weigh her down when she’s flying.

Phaeries never magic money, just gold and castles and unicorns and space time dimensions and stuff like that.

The bus lurched off like it always does just as you’re aiming for a seat, and I sort of fell onto this great big woman with three laps, six hairs on her chin, and a handbag the same size as her bosom.

‘Excuse me,’ I said.

I tried to sit on the four millimetres of seat left next to her, and she glared at me.

At first I thought it was because I was taking up four millimetres of seat, but then I realised she was scowling at Phredde who was sitting on my shoulder with her wings neatly folded and her hands in her lap.

Some people are really prejudiced against phaeries and werewolves and even vampires. I mean even Mum had a major stress for a while about Mrs Olsen, just because she’s a vampire, till I explained about this really cool arrangement she has with the abattoir…but that’s another story.2

Or maybe the fat lady just wasn’t impressed by Phredde’s pink joggers with turquoise laces and matching hair.

Anyhow, I was really glad when Phredde poked me in the earlobe with her elbow and whispered, ‘We get off at the next stop.’

So we lurched down the aisle again…well, I lurched and Phredde fluttered…and got off the bus, and I looked around.

A milkbar (why do people call them milkbars when they mostly sell cola and potato chips?) and a newsagent and a video store and a sagging wire fence with a sign on it saying: RINCE’S PLANT NURSERY in big faded letters with a few half-asleep plants sort of choking in the car fumes, and a long grey footpath and lots of houses…

But there was nothing that looked like a phaery castle. I mean it’s pretty hard to miss phaery castles if they’re around.

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said. ‘Are you sure we got off at the right stop?’

‘Of course,’ declared Phredde impatiently. ‘ANY stop is the right stop when it’s a magic castle.’

‘Then why did we have to get the bus at all?’ I protested.

‘I told you. Because it’s Australian.’

Sometimes I think Phredde overdoes this ‘Australian’ stuff. I mean I’m as Australian as bushflies in your eyes, except for Dad’s side of the family that are werewolves too, but even they’ve been here for generations, so they’re Australian werewolves—and if I don’t want to ride in a stuffy bus then I don’t see why I have to.

But Phredde’s stubborn about some things. Like Phaery Princes.

‘The castle’s up there!’ said Phredde.

She went PING! again, and suddenly there was the road to the castle, weaving up through the bus fumes to the sky.

It was pretty much like the road to our castle, and to Phredde’s castle too.

It was long, and curved, and reached up into the sky, except our road looks like it’s made of solid silver and moonbeams.

But this road was pink. Very, very pink. Pink like musk sticks, only pinker. And up at the top of it was this great mass of green stuff leering down at us with even more blobs of pink dotted around.

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said ‘What’s that?’

‘What’s what?’

‘That pink and green stuff at the top of the road.’

‘That’s Cousin Pinkerbelle’s garden,’ said Phredde casually.

‘That’s a garden?’ I demanded.

‘Sure,’ said Phredde.

‘It looks hungry,’ I said.

‘Cousin Pinkerbelle’s been asleep for over a week. She hasn’t been able to fertilise it.’

I hesitated.

That garden didn’t look like it wanted fertiliser. It looked like it wanted meat. Preferably alive and bleeding.

‘What are those pink things?’ I insisted.

Phredde wrinkled her nose. ‘Roses. I told you Cousin Pinkerbelle breeds roses. The garden’s just a bit out of hand, that’s all.’

Out of hand? That garden looked like it had bitten off any hand that had ventured near it, then spat out the bones. Or maybe it had chewed them up and digested them.

‘Cousin Pinkerbelle’s been breeding these really tough, vigorous roses,’ said Phredde. ‘She says they’ll survive in any garden at all, no matter how little care you give them.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I just bet they will.’

So we stared walking—well, I walked, and Phredde winged her way beside me…up the pink road and past the smog layer, through a couple of frisky clouds that looked like they were playing catch across the sky, and suddenly there we were.

Not at the castle of course. You couldn’t even see the castle yet.

All you could see was the garden, and by garden I mean roses, and by roses, I mean ROSES.

I like gardens as much as the next kid. In other words, I can take them or leave them, which mostly means leave them, because who wants to spend good daydreaming/reading/hunting pirates time messing around with gardens?

But Mum likes gardens and Phredde’s mum likes them and even Dad likes them now he doesn’t have to mow the lawn. (Magic lawns never need mowing.)

But I wonder what they would have made of a garden like this.

It had grass, of a sort. I mean it LOOKED like grass, but it had a sort of nasty look in its eye, even though grass doesn’t have eyes. I suspected Cousin Pinkerbelle had been breeding really tough grass as well.

Pink grass.

Punk grass.

Pink punk grass with teeth.

And the roses, at least I supposed they were roses, didn’t look like any roses I’d ever seen before.

There were bushes of roses, sort of loitering like a gang of prickly-legged muggers wondering how they could steal your purse and stick you full of rose thorns at the same time.

There were climbing roses, clambering over what I supposed was the castle, except all you could see were leaves and thorns and more big blobs of pink, that somehow looked more like accidental bloodstains than the flowers you see down at the florist on the way home from school.

There were rambling roses that had spread across the grass and looked like they were planning to jump on us as soon as we turned our backs.

And all of the roses looked like they’d take a bite out of your jugular if you tried to sniff them…(Your jugular vein is the big one in your neck that carries most of your blood. It’s the best one to stick your fangs into, if you’re into that sort of thing. You learn all sorts of interesting facts like that when you have a vampire as a teacher.)

And every rose was jellybean pink, just like the road, except for the leaves of course, which were green, but a sort of ferocious green, like a swimming pool that’s been left without chlorine too long and decided to have a life of its own.

And the flowers were sort of mean-looking, too, like they were staring at you out of the corners of their eyes when you weren’t looking. (You may think flowers don’t have expressions. Well, you haven’t seen Cousin Pinkerbelle’s garden!)

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said. ‘I’m not sure about this garden.’

Phredde landed on my shoulder and looked at the roses thoughtfully. ‘Cousin Pinkerbelle sure has a green thumb,’ she remarked.

Green thumb? More like green tentacles.

‘What’s she been feeding these things?’ I asked.

‘Dunno,’ said Phredde carelessly. ‘Maybe they just feed themselves.’

Great. They probably captured burglars and postmen and trapped them with their thorns and then digested them.

I eyed the nearest rose warily. It gazed back at me with a blank bloodthirsty pink glare.

‘Phredde, how the heck are we supposed to hack our way through this lot and rescue your cousin?’ I demanded.

Phredde stared at me. ‘How should I know?’ she said. ‘You’re the one that knows the story.’

‘But Phredde…’

‘How did the Handsome…’ Phredde gave a delicate shudder on my shoulder. ‘How did the Prince hack his way through the garden?’

I tried to remember back to when I was a little kid and Mum read me these dumb stories as a reward for not drinking the soapsuds in my bath.

‘I think he used his sword.’ I gave the rose next to me a look. ‘A really sharp big sword that went hack hack hack.’

The rose failed to react. It knew I was bluffing.

‘Oh.’ said Phredde.

I glanced at her. ‘Can’t you magic up a sword? Hey, how about magicking up a barrel of herbicide instead? We could splash it over everything then come back when it’s all dead.’

‘Pru!’ Phredde stared at me in horror. ‘Cousin Pinkerbelle would never forgive me! She won’t let anyone even pick the flowers in case they damage one of the new shoots!’

Well, from the look of her flowers I would have thought Cousin Pinkerbelle would have been more worried they’d have bitten someone’s arm off at the elbow, but I didn’t want to insult Phredde’s family, or their roses. And maybe I was just being paranoid. I mean they were just flowers…

‘Okay, if we can’t hack the undergrowth with a sword, and we can’t zap the whole place with herbicide, how do you suggest we get inside the castle?’ I demanded.

‘Let’s try the back door,’ suggested Phredde reasonably. ‘Maybe Cousin Pinkerbelle left a key under a stone in the moat.’

Which sounded easy enough, but first we had to find the back door. I had a horrible feeling that Cousin Pinkerbelle’s garden extended all the way around the back of the castle too—it was the sort of garden that once it had swallowed a castle, it kept it swallowed. I mean it wasn’t going to regurgitate it easily.

But I just shrugged sort of peaceably and started to tramp my way across what might have been a lawn, if I hadn’t had the feeling the grass was trying to tunnel its way into my joggers and start digesting me.

The problem with magic gardens is that they just go on and on…

We slogged our way between the flowers for about an hour—well, I slogged and Phredde rode on my shoulder—and while we weren’t exactly attacked by mutant rose bushes I had the feeling they were thinking about it, and I was getting awfully sick of pink.

I reckoned we were maybe a quarter of the way around the castle and there was no sign of a break in the garden at all. I mean if anything the roses over the castle walls were even thicker.

‘I’m pooped,’ I said to Phredde. ‘I want a drink and something to eat and something to sit down on and…’

‘Okay,’ said Phredde agreeably. ‘How about that seat over there?’

I glanced at the seat suspiciously, in case it was really a carnivorous plant in disguise.

But it looked like an ordinary garden seat, except it was pink, by an ordinary garden pond, with ordinary lily pads and a tiny pink fountain and even a couple of ordinary lilies. Pink, of course.

It was all so ordinary I was worried.

‘Come on,’ said Phredde. ‘You said you wanted to sit down.’

She fluttered over to the seat and perched on the back and went PING! in a thoughtful sort of way, and there was a bottle of passionfruit and raspberry juice with all those lovely drips down the side you get when it’s really cold, and a great bowl of iced watermelon and a giant sponge cake oozing cream and strawberry jam.

So I ambled over to have afternoon tea.

It was sort of peaceful there in the garden, sitting with Phredde in the sunlight slurping away at watermelon and passionfruit and raspberry juice and getting splodges of cream and strawberry jam all down my T-shirt.

The only sounds were the occasional honk from the traffic down below, and the odd burp from the roses (I didn’t want to know what they were digesting) and the croak of a frog out on a lily pad…

‘Bruce…Bruce…Bruce…Bruce…’

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said.

‘Glup,’ said Phredde, her mouth full of sponge cake. She never accepts that since her mouth is tinier than mine, she has to take smaller mouthfuls.

‘Can you hear that frog?’

‘What frog?’ said Phredde, swallowing her sponge cake.

‘The one that’s saying: Bruce Bruce Bruce Bruce.’

Phredde blinked. ‘Bruce?’ she asked.

‘Bruce,’ I agreed.

‘BRUCE!’ croaked the frog, as it suddenly splashed off the lily pad and landed on the ground by my feet. ‘Bruce!’

I stared at the frog.

The frog glared back at me.

It looked just like any normal frog. It wasn’t even pink. It was sort of brownish-green with cream stripes and big fat googly eyes. Just an ordinary frog. Except this one was bigger than Phredde and it was glaring up at us.

‘Bruce,’ it croaked again.

I tried to think of something intelligent to say.

‘Um,’ I said.

The frog stared at me with its bulging eyes. Then it glanced at the sponge cake.

Then it glared at me again.

‘Look,’ it croaked. ‘My name’s Bruce. What’s yours?’

‘Um,’ I said again. I mean it had taken me by surprise.

‘It’s just good manners to tell someone your name when they tell you theirs,’ the frog added, in a self-righteous tone.

‘Er…I’m Prudence,’ I said.

‘And I’m Phredde,’ said Phredde.

‘Good,’ said the frog. ‘I’m Bruce. Now we’re introduced.’

He looked at the sponge cake casually. ‘You don’t have any of that spare do you?’

Well, we’d only eaten about four slices of it, so I passed it down to ground level.

The frog…Bruce…peered at it for a second with his froggy eyes. Then his tongue darted out and glop! Most of it was gone.

‘I didn’t know that frogs liked sponge cake,’ I said.

Well, I know it wasn’t the brightest thing to say, but what else can you say when you’re stuck in a magic garden with a phaery, ferocious-looking roses and a frog named Bruce?

‘They don’t,’ said the frog. ‘Frogs mostly feed on small insects, and occasional greenery, though some species have been known to…’

‘But you…’ I began.

The frog went glop! again with his tongue, and that was the end of the sponge cake.

‘I’m not an ordinary frog,’ he said, licking the last of the cream and strawberry jam off his chin.

Well, of course he wasn’t. He lived in a magic garden, for one thing. AND he spoke English. Even though I don’t know much about frogs I do know that most just speak frog.

‘I’m in disguise,’ said Bruce conversationally. He hopped up onto the seat beside me.

I moved away a bit…just a little bit, so he wouldn’t think I was rude. I mean I know frogs don’t really give you warts, but still…

‘What are you in disguise as?’ I asked.

‘A frog of course,’ said Bruce, affronted. ‘Can’t you tell? Actually I’m a Crinea signifera. Crinea means lily pad…well it might mean that, no one’s quite sure. And signifera means sign bearer, which refers to my markings. Actually the markings of all the Crinea frogs can vary considerably. You’ll find that…’

‘No no no,’ I interrupted the lecture. ‘I don’t mean what are you now! I mean, what were you before you were disguised.’

‘Me? I’m a handsome prince,’ said Bruce. That’s when Phredde screamed.



It took a while to calm Phredde down.

Meanwhile Bruce finished off the iced watermelon and was just starting on the passionfruit and raspberry juice (I’d have known he wasn’t a real frog by then even if he hadn’t told me—I bet real frogs don’t know how to drink out of bottles).

‘Hey,’ he asked. ‘Is there any more sponge cake?’

‘No!’ said Phredde indignantly.

She fluttered up onto the top of my head…she only does that when she’s really furious…and gazed down at him. ‘And if we’d known you were a handsome prince we wouldn’t have given you any to start with. So there.’

The frog…Bruce…blinked. It was a sort of frog-like blink, but it was human too. I guess frogs don’t blink the way we do.

‘Why not?’ he asked. He sounded hurt.

‘Handsome princes. Huh!’ snorted Phredde from her position on top of my head.

‘It’s not my fault I’m a handsome prince,’ said Bruce. ‘Anyway, that’s why I changed myself into a frog.’

‘Er…why?’ I asked

Bruce peered at me through his froggy eyes. ‘To escape from the Princesses of course. You know what my mum has by her bedside?’

‘I can guess,’ I said.

‘The Directory of Phaery Princesses!’ exclaimed Bruce indignantly, as though he hadn’t heard me. ‘Phaery Princesses!! Yuk! Can you imagine anything worse?’

‘Yeah,’ said Phredde. ‘Handsome princes.’

Bruce stared at her suspiciously. You could see that the thought had just occurred to him.

‘You’re not…’ he began.

‘She is,’ I said. ‘Phredde, meet the Handsome Prince. Bruce, meet the Phaery Princess.’

And then I bowed, just like Mrs Olsen showed us how to do after the Christmas concert at school.



Well, you’ve never seen such dumbfounded people…I mean phaeries…or frog and phaery…well, you know what I mean.

I sat in the middle of the pink garden seat and Phredde sat on one side, and Bruce on the other, both keeping as far from each other as they could.

It was time someone did something. Namely me.

‘Look Phredde,’ I said. ‘Don’t you see what’s happened here?’

‘No!’ said Phredde.

‘Bruce is just what we need!’

‘He’s NOT what I need!’ flashed Phredde, her wings shimmering like a butterfly who’s drunk six cups of coffee. ‘You’re just like Mum! You…’

‘No, listen, you dimwit! He’s what we need to wake up your Cousin Pinkerbelle. Just like in the story. The Sleeping Beauty was woken by the kiss of the Handsome Prince…’

‘What! Me!’ Bruce gave a startled hop and nearly fell off the seat. ‘I’m not kissing any Sleeping Beauty. Yuk!’

‘Why not!’ flashed Phredde. ‘Don’t be so selfish! Poor Pinkerbelle’s under a spell and can’t wake up till she’s kissed a prince and now you’re refusing to save her!’

‘But if I get kissed by a princess I’ll turn back into a handsome prince!’ wailed Bruce.

‘Don’t you want to be a prince again?’ I inquired.

‘Course not,’ said Bruce. ‘I’d rather be a frog. I went to a lot of trouble to turn into a frog, and I don’t want some gloopy princess mucking it all up. Hey, did you know that frogs have been around for 180 million years?’

‘No.’ I said politely. To be honest I didn’t care how long frogs had been around for.

‘Well, they have,’ said Bruce. ‘It’s really great being a frog. Bruce! Bruce! Bruce!’ He gave his frog-like croak again. Well, almost frog-like.

‘Can’t you turn yourself back into a frog again as soon as you’ve kissed her?’ I demanded.

Bruce fidgeted beside me. ‘Well, I suppose…’ he began.

‘But what about the rest of the story?’ demanded Phredde.

‘What about it?’ I asked.

‘As soon as Sleeping Beauty, I mean Cousin Pinkerbelle, wakes up she falls in love with the Handsome Prince and they get married and live happily ever after. I don’t want my cousin married to a frog!’

‘Married!’ croaked Bruce. ‘Me! I can’t get married! I haven’t even left school yet! Mum and Dad’d never let me! They’d have pink kittens!’

‘Well there you are—you’re safe then. We’ve got to risk it,’ I insisted.

‘What do you mean, WE have to risk it,’ muttered Bruce. ‘You’re not the one who has to kiss a princess.’

‘Look, if it’s the only way to wake up Sleeping Beauty, then that’s what we have to do. We can’t just let her sleep for a hundred years.’

I gestured at the garden. ‘Look what’s happened to this place in just a week! If this garden’s let go for a hundred years it’ll take over the whole of Australia!’

One of the rose vines behind me gave a twitch, and began to wind thoughtfully around my ankle. I gave it a kick.

‘Back off,’ I hissed, then stood up. I reckoned that I had to keep Phredde and Bruce moving before they had time to think up more objections.

So off we went.

I walked, Phredde flew, and Bruce hopped beside us while the roses watched and sort of licked their chops.

Of course we still didn’t know how on earth we were going to get into Pinkerbelle’s castle. But at least the prince part seemed settled, so maybe the rest would sort itself out too.

We’d gone about another quarter of a kilometre—that castle was BIG—and the silence was really starting to get to me. I mean there was no way Phredde and Bruce were going to say anything to each other, so it was up to me to get the conversational ball rolling.

‘Where do you go to school?’ I asked Bruce. (Yeah, I know that’s one of those drippy questions that adults always ask kids as soon as they meet them, but it was the first thing that came into my mind.)

‘Don’t go to school at the moment,’ said Bruce. ‘Mum’s trying to find a school that doesn’t mind that I’m a frog. But most of the head teachers she’s talked to say they don’t have facilities for frogs at their school.’

‘Is your Mum a frog too?’ I asked.

‘Course not,’ said Bruce scornfully. ‘She’s just a normal Phaery Princess like everyone else. Except Dad of course. He’s a Phaery Prince.’

‘I bet our school would take you,’ I offered, ignoring Phredde’s scowl. ‘I mean no one pays any attention to Phredde now…well, not much attention anyway, not unless she fills the swimming pool full of green jelly just before swimming carnival or stuff like that. And our teacher’s a vampire too.’

‘A what?’ croaked Bruce in alarm.

‘A vampire. But she doesn’t suck blood or anything. Her family has an arrangement with the abattoir. Humans get the meat and the vampires get the blood.

‘Of course she says it’s a bit congealed by the time they get it, but luckily she’s a good cook, so they have blood soup and blood rissoles and blood sorbet and…’

Bruce was looking a bit green, which would have been all right if he’d been a green frog, but he wasn’t, he was a brown one, so I changed the subject. ‘But it’s not a bad school, as schools go,’ I finished.

‘Maybe,’ said Bruce.

He didn’t sound enthusiastic, but then what kid…or frog, for that matter…sounds enthusiastic about school?

So we kept on walking…or fluttering or leaping, as the case may be…and I was getting hotter and hotter, and feeling like maybe we should stop for some more passionfruit and raspberry juice, with maybe cherries and lamingtons this time, when suddenly I noticed something out of the corner of my eye.

‘Phredde,’ I said.

‘Mmmm?’ said Phredde.

‘I think that rose bush is following us.’

‘What? Which one?’

‘That one.’ I pointed.

Phredde squinted at the rose bush. ‘It doesn’t seem to be moving to me. Anyhow rose bushes can’t move. I bet you just imagined it.’

‘I didn’t imagine it. I’m sure it was moving—I could just see it out of the corner of my eye. Then when I turned around to look at it properly, it stopped.’

Bruce snickered down at my feet. ‘Who’s ever heard of a rose bush following anyone, you nincompoop.’

Well, that did it. If there’s one thing Phredde can’t stand, it’s anyone insulting her friends.

‘Don’t you call Prudence a nincompoop,’ she flared.

‘I didn’t mean…anyway, it’s all her fault I’m slogging through this stupid garden instead of catching flies on my lily pad!’

‘It’s not her fault! She’s just trying to help my Aunt Petunia.’

‘Well, it’s your stupid Aunt Petunia’s fault then!’

‘She’s not stupid either! You’re the one who…’

‘Er, look guys,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t really matter…’

‘…and what do you mean, catching flies on your lily pad? It’s Cousin Pinkerbelle’s lily pad! And you mean you EAT flies?’

‘All frogs eat…’

‘ER, guys,’ I said again, because I was sure I’d caught that rose bush moving again out of the corner of my eye.

‘Anyway, flies are good protein.’

‘I suppose you eat mosquitoes too.’

‘Who me? Eat mosquitoes!’ roared Bruce.

And that’s when the rose bush struck.

The first thing I knew it had me around the ankle, then another branch had me around the arm, and three great fat pink roses were stuffed in my mouth, so I could hardly breathe, much less talk.

‘MmmmFfff!’ I yelled.

‘Pru!’ screamed Phredde, darting towards me and trying to pull the rose bush off with her tiny fists.

‘Let go of her you…you flower!’ cried Bruce, hopping over to me. Not that there was much he could do. Frogs aren’t exactly made to grapple with insane girl-eating rose bushes.

‘Mmmmbbbgfffff!’ I yelled, which was supposed to mean, ‘Phredde, stop trying to haul it off and do something magic!’, but that’s all that came out through a mouthful of damp petals.

‘Help! help! help!’ croaked Bruce, at the top of his voice.

‘Hang on kids! I’m coming!’ someone yelled, and suddenly there was the biggest bloke I’ve ever seen brandishing an even bigger pair of what looked like bolt cutters.

‘Stand back!’ he yelled, waving Phredde and Bruce out of the way, and before you could say criminally-insane rose bushes he’d snipped the branches wrapped around me into tiny pieces.

Well, I suppose the rose bush knew when it was licked. It just stood there, like it was rooted to the spot—which it wasn’t of course, being a magic rose bush, not to mention a seriously antisocial one—looking all tattered and ashamed of itself.

Not that I trusted it of course, but I was sure it was going to behave itself for the moment.

And then the big bloke said: ‘Look kid, are you all right?’

‘I think so,’ I said, picking myself up and trying to pull the rest of the rose thorns out of my flesh. Those branches were prickly.

‘Oh, Pru, I’m sorry,’ said Phredde. ‘I should have believed you. I should have kept better watch.’ She pulled at a few lingering rose thorns in my scalp. Phaeries have such tiny fingers that they’re really good at picking out prickles.

‘I’m sorry too,’ said Bruce.

The big bloke blinked. I guess he’d never seen a talking frog before. He probably wasn’t too familiar with phaeries either.

‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ I said, really politely. Mum would have been proud.

The big bloke grinned. He was really cool looking, with the sort of muscles you usually only see on blokes in the movies and really great looking brown eyes. ‘That’s okay,’ he said. ‘Roses are my job.’ He held out his hand. ‘I’m Con,’ he said. ‘Constantine really. Con for short.’

‘I’m Pru,’ I said. ‘Well, Prudence really.’

‘I’m Phredde,’ said Phredde. ‘Well, it’s Ethereal actually,’ she admitted. ‘But I prefer Phredde.’

I was impressed. Phredde only tells her real name to people she REALLY likes.

‘And I’m Bruce,’ croaked Bruce.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Con. He looked like he was going to shake Bruce’s hand…er, foot…then changed his mind.

‘That’s a great pair of, er, thingummies,’ I said to him, nodding at the bolt cutters.

‘Them?’ Con looked proud. ‘They’re secateurs. For pruning roses or taking rose cuttings. They’re my own invention. You can prune any rose with these.’

‘You sure can,’ I agreed, looking at the downcast rose bush next to us. ‘Is that what you were doing? Pruning the roses?’

Con looked embarrassed. ‘Well, not exactly,’ he admitted. ‘You see, my dad owns the nursery down the bottom of the road, and I’ve just joined the business. I was potting up the daisies this afternoon when I caught a glimpse of the garden up here and I thought wow, look at those roses! I wouldn’t mind a few cuttings of those.

‘So I raced up here before the road disappeared…I suppose I’m trespassing, really.’

‘That’s all right,’ Phredde assured him. ‘The castle belongs to my Cousin Pinkerbelle. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.’

‘Pinkerbelle,’ said Con thoughtfully. ‘Did she breed these roses? They’re some achievement. I’d really like to meet her.’

‘Sure,’ said Phredde. ‘We can…’ and then she gasped, ‘Cousin Pinkerbelle! We’ve forgotten all about her!’

‘We have to get into the castle somehow to rescue her,’ I explained. ‘She’s fallen asleep under a magic spell…well, it’s too long to explain now. But we were just trying to find a way into the castle through the roses.’

Con laughed. ‘Don’t you worry about that, kids.’ He held up his secateurs in a sort of ‘Me King Kong you horrible little weeds’ fashion.

The rose bushes cringed.

‘Just let me at ’em!’ said Con happily, flexing his muscles.

So we did. Phredde perched on my shoulder, just to make sure she’d got the last of the rose thorns out of my scalp, and Bruce hopped at my side, and we followed Con over to the great thicket of roses around the castle.

It suddenly occurred to me that we’d only been assuming there was a castle inside all those roses. I mean what if there wasn’t? What if the roses really had digested it, Cousin Pinkerbelle and all? But we’d never know unless we got in there.

So Con started cutting, and Phredde and Bruce and I started hauling the stuff he’d cut out of the way (Phredde magicked gloves up for us).

I thought Phredde might have been worried about someone hacking back Cousin Pinkerbelle’s roses, but she didn’t say anything.

Maybe she realised that Con was a professional, and knew what he was doing. Or maybe she wasn’t feeling quite as protective of the roses after what they had done to me.

Anyway, after about half an hour of hacking the first stones of the castle wall appeared. Lipstick pink stones of course. And then more wall and more and more, until finally…

‘You know,’ I said, staring at the blank pink wall ‘Maybe we should have started cutting the roses around the front door.’

‘No worries!’ said Phredde.

And suddenly there was a door in front of us.

Well, after Phredde had made the door bigger so Con and I could fit through it too—sometimes Phredde forgets how big humans are—I opened the door and we all ambled through. (I could hear the roses sort of muttering and filling up the gap behind us, but that didn’t matter. Not when we had Con and his secateurs with us, not to mention his muscles.)

Well, you can guess what the inside of the castle was like. Apart from pink I mean. Phaeries have no imagination, mostly, and all their castles are pretty much the same.

The corridor had these great high stone ceilings and there was what was probably priceless carpet on the floor and these great long hanging things…tapestries…on the wall. Just like Phredde’s castle, and our castle till Mum redecorated it with easy to clean cork tiles and washable wallpaper, and those pottery hanging things she made at tech last year.

But this castle was all pink. I mean ALL pink.

The walls were pink, the carpets were pink, the tapestries were ten shades of pink, even the stones in the ceiling were pink.

If there’d been some magic spell to make the air pink too, I bet Cousin Pinkerbelle would have used it.

Down the pink corridor we went, past a pink suit of armour, and a few long pink tables with pink ornaments on them.

‘Which way is Cousin Pinkerbelle’s bedroom?’ I whispered.

Not that I suppose there was any need to whisper, as Cousin Pinkerbelle wasn’t likely to wake up even if we had a rock band with us. But it just seemed like the polite thing to do.

‘Up the stairs and to the right,’ hissed Phredde.

Con blinked. ‘We can’t go into her bedroom without permission,’ he objected.

‘But we’ve got to!’ I insisted. ‘How can we wake her up if we don’t go into her bedroom?’

‘But…’ Con stopped. I suppose he thought we knew what we were doing. But we didn’t, of course.

The stairs were pink—lolly pink this time and striped like bull’s-eyes.

We tiptoed up them—well Con and I tiptoed, except his boots kept clattering, and Phredde flew and Bruce hopped, and we turned right into Cousin Pinkerbelle’s bedroom.

Well, if the castle below was pink you should have seen Pinkerbelle’s bedroom.

Pink carpet almost to your ankles and six layers of pink curtains and this great sunset pink bed with pink curtains with pink roses on it.

And there was Cousin Pinkerbelle, asleep in the middle of the bed, wearing a pink nightdress with lots of pink skin showing through the silk and lace like you see in those expensive catalogues Mum likes so much and leaves lying around for Dad to see and maybe remember to buy her something for her birthday. (He got her a new rubbish bin last year. Of course Mum needed a new rubbish bin, but she didn’t look delighted.)

‘That her?’ demanded Bruce, hopping closer, sort of cautiously.

Phredde nodded. ‘That’s Cousin Pinkerbelle.’

‘The one you want me to kiss?’

Phredde nodded again.

‘Hey kid!’ objected Con. ‘You can’t just go kissing ladies without their permission. That’s called indecent assault. You can get locked up for that. Especially when they’re sound asleep.’

Bruce hesitated. I could see his cream-coloured chest pulsating as he considered. ‘Maybe he’s right,’ he said, looking sort of relieved.

‘Bruce! You’ve got to kiss her!’ cried Phredde.

‘But what if…’

Well, I don’t quite know what happened then.

Phredde shoved Bruce towards the bed, and Bruce croaked and gave this giant leap to try to get away from her, and Con leapt too and tried to grab at Bruce, and I was sort of in the middle so I didn’t see anything except a lot of arms and leaps and wings…

…and then Con must have tripped over Bruce or Phredde or something—maybe even me, because I had bruises later that I’m sure weren’t just from the rose bush…

And the next thing I knew, Con was sprawled out over the bed—AND Cousin Pinkerbelle—going ‘Oooff!’ as all the breath was knocked out of him…

…and Phredde was yelling ‘Look out for Cousin Pinkerbelle!’ and Bruce was yelling ‘Croak!’ and I wasn’t saying anything much, as I’d been underneath it all.

And then Cousin Pinkerbelle sat up in bed and said, ‘Phredde darling, what on earth are you doing here?’

And then she saw Con—who was still lying sort of on top of her, all muscles and hairy arms—and she shrieked, ‘Who’s this? Call the police!’

And then she saw Bruce, and me, and things got even more confused.

Well, it all settled down eventually, and Phredde explained, and Cousin Pinkerbelle thanked us all very much really enthusiastically, especially Con, which I thought was a bit unfair as it had been Phredde’s and my idea.

And then she said it was time for breakfast, or lunch, or dinner, or something. Who cares what meal it is when you’ve been asleep for a week?

So Cousin Pinkerbelle put on her dressing gown—rose pink silk and lace, naturally, with this sort of fluffy stuff on the sleeves—and we followed her down to the castle kitchens.

Con and I walked and Phredde flew and Bruce hopped. (He was still keeping well clear of Cousin Pinkerbelle, just in case she decided to kiss him to thank him for helping us.)

‘But Phredde,’ I whispered, as Phredde flapped past my ear. ‘How come Cousin Pinkerbelle woke up? She didn’t get kissed. Con’s not even a handsome prince.’

Con must have heard me, because he turned round and grinned. ‘Actually I am a Prince,’ he said.

‘A what?’I gasped

‘A Prince. Not a real prince, of course. But that’s my name. Constantine Prince.’

‘But the sign on the nursery down below says RINCE,’ objected Phredde.

‘The P fell off,’ explained Con. ‘Dad’s been meaning to hammer it back on.’

‘But you didn’t kiss her!’ I objected.

Con blushed. ‘Well, actually, in all the fuss…’

I let out a deep breath. ‘Well, just think. We found a handsome prince by accident.’

Con blushed even deeper. ‘I don’t know about handsome,’ he muttered.

At this Cousin Pinkerbelle turned round to see what all the fuss was about. She must have heard the last bit because she said, ‘Well, I think he’s VERY handsome,’ and Con blushed harder than ever.

So it all turned out happily ever after, even though it wasn’t quite like in the story. Or maybe those phaery stories just leave out the bits they don’t think you should know.

Cousin Pinkerbelle didn’t marry her handsome prince—well, not yet anyway—but they’ve gone into business together: PRINCE AND PRINCESS’S PERFECT PINK ROSES.

I pointed out that they were sort of savage roses too, but Con doesn’t think that’ll be a problem.

‘We can just graft ordinary pink roses onto the magic root stock. That’ll tame them. They’ll be fast growing and hardy but they won’t attack anyone,’ he promised.

Con’s a professional, so I suppose we have to trust him, at least till the roses start taking over the world anyway. (If I was you though, I’d take a close look at any rose bush your parents buy this winter.)

Bruce is going to our school—Mrs Allen the headmistress said that what with phaeries and vampires and the dragon, not to mention the volcano in the playground3, she didn’t think a frog would be any trouble at all. (Sometimes I think Mrs Allen needs a holiday. She’s been looking pretty tired lately.)

Bruce is in our class. He’s okay and at least he gets rid of all the flies, not to mention the spiders under the bag racks. But Phredde still doesn’t like him much. She says a handsome prince is still a handsome prince, even if he’s a frog.

Phredde can be prejudiced too, sometimes, I suppose.

Bruce steers clear of Phredde as well, just in case she kisses him by accident and breaks the spell, but I could tell him there’s not much chance of that.

Anyway, to finish the story off properly—Mrs Olsen says I always leave out the most important bits—we all went down to the kitchens with Pinkerbelle and had dinner, which was good because by then I was starving, and it was really delicious even if it was all pink…pink lemonade and beetroot soup and strawberry ice cream and even the chicken was in a pink tomato and cream sauce…

…and then Bruce went back to his lily pad to say goodnight to it before he went home to his family’s castle, and Con stayed to have a chat about roses with Pinkerbelle over a glass of something that’s not suitable for kids, and Phredde went PING! and we were back down at the bus stop.

‘I don’t see why you couldn’t have PING!ed properly and taken us all the way back home,’ I grumbled.

‘It’s traditional,’ said Phredde.

‘Bother traditional. I’d rather PING!

‘Well, it’s my PING! and I say when I use it,’ stated Phredde.

I suppose we were both a bit tired by then.

‘I bet a bus won’t come for ages.’ I grumbled.

Well, I don’t know if Phredde just PING!ed quietly and I didn’t notice, but at that moment the bus lurched round the corner and drew up next to us at the bus stop.

Phredde sort of smirked and I followed her in.

The bus was mostly empty (which made me think that maybe Phredde had just magicked it up), so we got a seat together, which meant I sat on the seat and Phredde perched on the backrest so she had room to spread her wings.

‘Phredde,’ I asked, as the bus trundled through the dark streets—it was quite late by now.

‘Mmmm?’ asked Phredde. She yawned.

‘About Cousin Pinkerbelle…how come she’s normal size. I mean human size?’

‘Well, Aunt Daffodil married a human, Uncle Bryan, and some of their kids are phaeries and some are human.’

‘So Pinkerbelle can’t do magic?’

‘Not really,’ said Phredde sleepily. ‘She’s magic with roses all right. But not with much else.’

‘Oh,’ I said.

All this inheritance business is complicated. I made a note to ask Mum and Dad about it sometime.

Well, the bus stopped at my stop first, so I got off and trundled up the drive to our castle, through the stars and moonbeams.

The light was still on in the ballroom, which is where we watch TV, because Mum was waiting up for me.

In all the fuss I’d forgotten to ask Phredde to PING! me back to five minutes after we left, so of course I’d missed dinner and TV and everything, and Mum was FURIOUS because I hadn’t even mentioned I was going somewhere.

As soon as she’d hugged me forty-six times and made sure I was in one piece—except for a few scratches from the mad rose bush, but I didn’t mention those—she informed me that…

But that’s another story.





Prudence and the Giant Thingummy

It was a dark and stormy night. (Mrs Olsen says you can’t start a story like that, but I just did!)

The wind was screaming around the castle like it was practising for the opera and the rain was hammering tiny fists against the windows like it wanted to come inside. And the black breath of the night was whispering down the chimney. (I must remember that image the next time Mrs Olsen wants us to do descriptive writing—it’s really cool.)

Of course outside the castle it wasn’t a dark and stormy night at all.

Everywhere else it was actually Sunday afternoon and the sun was grinning through the car fumes at the rest of the world who were doing boring things like watching TV or dodging the doggie-doo as they tried to play netball in the park.

But according to Phredde’s mum, the Phaery Splendifera, a dark and stormy night creates a great atmosphere when you’ve got a gryphon roasting on the spit, bottles of clover blossom nectar and a few friends over for Sunday lunch.

The few friends were me (naturally ’cause I’m Phredde’s best friend) Mum and Dad, my brother Mark, and his girlfriend Tracey who’s a werewolf like Mark, but only when it’s a full moon of course.

Well, anyway, we’d eaten the gryphon and the adults had drunk their nectar (Phredde and I had mango juice) and Mark and Tracey had wandered off to investigate the smells in the rest of the castle.

Even though they weren’t werewolves right at that moment I suppose a few habits stick with you, like being interested in smelly corners and howling in the shower. Mum’s also had to speak to Mark a few times about lifting his leg in the corridor, not to mention the corgi bones under the roses, but that’s another story.

Anyway…

Dad and Phredde’s dad, the Phaery Valiant, (except he’d rather be called Jim) were prodding the fire and discussing the best pumpkin to turn into a phaery carriage, and whether a butternut pumpkin would make a good sports car; while Phredde’s mum and my mum were doing a crossword and muttering things like ‘six down begins with B…nine letter word means fooling around, fandangle…’

Phredde and I were bored.

You know how it is with adults. They go somewhere interesting only to sit down and talk, and keep on talking till it’s time to go home, without actually DOING anything.

So finally Phredde said, ‘Hey Mum, do you mind if Pru and I go over to her place for a while?’

And Phredde’s mum said, ‘An unreasonable fear of crowds…I’m sure I know that one…ochlophobia…Yes, of course Ethereal dear, but don’t go outside the castle grounds.’

Phredde grinned at me and I grinned back, because of course when they’re magic grounds they go on forever, and what we really wanted to do was go out on the pirate ship Phredde gave me for my birthday last year.

So Phredde went PING! (even Phredde wasn’t going to try to wait around for a bus on Sunday afternoon) and there we were, down on the golden sand (when Phredde magics up a beach she makes it a pretty good one) with the waves whispering up to our feet and racing back again, and my pirate ship slowly bouncing on the swell.

‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale!’ cried the pirate captain, catching sight of us. He looks just like a pirate captain ought to, sort of weather-beaten with a black beard and a patch over one eye. I’d have rather had a pirate captain that looked like Mel Gibson, but the pirate ship and the pirates had been a present from Phredde, and I didn’t want to seem ungrateful.

‘Hi!’ I yelled back. ‘Could you send the rowboat out for us?’

The captain grinned and nodded, then he shouted down to the first mate (who had a scarf on his head and a parrot on his shoulder), who lowered the rowing boat on the side then climbed down the ladder next to it, jumped in, and began to row over to us.

Suddenly there was a faint PING! above my head, and I realised I was wearing a hat.

‘Sunburn,’ explained Phredde. ‘Mum’ll be furious if we come back with sunburn.’

‘Couldn’t you just magic it away?’ I asked, fingering my hat. It was made of ordinary straw with a ribbon around it. I’d have rather had a pirate hat but I don’t suppose pirate hats keep the sun off much.

‘Mum’d notice,’ said Phredde gloomily. ‘Mothers always notice things like that.’

By this time the boat was nearly over to us.

The first mate leapt out and grabbed the edge of the boat and pulled it through the shallows till it was right up on the golden beach beside us.

‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale!’ he greeted us cheerfully.

‘Yeah, hi,’ I agreed. ‘It’s a great day to go sailing.’

I sometimes think Phredde didn’t do such a crash-hot job with the pirates because the only thing they ever say is ‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale.’

But you can usually work out what they MEAN to say, and anyway, they’re still new, so maybe they’ll learn some more words in time.

It was bit choppy rowing out to the pirate ship, but not too bad, and even though I get carsick, I don’t get seasick (though come to think of it maybe no one gets seasick on a magic pirate ship).

I climbed aboard and Phredde fluttered up behind me. Then the captain hauled up the anchor and we were on our way.

‘Where are we off to?’ I asked Phredde, as we leant against the railing and watched the seagulls nose dive into the waves.

‘Dunno,’ said Phredde carelessly. ‘Where would you like to go?’

I considered. ‘How about a desert island with a ruined castle?’

‘Okay,’ said Phredde agreeably. ‘What sort of island?’

One thing you need to remember about phaeries—they don’t have much imagination. If you want them to magic something up for you, you have to get it pretty clear in your head.

‘I don’t know,’ I said dreamily (it was pretty nice up on the deck with the sails billowing out above us). ‘How about one with great tall cliffs and a narrow path leading down to the sea? And the ruined castle is right on top of the cliffs and bits of it are crumbling into the sea every time there’s a storm.’

‘Anything else?’ demanded Phredde, getting ready to PING!. ‘How about the rest of the island?’

‘The rest of the island’s just close-cropped grass, really green like the mat in Mrs Allen’s study.’ I decided.

‘Who eats the grass?’ asked Phredde.

‘Nothing. It’s just a low-growing variety.’ (I’d learnt a bit about gardening from Cousin Pinkerbelle and Con.) ‘And there has to be a great big pile of rocks in the middle of the island—big round ones, like basketballs that some giant has tossed there. And there should be seagulls screaming and maybe a sea eagle swooping down over the island.’

‘Okay,’ said Phredde.

There was a faint PING!, almost too soft to hear above the noise of the waves slapping at the side of the boat and the sails flapping above us. But knowing Phredde, I guessed we’d see the island pretty soon.

Well, I was right, because a couple of minutes later the sailor up in the lookout yelled ‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale!’ and there was the island, just a black speck on the horizon, growing bigger and bigger as we sped towards it.

It was just like I’d imagined it.

Well, of COURSE it was just like I’d imagined it.

We sailed into this great crack between the towering black cliffs, with the waves crashing at their base in a mass of white foam. There was a tiny golden beach at one end, so we sailed up there, and the captain let the rowboat down close to the shore. We rowed in and landed on the beach, just below this narrow path that wound up between the cliffs.

If it hadn’t been a magic island I’d have been wondering what would be up on top of the cliffs, but as it was we just waved to the sailor, who politely said, ‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale’ and saluted us as we started up the path to the castle. I was going tromp tromp tromp in my joggers and Phredde was fluttering just above my shoulder.

Five minutes, ten minutes…my legs began to ache and the sweat started trickling in all sorts of places, like it was working out ways to tickle me to death.

I looked down and there was the pirate ship, small as a piece of Lego down in the narrow bay.

‘It’s getting awfully hot,’ I said to Phredde.

‘Is it?’ asked Phredde, surprised, ‘I’m okay.’

Well, it was all right for her. It doesn’t matter much to Phredde whether she flies up or down or across, she doesn’t get tired and I bet she gets a nice cool breeze from her wings.

‘Maybe the path isn’t quite so steep around the next bend,’ I hinted. I mean, I didn’t want Phredde to think I was complaining.

Phredde considered. ‘Yeah, you’re probably right,’ she agreed.

And you know what? I was.

It was easier walking after that.

Round one corner, up a bit and round another…and suddenly we were at the top of the cliff, and the pirate ship far down below looked like it was made for ants, and there was the castle, nice and tall and ruined, just in front of us.

‘Wow!’ I exclaimed. Even though it was the same one I’d imagined it sort of looked well, realer, and MUCH bigger on the island.

‘It’s not bad,’ said Phredde proudly. ‘Do you want to explore the island, or will we go inside?’

‘Inside,’ I decided, because there’s not much use exploring an island if you know exactly what you’ll find. ‘If we climb up to the top of the castle we might even see my place.’

Which was sort of a hint too.

So Phredde fluttered along and I followed her, right up to the moat of the castle, which was empty naturally, it being a ruined castle, and over the drawbridge, which was conveniently still intact.

Clomp clomp clomp went my joggers on the drawbridge. I could feel the gentle fan of Phredde’s wings against my face. Then we were inside the castle among the dark and gloom, and my feet weren’t making a noise on the thick dust that had slowly eroded from the high stone walls and ceiling.

‘It’s…it’s sort of spooky,’ I whispered.

‘Thanks,’ whispered Phredde. ‘I hoped it would be.’

‘Where are the stairs?’

‘Over there,’ hissed Phredde. (If you want to know why we were whispering—well, YOU march into a ruined castle and see if you feel like shouting aloud, even if it is one you’ve magicked up yourself.)

Sure enough, there was the staircase, winding up through the shadows of the castle, broad enough for our whole class to march up side by side. I mean this was a BIG castle.

‘Come on,’ I whispered. ‘Let’s climb up to the top.’

It did occur to me as we were climbing that exploring ruined castles probably wasn’t what Phredde’s mum had meant when she gave us permission to go over to my place.

But what could happen to us in a ruined castle?

Round and round and round the giant stairs twisted, and we went round and round too, climbing higher and higher.

I suspected my leg muscles were going to be sore tomorrow, but what the heck, it was worth it.

All up the staircase giant passages led off to who knew where, and when I stopped to get my breath the whole castle seemed to be breathing, a slow steady sighing all around.

It was really cool.

Up, up, and up again. My footsteps echoed off the tall stone walls filling the whole castle with the sound of footsteps—giant footsteps, a hundred times bigger than mine.

And then we reached the top.

It was pretty much like the top tower in our castle and Phredde’s—a small round stone terrace with battlements all around.

But from the top of this tower, you could see my place, just a faint smudge in the distance, and all around the island too, which was convenient, as it meant we didn’t have to use any more energy exploring it.

There was the close-cropped green grass, the pile of rocks, and the soaring cawing seagulls and the sea eagle making a wide careless arc in the sky.

It was pretty incredible.

So we just sat there for a while, soaking it all in. Well, I sat and Phredde sort of hovered at shoulder level.

Then finally I said:‘I’m hungry.’

‘Me too,’ agreed Phredde, landing next to me. ‘What do you feel like?’

‘You choose this time,’ I said lazily. ‘I made up the island.’

‘Okay,’ said Phredde.

She thought for a moment, then PING!, there was a picnic blanket with these two great big ice cream sundaes covered in raspberry sauce, grated chocolate, nuts and frozen mango, with two spoons to eat them with, and an enormous chocolate cake as well.

It was too big for just the two of us—it would have been too big for our school’s entire football team. But that didn’t matter, because Phredde could just magic away the leftovers.

We threw bits of chocolate cake to the swooping seagulls, while the eagle examined us as it circled slowly through the air. Apart from the seagulls cawing it was peaceful sitting on top of the island—just the sound of the waves far below and the whisper of the wind and the giant heavy footsteps coming up the stairs…

Giant, heavy footsteps!

I sat up abruptly. They were coming nearer!

‘Phredde! Do you hear that?’

‘Hear what?’ asked Phredde sleepily. Then suddenly she shot up in the air, her wings waving like a mosquito who’s just stuck its proboscis in the electric power point, because she’d heard them too.

Clomp. Clomp. Clomp. Clomp.

‘What is it?’ I hissed.

‘I don’t know!’

‘But you’re the one who magicked up the castle!’

‘Yes, but you’re the one who imagined it!’

‘I didn’t imagine any giant footsteps! And I didn’t imagine that either!’ I screamed, because the giant footsteps had reached the top now, and I could see a giant head slowly emerging from the stairwell.

It was a funny-looking head.

It was sort of narrow on top and bald as a boiled egg, but the face grew wider as more of it appeared, so its jaw was about five times as big as its forehead. It had a little squiggly mouth and tiny ears and two eyes like dark blue marbles.

Slowly the rest of it appeared…

Shoulders wider than a park bench, the sort of shoulders that could push a wall down accidentally, fists the size of a well-fed gorilla’s, thick long legs, and feet you’d never even attempt to get inside a pair of joggers.

It was dressed in some sort of skin which was wrapped around its waist like a grubby furry bath towel, but the rest of it was bare, although it was pretty hard to tell because it was so hairy.

‘Glurp!’I said.

The giant didn’t say anything.

‘What is it?’ I whispered to Phredde.

‘I think it’s a thingummy,’ whispered Phredde. ‘You know—a whatsitsname—an ogre, that’s it. There were a few back in Ruritania, but I never saw one this close before.’

I sniffed. The thingummy—I mean the ogre—WAS very close. It didn’t wear deodorant either.

‘Are ogres friendly?’

‘Only if they’re not hungry.’

‘What do they eat?’

Phredde glanced down at me. ‘Anything,’ she said softly.

‘Anything? Like what?’

‘ANYTHING.’ Phredde repeated warily.

‘Like…like us?’

Phredde nodded without speaking.

I glanced at the ogre. It wasn’t saying anything. It wasn’t doing anything either. It was just staring at us.

‘How do we know if it’s hungry?’ I whispered.

‘If it drools.’

I watched a long gloop of spit dribble out of the ogre’s mouth, it landed with a splat on the stone floor of the castle.

‘It’s dribbling now!’ I informed Phredde.

‘That’s okay. Ogres always dribble.’

‘But you said they only dribble when they’re hungry!’

‘Ogres are always hungry,’ whispered Phredde.

That was a great comfort.

I looked back at the ogre.

It didn’t look starved at all. In fact it looked like it had been eating well for about the past two centuries. But it was staring at us awfully intently.

‘Hey Phredde,’ I whispered again. (I didn’t know if ogres understood English or not, but I didn’t want to take any chances. Or make any sudden moves either.)

‘What?’

‘Can’t you just magic it away?’

Phredde shook her head. ‘It’s already magic. You can’t magic magic.’

‘Why not?’ I urged.

‘You just can’t!’

The drool had made a small puddle now.

Great. So there we were, stuck on top of a ruined castle on a desert island with a (probably) hungry ogre, and Phredde’s magic was no use.

To make matters worse the only people who could rescue us were the pirates, who wouldn’t come unless we signalled them, which is hard to do if you’re in an ogre’s belly being slowly turned into a bigger and better ogre. And anyway, even if the pirates sailed back home to explain what had happened to us all they’d be able to say was ‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale’, which somehow seemed a bit inadequate.

Not that I was complaining mind you. I mean it was a really great adventure for a Sunday afternoon.

But somehow adventures are more fun when you know you’re going to end them with all your arms and legs intact, instead of being marinated in an ogre’s digestive juices.

‘Nice ogre,’ I said soothingly to the ogre.

The ogre just stared at me.

What the heck do you say to an ogre?

‘Er…I’m very pleased to meet you.’ I offered.

The ogre still didn’t say anything. More drool dripped down its chin and plopped into the puddle on the floor.

‘My name’s Prudence,’ I tried brightly. ‘And this is my friend Phredde.’

The ogre blinked its tiny eyes. It looked at us like Mum gazes at a pavlova when she’s on a diet. But somehow I guessed the ogre wasn’t really into diet magazines.

‘We’ve got to distract it,’ I whispered urgently to Phredde. ‘If we can just get it away from the stairs we can make a run for it!’

Phredde nodded.

‘It’s a lovely view up here isn’t it?’ I said brightly to the ogre. ‘Look, you can see our place from here!’

The ogre gave the view one brief glance, then resumed drooling at us.

‘Oh look!’ I said enthusiastically. ‘There’s an eagle.’

The ogre wasn’t interested in eagles either.

I gave up. There was nothing else up here that might distract it. But at least one of us might be saved…

‘You fly off while I keep it occupied down here!’ I ordered Phredde.

‘No!’ cried Phredde. ‘How about I fly past its nose, and while it’s trying to grab me in midair you duck under its shoulders and run down the stairs!’

‘No way! I’m not leaving you to a hungry ogre!’

‘Well, I’m not leaving you either!’ declared Phredde.

We glared at each other, then suddenly remembered the ogre again. I glanced back at it. It was still staring at us like it could just imagine us between a pair of hamburger buns.

Suddenly I had an idea.

‘I’ve had an idea,’ I whispered to Phredde.

‘The whole castle was your idea!’ she whispered back.

‘This is a better idea. There’s no time to explain now. But when I say “Run!”—fly…okay?’

‘Why not just say “Fly!” then,’ offered Phredde reasonably.

‘Because…oh, all right, “Fly!”then!’

Phredde nodded.

I bent down slowly to the remnants of our picnic. Slowly, very slowly, I picked up the giant chocolate cake.

Even more slowly I held it out to the ogre.

‘Chocolate cake,’ I said temptingly to the ogre, like I was speaking to a two-year-old. ‘Look, nice chocolate cake. YUMMY chocolate cake. Do ogres like chocolate cake?’

‘I don’t suppose it’s ever tasted one,’ whispered Phredde

‘EVERYONE likes chocolate cake,’ I whispered back. ‘MMMM! NICE chocolate cake!’

The ogre was looking a bit puzzled. It glanced down at the chocolate cake, then back at me, then down to the cake again.

‘Cake,’ it squeaked wonderingly. Its voice was like a mutated bat’s, small and squeaky—all wrong for the size of its body. Some more drool dripped down its chest.

‘Yummy chocolate cake,’ I said temptingly.

‘Yummy chocolate cake,’ slobbered the ogre obediently. Then ‘Nice chocolate cake,’ it slobbered a bit more firmly. ‘Nice girl. Nice NICE girl. Nice chocolate cake.’

It reached out to grab the cake.

‘Run! I mean fly!’ I yelled to Phredde as the giant smelly paws took the cake from my hands.

And we were gone, under the giant hairy armpits that really did need deodorant, flying down the stairs as the sounds of ‘Nice girl! nice cake!’ and a sort of chocolate cakey slobber floated down behind us.



Well, I was never so glad to be on a pirate ship in my life.

Phredde and I decided that we wouldn’t tell our parents about our adventures. Why get parents into a stress when they don’t need to be?

And after all, we were home safe and sound, and that was the end of it.

At least that’s what I thought till the next morning.



It was an ordinary sort of morning.

The sun streamed through the window like it always does in a magic castle when it’s time to get up. (It doesn’t stream through the window till two o’clock in school holidays.)

Gark (our butler) brought me my passionfruit and mango juice in bed, and laid out my school uniform for me (I was always losing my left shoe before we got a butler).

I showered under the waterfall in my bathroom and clumped out to the kitchen to see what was for breakfast.

There was Mum in her tacky dressing gown, as usual, trying to remember how to use the coffee pot (Mum isn’t at her best in the morning)…

…and there was Mark wolfing down muesli (not literally of course, because he wasn’t due to turn into a wolf for another four days)…

…and there was Dad munching Gark’s great pineapple and almond muffins…

…and there was the thingummy—I mean the ogre—peering through the kitchen window.

Of course all I could see of him was his big dark blue eye, but I guessed it was the ogre, because after all, how many people can stare through a castle window that’s three stories high?

I had to find some tactful way of telling my family there was an ogre looking through the kitchen window.

‘Arrkkk! The ogre!’ I screamed.

And Mum shrieked ‘What!’ and dropped the coffee pot so the coffee splattered all over the floor.

Dad yelled, ‘What ogre?’

And Mark said, quite calmly really, considering, ‘That ogre,’ and went on slurping his muesli. Mark has a fast metabolism and doesn’t like to interrupt his meals for anything.

‘Good gravy!’ exclaimed Dad, as he caught sight of the ogre, or its eye at any rate. ‘What’s that?’

‘That’s my ogre.’ I admitted.

‘Your WHAT?’

‘My ogre. Well, he’s not mine exactly. He must have followed me home.’

‘Followed you home from WHERE young lady,’ asked Dad ominously.

‘Well, from down in the garden…well, sort of down in the garden,’ I hedged.

‘Exactly where down in the garden did you discover an ogre?’ demanded Dad.

‘Well, we didn’t discover him really. He sort of discovered us. We’d just gone for a sail on the pirate ship over to this really cool desert island…I mean it was all quite safe…and this ogre found us, so we came home. I mean there was no danger at all.’

‘Just when did all this happen?’ Mum wanted to know, in this really cold voice.

‘Well, er, actually yesterday afternoon.’

‘You mean when Splendifera gave you and Phredde permission to come over here as long as you didn’t leave the garden?’

‘Well, we didn’t really leave the garden,’ I argued. ‘The beach is joined onto the garden, and the sea is joined onto the beach, and the desert island’s in the sea…’

‘I see,’ said Mum, in this voice that meant she didn’t really see at all. ‘Well young lady, you’re grounded until…’

That’s when the ogre said ‘Nice girl’ and tried to scoop me out the kitchen window.

Well, luckily castles are pretty solid, because the wall didn’t break, but it did spoil breakfast.

We all scurried into the hallway where the ogre couldn’t see us and started arguing about what was the best thing to do about a stray ogre, because after all you couldn’t just call the pound and ask them to pick him up—all of us except Mark, who’d brought his bowl and the packet of muesli with him and just kept on eating.

When Mark had finished his muesli and had time to think about something other than shovelling food down his gob he announced:‘It’s simple.’

‘Oh yeah?’ I said. You get a bit sick of big brothers knowing everything, and I was a bit upset at missing breakfast—those muffins smelt great.

And having an ogre outside the window wasn’t doing my temper much good either.

‘Well,’ said Mark, in that superior older brother sort of voice, ‘if the ogre has followed Pru home then all she has to do is disappear and maybe it’ll go back to where it came from.’

Mum blinked. ‘But where is she going to disappear to?’

‘To school, of course,’ said Mark, in his bored ‘isn’t it obvious?’ voice. (Older brothers do that to parents too.)

I brightened up at that. I even gave Mark a kiss, which he sort of tolerated.

‘That’s a great idea!’ I cried. ‘I’ll give Phredde a ring now and get her to PING! me over to school. I bet the ogre’ll just lose interest if it has to hang around here all day.’

Then I raced off to phone Phredde before Mum remembered she was going to ground me.



‘What I want to know,’ I asked. ‘Is where did the ogre come from in the first place?’

‘I suppose he was living in the castle,’ said Phredde. ‘It’s big enough for twenty ogres to live in.’

We were sitting in the tree at school, waiting for the volcano to explode to tell us it was time for the first lesson.4 I’d missed breakfast of course, but Phredde had brought me some of hers—phaery bread (which ISN’T bread sprinkled with hundreds and thousands) and a bottle of lemon blossom nectar.

‘But you magicked up the castle,’ I protested. ‘How come you magicked up an ogre too?’

Phredde shrugged. ‘These things happen,’ she said airily. ‘I just tried to imagine the castle you were describing and I suppose the ogre sort of came with it.’

Which didn’t really answer anything, but I knew from past experience there was no point arguing with Phredde any further. Phaeries get a bit vague when you press them about the details of their magic.

Sometimes I wonder if they really understand what’s happening at all. I mean, I don’t know exactly what happens when I see things—I just open my eyes and do it. Maybe it’s like that with magic for phaeries.

‘How do you think he got across the sea?’ I wondered. ‘Do you think he has a boat?’

Phredde shook her head. ‘He probably just waded across.’

‘He’d drown!’ I protested.

‘Nah,’ said Phredde. ‘Ogres don’t need to breathe so they don’t use boats. They don’t use anything much. They’re pretty dumb.’

‘What do they do all day then?’ I asked.

‘Eat,’ said Phredde.

‘How do you think he found me?’ I asked glumly.

‘He must have smelt you. Or where you’d been, and followed the trail.’

‘I don’t stink!’ I protested.

‘No, of course you don’t stink,’ soothed Phredde. ‘But ogres have an incredible sense of smell.’

‘Oh great,’ I muttered. That was all I needed—a monster thingummy with an incredible sense of smell who’d fallen in love with me or something. I mean it was all getting really embarrassing.

‘With a bit of luck it’ll be gone by the time I get home,’ I said hopefully. ‘I’ll probably never even see the ogre again.’

‘Maybe,’ said Phredde doubtfully. ‘Ogres can be awfully persistent.’

Phredde was right.



It had to happen in the middle of geography class.

I mean, I’m really bad at geography anyway—my feeling is that none of those countries are disappearing anywhere, so if I want to know where Swaziland is or something all I have to do is look at a map. I mean why find out where Swaziland is before you need it?

But anyway, like I was saying, there we were in geography, with Mrs Olsen droning on about the River Danube or something—I don’t THINK that’s in Swaziland—when the school began to shake.

Well, it wasn’t time for the volcano to explode, and anyway there’s only a tiny skinny sort of earthquake when it does.

This was a big fat earthquake. A sort of boom! boom! boom! earthquake.

Except after about ten booms! I realised it wasn’t an earthquake at all.

It was my ogre.

Mrs Olsen looked up from the textbook. Her mouth hung open so you could see her long vampire fangs. (Most of the time you hardly notice them at all.)

‘What’s that?’ she demanded.

Bruce, who sits just in front of me now, jumped up onto his desk and looked outside. ‘It’s this funny-looking giant and it’s headed this way!’ he croaked, sort of breathlessly. His eyes had gone all googly, but as he’s a frog this just meant they were a bit more googly than normal.

‘It’s what?’ cried Mrs Olsen.

‘Oh, it’s just Pru’s thingummy—I mean her ogre,’ said Phredde carelessly. She must have been pretty worried about it too, but she wasn’t going to show it in front of Bruce.

‘What ogre!’ demanded Mrs Olsen. I’d forgotten she’d come from Ruritania too. She’d know all about ogres.

‘One sort of followed me home yesterday,’ I explained, as the booming noise drew closer.

Mrs Olsen frowned. Normally she’s a pretty cool teacher, but she’s very strict about school rules.

‘You know you can’t bring pets to school, Prudence,’ she said. ‘You’ll just have to tell him to go home again.’

‘But he’s not my pet and I don’t know how to get him to go home!’ I wailed.

Well, that got Mrs Olsen all sympathetic. ‘There, there, Prudence dear. I’m sure it’ll be all right,’ she said.

‘It’s not all right!’ I hiccuped. ‘He’s big and he’s ugly and he smells and I don’t know how to get rid of him!’

‘Well, we’ll just have to send him on his way, won’t we?’ she said soothingly.

‘But how can you do that?’ I asked, blowing my nose.

Mrs Olsen grinned. ‘Well, I AM a vampire,’ she said. And then she snarled.

I’d never seen Mrs Olsen snarl before. It was pretty cool. I mean she looked just like a vampire in one of those old movies, but even worse, because after all, Mrs Olsen’s real.

So Mrs Olsen dashed out to her coffin in the storeroom and came back with her long black velvet cape. It’s got dark red velvet lining, so I suppose it doesn’t get stained if she drips blood on it.

And she put the cape on and snarled again, and we all cheered, even Amelia who sits in the front row and does everything perfectly, except for Bruce, who croaked by accident (he does that sometimes).

I mean how could an ogre not be scared of a vampire like that?

The boom! boom! booming! was getting pretty close by now.

The books were falling out of the bookcase and all the posters were shaking off the walls. I was a bit worried about how the library was faring—I’m a library monitor, and just the thought of having to put all those books back on the shelves in the right order was making me even more depressed.

‘Follow me!’ announced Mrs Olsen with a sweep of her cloak. She swept out of the classroom, and we all ran after her. Well, most of us ran. Phredde flew and Bruce jumped, because he was still being a frog.

And a few of the more timid kids were still hiding under the desks, but they were just the wimps (you get some in every class) so I forgot about them.

The ogre looked sort of bigger in the school grounds. I mean I’d only seen him at the ruined castle before, which was sort of giant-sized, and at our castle, which is pretty enormous too. But here at school he towered over the science lab and even the library, a bit like that gorilla in King Kong, except not quite as hairy. I don’t suppose the gorilla used deodorant either.

All the kids were piling out of the other classrooms too—all except those who were hiding under the desks—and most of the teachers, and I could see Mrs Allen peering out the window so she’d be here soon. And while I knew it wasn’t my fault—because it WASN’T—I couldn’t help feeling pretty nervous about her reaction.

Headmistresses can blow things out of all proportion.

And I was a bit nervous about the ogre too.

‘Halt!’ cried Mrs Olsen, waving her cloak around really dramatically and grinning to show her white fangs. ‘Halt or I’ll suck your blood!’

The ogre stopped. But it didn’t look particularly worried.

‘Nice girl?’ it squeaked enquiringly. ‘Where nice girl?’

I sort of hid behind Amelia.

The ogre sniffed, a bit like a vacuum cleaner snorting in the corners. ‘Nice girl!’ it demanded again. ‘I smell nice girl! Where nice girl?’

‘She’s over here,’ offered Amelia helpfully, getting out of the way.

‘Thanks heaps, Amelia,’ I muttered. ‘Er, hi ogre! Howya going? How about going back where you came from?’

‘Nice girl!’ squeaked the ogre triumphantly. He lumbered towards me.

‘Halt!’ cried Mrs Olsen again. ‘Halt or I’ll stick my fangs in your neck!’

The ogre paid no attention whatsoever.

‘Drat,’ said Mrs Olsen, lowering her cloak. ‘I don’t think he’s from Ruritania at all. He doesn’t recognise vampires. He just doesn’t realise he should be scared of us.’

‘Can’t you vampirise him anyway!’ I squeaked. My voice sounded just about as high as the ogre’s.

Mrs Olsen shook her head unhappily. ‘You know I don’t do that sort of thing, Prudence. Besides, I’m not sure my fangs are long enough to stick in his neck…’

‘But…heeeeeeeeeellllllllp!!!!!!!!’ I screamed as the ogre bent over me. I could smell his stinky breath and his even worse armpits. ‘Don’t you ever take a bath?’ I shrieked. (You’d have thought his trip under the sea would have cleaned him off a bit but it still smelt like the inside of our garbage bin the day after Dad’s been eating prawns.)

‘Bath?’ squeaked the ogre. ‘What’s bath? Nice girl,’ he added, as one great hairy paw scooped me up off the playground and up into the air.

The ogre didn’t clean his fingernails either.

‘Put her down you beast!’ cried Phredde, fluttering up beside me and trying to kick the ogre in the eye with her pink and silver jogger. ‘Let her go!’

‘Let her go?’ asked the ogre wonderingly. He looked like he was about to drop me so I yelled ‘No!’

‘Would it help if I vampirised his ankle?’ called up Mrs Olsen.

‘Croak!’ yelled Bruce as ferociously as he could, but as he’s a frog it wasn’t very ferocious at all.

‘Don’t panic! Don’t panic! I’ve called the fire brigade,’ yelled Mrs Allen, racing out of the office.

‘If you hurt my friend, I’ll kick you in the ear lobe!’ threatened Phredde.

And all the while I was holding onto the ogre’s finger for dear life in case I fell. I mean it’s hard to get a grip up there.

The ogre ignored everyone, except Phredde. He swatted her away like you’d swat a fly and she went tumbling through the air.

‘Phredde!’ I screamed, but a few seconds later she was back, yelling threats but keeping out of reach.

The giant bent down towards me.

I could see every pore in his skin, and let me tell you, I bet he didn’t use any of the soaps recommended in any of Mum’s magazines. His pimples looked like the volcano down in the playground, but not as clean. And his teeth…

Well, maybe I’d better not tell you about his teeth, just in case you plan on eating something today.

‘Nice girl,’ said the ogre happily. ‘Nice girl. Nice chocolate cake?’

And then it struck me. The ogre didn’t want me at all! It wanted more chocolate cake!

‘Phredde!’ I screamed. ‘A chocolate cake! Now!’

‘This is no time for morning tea!’yelled Phredde.

‘Not for me, you nincompoop!’ I shrieked. ‘It’s for the ogre!’

One thing about Phredde, she catches on quickly.

No sooner than you could say ‘super-economy-sized giant chocolate cake with butter icing’ there was one, big as a dining room table but much more chocolatey, sort of floating in the air, just in front of the ogre’s nose.

‘Chocolate cake!’ the ogre exclaimed delightedly, and promptly dropped me.

‘Phredde!’ I screamed again, but luckily Phredde had it all under control, because suddenly I was wearing a parachute, and I floated down and landed next to Mrs Olsen on the ground.

‘Prudence dear, are you all right!’ cried Mrs Olsen.

‘Sure, I’m fine,’ I said. ‘And I think the ogre’s happy too.’

Well, that’s the end of that story, more or less.

Phredde magicked up more chocolate cakes and we sort of led the ogre back to his island, keeping a chocolate cake in front of his nose all the time. I guess the sea at the bottom of our garden isn’t very deep, because his head was out of the water all the time he waded through it.

Then Phredde magicked up a chocolate cake dispenser in the foyer of the ruined castle. All the ogre has to do whenever he wants a snack is squeak ‘Chocolate cake!’ very loudly and one falls out.

He’s good at that.

I was worried he might be lonely, but as Phredde said, all ogres are really interested in is food. And if he’s really lonely, he just has to wade back to our school again.

Of course it was a bit disappointing that the ogre wasn’t in love with me. Not that I WANTED him to be, it’s just that…well, you understand.

And there wasn’t really all that much damage to the school, just the books off the shelves and a few computers sort of shaken out of their wits so all they say is ‘geeeek!’ now whenever you turn them on.

And the science lab got trodden on just a bit while we were trying to turn the ogre round. But it was hardly any damage really, considering, and I bet they’ll get the tuck shop roof back on in no time. Mrs Allen’s had lots of experience by now in organising things like that.

Mum forgot all about grounding me, which was lucky, because Phredde had just asked me to her sleepover, which REALLY got interesting.

But that’s another story.





The Ghostly Knight

The pumpkin coach arrived for me at seven o’clock.

I’ve always wanted to ride in a pumpkin coach, ever since I was a little kid and Mum read me that Cinderella story.

Actually, I thought it was a pretty dumb story, all in all. I mean what normal bloke would marry a chick just because she’s got the right shoe size?

But I really loved that pumpkin coach, with the mice who turned into horses and all the rest of it.

So when Phredde asked me to her sleepover I said, ‘Hey, can I come in a pumpkin coach?’ without even stopping to think.

Phredde said, ‘Sure.’

So here it was.

It looked great, the six white horses (I suppose they’d been white mice, not ordinary grey ones) galloping up the gleaming road to our castle, pulling this great gold coach behind them.

Well, it was more orange than gold—pumpkin colour, really—but it still looked wonderful.

I’d taken a lot of care getting dressed, because it’s not every day you get to ride in a magic pumpkin coach drawn by six white horses.

I’d put on my best jeans and my favourite T-shirt, the one that Phredde gave me last Christmas that says ‘A Souvenir of Phaeryland’.

I’d even wiped the grot off my joggers.

I was ready to go.

Gark, our butler, opened the castle door for me and bowed me out, just like I was royalty or something. (Gark really does the butler thing well, even if he is an enchanted magpie.)

Then the driver of the coach (who was really an enchanted rat, just like in the story) let the stairs down for me. (I didn’t like the look of the driver, to be honest, especially his teeth. There was something about the way he twitched his nose too…)

But anyway, the door shut behind me, and Mum yelled, ‘Have a good time and don’t forget to thank Splendifera for having you!’ from an upstairs window, and off we rolled.

It was cool.

The coach was all orange satin inside and only smelt faintly of pumpkin. I could hear the horses hooves going callop callop callop and the rumble of the carriage wheels and then we were down on the main road and people were yelling ‘What the #*@!’ as we rolled past.

It was really great.

I’d have liked the ride to go on forever, but then the sound under the wheels changed and I knew we’d turned up onto Phredde’s road, which is long and curved and made of moonbeams just like ours, and then bump, we’d stopped outside her castle.

The driver helped me down again. He looked even more ratlike now, and he’d grown whiskers too, so I hurried over the drawbridge before he could change back into a rat again—it’s not that I hate rats, it’s just that…well, you know.

Most of the time you have to knock on Phredde’s castle door, but not tonight.

The whole front of the castle was floodlit and the door was wide open and these great things full of flaming candles hung from the ceiling—chandeliers, that’s what they are.

It wasn’t all just to welcome me, of course.

It was a full moon, so the Phaery Splendifera and Jim (the Phaery Valiant) were having their usual phaery dance by moonlight in the backyard.

Phredde thinks traditional phaery dancing is totally boring, so she’d asked if she could have some friends over for the night instead, and her mum had said yes.

The full moon meant that my brother Mark had turned into a werewolf, like he always does now during a full moon. Mark had asked Mum if he could have some friends over too. They were going to spend the night howling on the battlements and sniffing tails and other stuff that teenage werewolves do, so it was a pretty good night to be away from home.

‘Hey, Pru!’ yelled Phredde, zooming down the stairs like a sparrow on steroids. ‘You’re late! Come on upstairs!’

So I followed her up to the sitting room next to her bedroom. Phredde’s got a new bedroom, bathroom and sitting room suite since her dragon torched the last one.

But the dragon’s been away a lot lately—Phredde’s hoping he’s a she and is looking for a termite mound to nest in and we’ll have lots of baby dragons, but it’s hard to tell with dragons. Anyway, it means there hasn’t been any little flame-type accidents for ages.

In fact the only dragon around now was Phredde’s Uncle Mordred. He likes being a dragon, just like Bruce likes being a frog.

Which reminded me…

‘Is Uncle Mordred here?’ I asked.

‘Sure,’ said Phredde. She gestured out the window.

Sure enough, there was Uncle Mordred, along with Phredde’s parents and a whole heap of other phaeries, all dressed up in traditional phaery gear, which means lace and diamonds and stuff like that for the women and satin pants for the blokes.

The lawn out the back had grown a heap of red and white toadstools overnight, and there was this tiny elf orchestra sawing away, as though if they played hard enough they’d go into orbit or something, and all the phaeries were dancing these fluttering-type dances, including Uncle Mordred.

You’d have thought his tail would get in the way, but somehow it didn’t—I suppose things like tails just don’t matter when you’re a phaery.

‘Which one’s Aunt Petunia?’ I asked. I’d really been curious about Aunt Petunia since the Sleeping Beauty incident.

‘The one dressed in moonbeams,’ said Phredde carelessly.

I gazed down at the dancers. Some of the dresses seemed made out of crushed diamonds and some from spider lace and some from satin but much more satiny than you ever see if you’re not a phaery, if you know what I mean…

‘I can’t see anyone dressed in moonbeams,’ I commented.

‘No,’ said Phredde casually. ‘Aunt Petunia always muddles things up. She collected the moonbeams at new moon, so of course you can’t see them or her.’

Well, I suppose it made sense if you were a phaery.

‘What are we going to do?’ I asked Phredde.

Phredde grinned. ‘I got some horror movies.’

‘Hey, does your mum know?’ My mum won’t let me watch horror movies, though I reckon anyone who’s been chased by an ogre has nothing to worry about from some dumb old movie.

‘Of course not. Well, she knows what movies I got out, because I had to show them to her. But she thinks they’re educational documentaries.’

I looked at the movies on Phredde’s table. The Vampire’s Curse. The Troll of Tweenie Bridge…

‘Your mum thinks THOSE are educational?’ I demanded.

‘Sure,’ said Phredde gleefully. ‘I said The Vampire’s Curse was all about the racial discrimination against vampires, and the Troll one’s about bridge construction in Finland…’

Sometimes I worry about Phredde.

Anyway, we’d just put The Horror of the Haunted Fingers into the video player, and Phredde had PING!ed up a pile of corn chips with tomato salsa and avocado dip, which I happen to love, and a few dozen phaery-size pizzas with extra cheese, just in case we really got peckish, when there was this knock on the sitting room door, and in hopped Bruce.

‘Bruce!’ I exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here?’

Which was really rude, but I wasn’t thinking. As far as I knew Phredde and Bruce were still avoiding each other like ice cream avoids an oven.

‘I didn’t WANT to come,’ protested Bruce, hopping over and snavelling a mini pizza with his long frog tongue—I’m not sure if it’s really cool or really disgusting how he does that.

‘Mum said I couldn’t go to the lily pond tomorrow unless I came with them tonight. They’re down there,’ he gestured out the window to the dancing, then shot his tongue out and hooked another pizza and swallowed it whole.

Phredde didn’t meet my eyes. ‘Mum said I had to ask him or I couldn’t ask you,’ she muttered. ‘I’ll start the movie, will I?’

I nodded. I didn’t have to be hammered with half a brick to see what was going on.

Phredde’s mum wanted Phredde to marry a handsome prince and the only handsome prince around here was Bruce. Not that he was handsome, of course, because he looked like a frog.

In fact at the moment he WAS a frog, and it didn’t look like he was going to change back anytime soon because Bruce LIKES being a frog. Bruce thinks frogs are more interesting than humans.

The only way Bruce was going to turn back into a prince was if a Phaery Princess kissed him, and the only Phaery Princess around here was Phredde.

You can see what their mums were getting at.

So Phredde sat on one end of the sofa, as far away from Bruce as possible, and Bruce sat on the other end, just in case Phredde forgot what she was doing and kissed him without thinking—which was NOT likely to happen—and I sat in the middle and we watched the movie.

It was a really great movie.

It was all about this bloke who was tortured by this evil gang, and they plucked off his fingers one by one. There were really cool special effects, especially when the blood splurted all over the place.

Anyway, the guy died from blood loss due to finger loss, and then he turned into a ghost and haunted the gang till they all killed themselves in terror, and his fingers haunted people too, since as they weren’t attached to his body any more they ran up people’s arms and down their backs all by themselves, just these faint ghostly fingers doing faintly ghostly things across your skin…

Well, it got pretty scary, especially when Phredde decided to turn the light off to make it even scarier, and by the end I guess we could all feel ghostly fingers tickling the backs of our necks as though they were planning to squeeze our windpipes and choke us to death.

In the final scene, the chief villain was sitting alone at home and he heard these footsteps out in the corridor…clunk, clunk clunk.

The bad guy opened the door, but there was nothing there, of course, because it had been the ghost.

So he sat down again, and tried to read the paper, but then he heard them again: clunk, clunk clunk.

‘Who’s there?’ he shrieked.

But all he heard were the footsteps.

Clink clink clink.

Clink?

At first I thought the ghost in the movie had just changed shoes and was making a different noise. And then I realised the clink clink clink wasn’t coming from the video player at all.

It was coming from out in the corridor.

‘Phredde!’ I whispered.

‘I know,’ whispered Phredde. She turned the video off with the remote, and we sat in the darkness listening.

Clink, clink, clink. It was just outside the door now.

‘What is it?’ croaked Bruce. Bruce always sounds a bit croaky, being a frog. But this was a different sort of croak altogether.

‘I don’t know!’ whispered Phredde.

Clink, clink, clink…

It sounded a bit further away now, so I hissed, ‘Maybe we should open the door and take a look.’

Phredde gulped. So did Bruce, but he was noisier, being a frog.

I stood up. Someone had to do something, and it looked like it was me.

Quietly—very quietly—I tiptoed to the door, and opened it. I blinked in the sudden light after the darkness of the sitting room.

I looked outside.

Nothing. Nothing at all. The clinking sound had stopped.

I peered right up the corridor—it’s a long one, being a castle—then down the other end. Still nothing.

By nothing, of course, I don’t mean NOTHING. There were the long colourful carpets on the wall that looked like they’d fly you to Persia, or whatever Persia is nowadays (I HATE geography), if you whistled them the right way.

There were these delicate little tables with ornaments on them, and this great big sturdy table with a giant plastic reindeer labelled ‘Souvenir of the South Pole’ on it (Uncle Mordred had brought it back for Phredde’s mum last time he visited Santa—he manages to get just about everywhere as a dragon).

And there was the suit of armour I suppose he’d brought back from England, and a miniature Eiffel Tower from Paris (but not VERY miniature, because it almost reached the ceiling).

And that was all.

‘No one there,’ I reported.

Phredde fluttered up to the light switch and turned it on, then perched on my shoulder and peered out the door too.

‘There has to be SOMEONE there,’ she whispered.

‘Well, there isn’t.’

‘But…but the footsteps…’

Bruce hopped over to join us. ‘Maybe it was one of the dancers,’ he commented.

‘They’d all fly,’ Phredde pointed out. ‘They wouldn’t go tromping down the corridor. There aren’t any humans here tonight, except for Pru of course.’

‘And it wasn’t me, because I was sitting next to you,’ I said. ‘Anyway, I don’t go clink, clink, clink.’

I glanced out the door again, but there was still no one there—and no clinking sound either.

So I shut the door, and we sat down again. But this time we left the light on.

‘It was probably just a noise in the movie,’ Phredde said hopefully. ‘It just echoed or something, and we thought it came from outside.’

‘Yeah, that was probably what it was,’ I agreed dubiously.

‘Will I turn the movie on again?’ asked Phredde.

‘May as well see how it ends,’ croaked Bruce, just a bit nervously.

So Phredde turned the movie on again, and we’d reached the bit where the ghostly fingers had grabbed the bad guy’s leg as he tried to escape the fire the ghost had lit, and the bad guy was screaming ‘Heeeeellllppppp!’ and the ghost was chuckling in that evil chortling way that insane ghosts have, especially when their fingers have been torn off and they’re about to spook the guy that did it…

…when we heard the noise again.

Clink, clink, clink.

This time it definitely wasn’t coming from the movie.

Phredde was too scared to even turn the movie off this time. We just sat there trembling and clutching each other (well, Phredde and I clutched, there isn’t much to clutch when you’re a frog), as the villain got all his flesh melted away in the fire and the movie credits started rolling, while the clinking noise got nearer and nearer outside the door.

Clink, clink, clink…

‘Maybe we should yell out to one of the dancers,’ croaked Bruce. ‘Maybe my mum and dad or your mum and dad or Uncle Mordred…’

‘What use would they be against a ghost!’ I whispered.

‘There’s no such thing as ghosts,’ whispered Phredde. But her voice didn’t sound too sure.

I stared at her. ‘What do you mean there’s no such thing as ghosts?’

‘Well, there isn’t, is there?’

‘But…but you’re a phaery! And you believe in trolls and elves and vampires…’

‘Trolls and phaeries and vampires are real,’ Phredde pointed out. ‘Ghosts are just pretend.’ But her voice was still a bit trembly.

Clink, clink, clink…the sound was just outside the door by now.

‘Haven’t you ever heard of haunted castles?’ I demanded.

‘Sure. But only in books or movies. Not really.’

‘How do you know this isn’t a haunted castle?’

‘Because it isn’t.’

Phredde still didn’t sound very sure.

Clink, clink, clink…The sound was heading away down the corridor now.

Bruce hopped to his feet. ‘This isn’t solving anything,’ he croaked in an ‘I’m a male lets get all this sorted out’ type of voice. (It drives me mad when my brother Mark does that.) ‘We’ve got to catch whatever it is in the act!’

He hopped over to the door and opened it (with his tongue of course, being a frog. I made a mental note to use my hanky next time I touched the door knob—I don’t see why Bruce has to be a frog ALL the time).

Phredde and I tiptoed after him. We peered out into the corridor.

Of course the clinking had stopped again. And there was nothing moving in the corridor.

Nothing at all.

‘It’s…it’s just the same!’ I whispered.

Phredde gave a startled shriek, then tried to muffle it. ‘No it isn’t!’ she gasped. ‘Look!’

She pointed at the suit of armour down the corridor.

‘What about it?’ I hissed. ‘It was there last time we looked.’

‘But it’s MOVED!’ cried Phredde softly.

I blinked. So it had. The armour had been right down one end of the corridor last time, and now it was right down the other end.

‘That’s what it was!’ croaked Bruce. ‘Clink, clink, clink…it was the noise of the metal armour on the floor.’

‘But suits of armour don’t walk by themselves,’ Phredde protested.

‘They do if they’re ghosts,’ I informed her.

‘There’s no such thing as ghosts.’ Phredde’s voice sounded even more uncertain. ‘There has to be someone in it. Someone playing a silly joke. Maybe Edwin from school—he could have snuck in without anyone seeing him. He knew we were going to have horror movies tonight because I ran into him in the video store.’

Well, that made sense. It was just the sort of thing Edwin would do, try to terrify us by pretending to be a ghost, which was why Phredde had turned him into a soccer ball last term, till Mrs Olsen made her turn him back again.

‘Come on,’ whispered Phredde.

I don’t know why we were all still whispering, if the ghost was only Edwin. But it seemed the right thing to do.

So we tiptoed down the hall…well, I tiptoed, Phredde flew, and Bruce hopped—till we were right in front of the suit of armour.

It looked just like a normal suit of armour. Not that I’ve seen many suits of armour—not really examined them anyway.

But it looked just the way I’d have thought a suit of armour SHOULD look.

Well, the only way we were going to be able to tell if there was anyone inside was to lift the visor—that’s the sort of door thing that covers the eyes.

‘Who’s going to lift the visor?’ I muttered.

‘You,’ croaked Bruce softly. ‘My tongue can’t reach that far.’

Phredde nodded. I doubt that Phredde’s tiny fingers could have managed a heavy metal visor either.

So I tiptoed forward, and lifted the visor…

…and shrieked, and dropped it again.

‘What is it!’ cried Phredde.

‘Nothing!’ I yelled. ‘There’s nothing in there!’

‘Then why did you scream?’ croaked Bruce reasonably.

‘Because don’t you see? If that’s not Edwin in there, it has to be a ghost. You can’t SEE ghosts. That’s the whole point.’

‘There’s no such thing as ghosts,’ insisted Phredde, more uncertainly than ever.

‘Well, if you don’t believe me, you have a look,’ I yelled. ‘There’s nothing in there!’

Phredde bit her lip. Her wings were fluttering madly, the way they always do when she’s upset. ‘Okay,’ she whispered.

There was a faint PING!, and the visor was magicked up, and Phredde fluttered over to it, and peered inside. Being Phredde of course, she could fit her whole head inside the visor, so she had a really good look all the way down.

‘Well?’ I demanded, as she fluttered out again.

Phredde’s face was faintly green, a bit like Bruce’s face would have been if he’d happened to have been a green frog, instead of a Crinia signifera.

‘Nothing,’ she whispered. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘Told you so.’ I said.

And then we all looked at each other. What were we going to do now?

‘I don’t want to live in a haunted castle,’ said Phredde tremulously. ‘We’ll have to move out…’

‘Maybe it’s just the suit of armour that’s haunted,’ offered Bruce helpfully. ‘Maybe if you got rid of the armour…’

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We need to think about this.’

So we all went back to Phredde’s sitting room, and shut the door tightly, just in case there was a ghost trying to eavesdrop.

I made Phredde magic up some more pizza—Mrs Olsen says carbohydrates are good for shock, though as she’s a vampire I don’t know how she knows for sure. Is blood a carbohydrate? I must ask her.

So we sat there munching, and listening to the sounds of the elfin orchestra floating up from their toadstools, and the phaery laughter, and Uncle Mordred’s great big dragon laugh, and it started to seem so nice and NORMAL that I half began to think we’d been worrying about nothing.

After all we HAD been watching a horror movie, and the light HAD been out. Maybe we’d made a mistake, and the suit of armour had always been down that end of the corridor.

Maybe the clinking sound had just been from the plumbing, if phaery castles have plumbing.

Or maybe it was a possum on the roof, not that possums usually go…

Clink, clink, clink…

Phredde froze with her pizza halfway to her mouth. I swallowed mine in shock, and started to choke, and by the time I’d got it heading down to my stomach where it belonged, Bruce was halfway to the door.

‘Come on!’ he croaked.

‘Come where?’ I choked.

‘We’ve got to catch it in the act!’

Well, I didn’t see why we had to catch it in the act at all, but I wasn’t going to be left out.

So I dashed across the room, pizza crumbs bouncing off my T-shirt, and Phredde zoomed after me in racing pigeon mode, and I opened the door (which wasn’t as slimy after Bruce’s tongue as I’d expected).

And there was the suit of armour, clinking down the corridor.

It was heading away from us this time, not back to where it came from.

‘After it!’ yelled Bruce, leaping down the corridor.

‘Stop!’ shrieked Phredde, wings flapping like a butterfly gone berserk.

Well, I wasn’t too sure why she wanted it to stop—as far as I was concerned it was welcome to go as far as it liked, and preferably further, just as long as it was a long way from any castle I was likely to visit.

But after all, Phredde’s my best friend—and even Bruce isn’t bad, for a frog—so I went racing after it too.

The suit of armour wasn’t so much clink clink clinking now as wham wham whomping. I mean that armour was going FAST!

Down the corridor, down the stairs…Bruce was hopping like he was practising for the froggy long jump and Phredde’s wings were going so fast they looked like a fan set on maximum speed.

I was getting out of breath, but still the armour went on running. It was waving its sword around now too.

Across the entrance hall, then out the front door. The armour gleamed in the floodlighting…

Clink clink clink…

Over the drawbridge, through the gardens at the side of the castle. That ghost sure was fit, carrying all that armour.

The bushes grew thickly near the back garden, and for a moment we lost sight of it.

‘There he is!’ shrieked Bruce, leaping over a garden seat.

‘Catch him!’ screamed Phredde, as the suit of armour dashed past the elfin orchestra on their toadstools and into the crowd of phaery dancers.

The orchestra stopped playing, and a couple of the elves hid under the toadstools. The dancers stopped dancing.

But the suit of armour kept running, its sword waving high in the air.

‘Yield, dragon!’ it yelled suddenly. It had this really deep voice.

And Uncle Mordred looked up and cried ‘Never!’ in this even deeper voice.

Everyone sort of stepped back as the suit of armour dashed at Uncle Mordred, and Uncle Mordred put his head down and charged at the armour.

And suddenly they met CRASH in the middle of the phaery green, and both of them went tumbling over and over and lay still.

‘Mordred!’ shrieked Phredde’s mum. ‘Are you all right?’

Uncle Mordred picked himself up.

‘Of course I’m all right,’ he said testily. ‘Why shouldn’t I be all right? It’s Sir Percival you should be concerned with. I gave him quite a bump there.’

‘Bump yourself,’ said the suit of armour, and suddenly it was taking its helmet off, and there was a KNIGHT inside. Or a knight’s ghost, anyway.

Well, I suppose it was a knight. He looked like a knight ought to. He had grey hair, and a long grey moustache that curled up at the edges and these bright fierce blue eyes. ‘I bumped you,’ insisted the knight, or the ghost, or whatever he was.

‘In your dreams!’ argued Uncle Mordred. ‘You’ve never bumped me in your life.’

‘I have so too,’ began the knight, when Phredde interrupted.

‘Uncle Mordred, how come you know the ghost?’

‘Ghost? What ghost?’ demanded Uncle Mordred.

‘That ghost there.’ I pointed to the knight. ‘When we looked inside the armour ten minutes ago there was no one there.’ I told him. ‘He must have rematerialised again.’

‘Remat what?’ asked the knight.

‘Rematerialised,’ I informed him. ‘It means you became visible again.’

The knight blinked. ‘But I was never invisible to start with,’ he protested in his deep voice.

‘But when we looked in the armour…’ began Bruce.

The knight blushed. ‘Oh, then,’ he muttered. ‘Just had to stop off at the bathroom, what? Bloke can’t go to the bathroom with his armour on. It rusts, you know.’

‘Oh,’ said Bruce.

‘But what were you doing in the corridor?’ I demanded.

Uncle Mordred gave his dragon chuckle. ‘Waiting to pounce on me, I imagine,’ he chortled. ‘Not that it did you much good, did it Percival?’

‘It did indeed,’ argued Sir Percival. ‘I took you by surprise tonight all right.’

‘Me? taken by surprise? You’ve never taken me by surprise in your…’

Phredde’s mum gave a polite cough. ‘Ahem,’ then sent a stern look at her brother. ‘If you two have quite finished interrupting, perhaps we could all get back to our dance.’

So that was the end of that.

The elves came back out from under their toadstools, and the music started again. Uncle Mordred and Sir Percival trotted back to the kitchen, and Uncle Mordred made cocoa, and the five of us sat by the fire in the great hall drinking it.

‘You see Percival and I were at school together,’ explained Uncle Mordred, curling his great tail around himself on the sofa. ‘Even at school I was fascinated by dragons.’

‘And I was fascinated by knights,’ put in Sir Percival, stroking his sword absently with one gloved hand.

‘So naturally we became friends with so much in common. Because after all, what good is a knight if he doesn’t have a dragon to hunt, and it gets pretty boring being a dragon if there’s no knight to pursue you.’

‘So we’ve been doing it for years,’ said Sir Percival. ‘I try to take him by surprise. That’s what I was doing in the upstairs corridor—spying on Mordred. That’s how I caught him unawares.’

‘You did not!’ roared Uncle Mordred.

‘I did too…’ began Sir Percival heatedly, lifting his sword.

‘I prefer being a frog,’ said Bruce suddenly.

Well, if he meant to change the subject, it really worked.

Within a few minutes the three of them were arguing the relative merits of being a frog, a dragon or a knight, and Bruce was telling them all sorts of facts I’m sure they didn’t want to know about, gill development and loss of habitat, and Sir Percival was explaining about the knightly code of chivalry and Uncle Mordred was booming about sustained fire production and how hard it was to get really good coal to chew any more.

Phredde glanced at me and I glanced at her.

Then we tiptoed back upstairs and watched The Vampire’s Curse and Saturday Night Werewolf and all the rest of them by ourselves. And no ghost interrupted us.

In fact it was all pretty uneventful around our way, until Phredde’s mum caught a cold and crashed the world’s computer system.

But that’s another story.





Aaaaaaahhhtchooooooo!

You know, it’s funny how little things can lead to great big things…

Like the time I found a grubby Band-aid and it led to Phredde and me being chased by a mummy. (No, not my mummy, an ancient Egyptian one. It’d been dead for 5,000 years and boy, did it smell like it. But I can’t tell you about that yet, ’cause I’m still trying to work out how to explain it to Mum. Parents get stressed over the least little thing, sometimes, and it wasn’t like the mummy caught us. Well, not for long anyway.)

And there was the time that Phredde’s mum decided to do the ‘Introduction to Computers’ course down at the local tech with my mum, and she almost destroyed the world.

You know how parents get—I was zipping around on email and so was Phredde (we’ve even got our own email address) so Mum and the Phaery Splendifera decided it was time they learnt about computers too. You know, sometimes I think that generation doesn’t have the right sort of brains to be technical.

Come to think of it, though, I suppose this story REALLY started when Phredde got a cold. (That’s the problem with stories—they sort of sneak up on you so you don’t know that one’s begun till it’s over.)

Phredde and I were sitting up our tree in the schoolyard, waiting for the volcano to explode and discussing whether Bruce would look better if he was a green frog instead of a brown one, or maybe even pink with purple spots—when Phredde said ‘Ahhhhtchooo!’ and half the leaves fell off the tree.

For such a small phaery she’s got an awfully big sneeze.

‘Bless you,’ I said.

‘Dank you,’ said Phredde, reaching for her hanky.

Of course she didn’t have one—I mean, unless you’ve got one of those mums or dads who are always shoving a hanky in your pockets, who carries a hanky with them all the time?

So Phredde went PING! and there was a small bright purple hanky (to match her hair) just floating in front of her nose.

Phredde grabbed it and blew, and I said, ‘I think you’ve got a cold.’

‘Bodder,’ said Phredde.

There was a gentle PING! all around me.

Phredde blew her nose again. The hanky vanished, and Phredde said, ‘Well, that’s got rid of that.’

‘What, the hanky?’ I asked.

‘No, the cold,’ said Phredde carelessly.

I stared. ‘But it takes a week to get over a cold.’

‘Not if you’re a phaery,’ said Phredde smugly. ‘You just give it to something else.’

‘Like who?’ I asked suspiciously, then felt ashamed of myself. Phredde’s my best friend. There’s no way she’d magic me a cold.

‘I gave it to the tree,’ said Phredde.

‘But trees can’t catch colds!’ I protested.

‘I know,’ said Phredde. ‘Trees can’t even sneeze. That’s why it won’t mind that I gave it to it.’

Well, I suppose it made sense if you were a phaery.

‘Why didn’t you just make the cold disappear?’ I asked.

‘You can’t just make things disappear,’ said Phredde seriously. ‘That’s the Law of Conservation of Magic. You have to send them somewhere. Like when I made the dentist disappear that time. She didn’t really DISAPPEAR. I just sent her off to Uluru till after it was my time to see her.’

‘Oh, I see,’ I said. I’d wondered what had happened to the dentist. She had looked a bit sunburnt when she got back…

‘Pru,’ asked Phredde.

‘Mmm?’

‘What’s it like having a cold?’

I blinked. ‘Haven’t you ever had one?’

‘Not for more than a few seconds. I always got rid of it…or Mum got rid of it for me when I was small. Even when I broke my ankle skateboarding Mum gave it to my bicycle.’

‘But bicycles don’t have ankles!’

‘Sure. That’s why it didn’t matter if its ankle was broken.’

Like I told you, phaeries…

‘Well,’ I said, ‘your nose gets gummed up and dribbles so you have to blow it, you sneeze and your eyes go all pink and so does your nose and you look disgusting.’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. She considered for a moment. ‘It sounds sort of interesting.’

‘Trust me,’ I said. ‘It’s horrible.’

Phredde shook her head. ‘I bet having a cold is like going to Antarctica. If you HAD to live in Antarctica it’d be horrid, all cold and dry and ice. But if you decided to go there for a holiday it’d be wonderful. You’d see the icebergs and the penguins…’

‘Phredde,’ I said. ‘Sometimes you’re weird.’

‘No I’m not,’ declared Phredde, fluttering her wings stubbornly. ‘I just want to know what having a cold is like. Everyone else has colds! Why not me!’

‘Because you’re a phaery,’ I explained patiently.

‘I just want to be like everyone else,’ insisted Phredde stubbornly.

There was another PING!, and Phredde’s eyes were pink and her nose was dribbling again.

Then with another PING! the purple hanky was back too.

‘Ahhhhtchooo!’ sneezed Phredde happily, and grinned at me.

Then the volcano exploded, and Miss Richards shrieked a bit because some of the lava went through the library window again. (Phredde’s mum really needs to repair the volcano. It’s gone all wonky.)

So we had to go into class.



Well, it was a long day.

We had a geography test for one thing. I got just about everything wrong and Amelia kept getting just about everything right and smiling over at me and whispering, ‘But it’s really EASY’ in this sweet little surprised voice. (Just you wait till we have a maths test, Amelia. I’m really good at maths.)

And Bruce, who sits in front of me, kept shooting his tongue out and catching flies whenever Mrs Olsen wasn’t looking (we’re not allowed to eat in class) and crunching them, which made me feel sort of sick, especially when he spat out the wings. So it wasn’t surprising I couldn’t concentrate on the capital of Belgium and the main exports of Japan…

And Phredde kept sneezing and sniffing and blowing her nose right behind my ear, and I started wondering how long it’d take before I got a cold too.

Not that I supposed it really mattered, because Phredde could give my cold to a tree or a bicycle, or even Amelia. (I grinned to myself.)

So anyway, we were FINALLY walking home after school. (Hey, I just had a thought—I wonder if Phredde could make school time pass faster. Must ask her.)

Sorry about that—anyway, we were walking home from school, and Phredde blew her nose for the three thousandth time, and said, sort of wistfully, ‘How long do colds last?’

‘A week or ten days.’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. Then she asked, ‘How do you get rid of them? Without magic, I mean.’

‘You don’t,’ I said. ‘There isn’t any medicine that’ll get rid of a cold, though you can take some stuff to make you feel better. Colds go away by themselves in about a week or ten days. You just have to keep warm and rest and drink lots of fluids.’ (Mum drums all this stuff into me every time I sneeze.)

‘Oh,’ said Phredde again. Then she said casually, ‘Maybe I’ll just keep the cold till tomorrow morning. I mean even if you visited Antarctica you wouldn’t want to stay TOO long, would you?’

‘Nope.’ I said, sort of grinning to myself.

And I thought that was the end of it.



Weekends are usually great at our castle.

Dad makes his special scrambled eggs, if he gets up in time, and Gark our butler makes muffins or waffles with mango sauce or chocolate mousse.

I know most people don’t have chocolate mousse for breakfast, but this is magic mousse. It’s good for you. For someone who only eats magpie tucker like worms and dead cats on the side of the road, Gark’s a really good cook.

Then Dad and I go down and feed the piranhas in the moat.

I gave Dad the piranhas for Christmas. Dad likes anything South American—you should have seen his face when I gave him that jaguar last year!

But I think he likes the piranhas best, and feeding them is something we can do together. You know, that father-daughter bonding stuff.

So anyway, there we were throwing scraps of scrambled egg and bacon and pineapple muffin into the moat, and the piranhas were leaping about guzzling them, but a bit wistfully, like they’d really rather be eating a dead cow or something.

It was peaceful in the sunlight, with just the splash of the piranhas and the burps of Phredde’s dragon as it circled the turrets (it had been tucking into the rubbish bins during the night and, as Dad says, a burp from a dragon like that can singe the hair from your nostrils) and the sound of the bees in the roses.

You know, just me and Dad sharing some real weekend quality time.

‘Hey Dad,’ I said.

‘Yes Pru?’ said Dad.

‘Did you know that a school of piranhas can skeletonise a cow in ten minutes?’

‘We don’t have any cows, Pru,’ said Dad, sort of thankfully.

‘Yeah. Pity,’ I said. ‘Hey Dad?’

‘Yes Pru,’ said Dad cautiously.

‘How long do you think it’d take them to skeletonise a leg of lamb?’

‘I don’t know, Pru. But I think Gark’s going to cook it for dinner.’

‘Oh.’ I said.

‘I think your mother would be annoyed if that leg of lamb went missing, Pru,’ said Dad.

‘Oh,’ I said.

We sat in silence for awhile.

‘I think your brother is really attached to his guinea pigs too,’ said Dad finally.

How did Dad know I was thinking about feeding Mark’s guinea pigs to the piranhas? Parents astound me sometimes.

‘Yeah, I guess so.’ I agreed.

‘What are you thinking about now, Pru?’ asked Dad a few minutes later. He sounded a bit worried.

‘Not about piranhas,’ I told him honestly. ‘I was just wondering what to get you for your next birthday.’

‘Don’t wonder too hard,’ said Dad earnestly. ‘Just a pair of socks will do.’

Sometimes I don’t think parents realise how much fun it can be thinking up really good presents for them.



After breakfast and the piranha feeding I made my bed, which takes hardly any time because it’s made of rose petals, so all you have to do is ruffle them around a bit. Then I went over to Phredde’s.

You can walk to Phredde’s from our place if you want to, or catch a bus.

In fact you can get there any way you want to, because her castle’s magic and our castle’s magic, so they’re really anywhere you want them to be.

Today was so calm and sunny I thought I’d sail over in my pirate ship. So I signalled to the pirate captain from the beach at the bottom of our backyard, and the first mate rowed me over to the ship, and by the time the captain had said ‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale’ fifteen or so times I’d had enough, so we pulled in at the next bay, and there was the road up to Phredde’s, naturally.

I said it was magic.

Phredde’s dad, the Phaery Valiant (except he’s usually called Jim) answered the door.

‘Hi, Prudence,’ he said. ‘Ethereal’s up in the study. She’s showing her mother how to use email.’

‘Uh oh,’ I said.

I remembered what had happened when I tried to show my mum how to use email. (It’s really disastrous to try to teach your parents anything, because they get all cranky and just don’t listen half the time.)

Anyway, I reckoned Phredde’d need a hand by now, so I raced up the six flights of stairs to the turret where the study was (you get really fit living in castles) and there was Phredde and her mum fluttering above the computer.

‘No, no, Mum,’ Phredde was saying. ‘All you have to do is move the cursor up to “Send”. Then all you have to do is…no Mum, don’t press that, you’ll…’

‘Hi!’I said.

Phredde looked around in relief. ‘Hi Pru,’ she said.

‘Hello Prudence,’ said Phredde’s mum. She looked a bit relieved to be interrupted too. ‘How are you, ahhhhhhhtchhhhoooooo!’

Maybe all phaeries have big sneezes.

So after I’d helped pick all the computer paper up I said, ‘I’m fine. But it sounds like you’ve caught Phredde’s cold.’

The Phaery Splendifera nodded. ‘I think you’re right. But never mind. It’s gone now.’

‘What did you give it to?’ I asked curiously.

‘What? Oh, the cold? I gave it to the computer of course.’

That’s when the computer sneezed.

‘Ahhhtchooo!’

It didn’t send the paper flying all round the room, of course, because computers don’t have any breath.

But it sure had a loud sneeze.

In fact it sounded sort of funny, a computer sneezing. Phredde and I glanced at each other and started to giggle.

And that’s when it struck us.

‘Mum, no!’ gasped Phredde.

‘Not the computer!’ I breathed.

Phredde’s mum stared at us. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

‘Don’t you understand Mum!’ cried Phredde. ‘You’ve given the computer a virus!’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Splendifera, puzzled. ‘I gave it my cold. What’s wrong with that?’

‘Computers aren’t like bicycles!’ exclaimed Phredde. ‘If you give them a virus they don’t work properly. Everything goes wrong!’

‘Well, there’s no need to get upset about it,’ said Phredde’s mum a bit crossly. ‘I’ll just take it away again.’

There was a gentle PING! all around us.

‘There you are,’ said Phredde’s mum. ‘I’ve given the virus to the walls. Are you satisfied now?’

‘Oh Mum,’ groaned Phredde. ‘Haven’t you been listening to anything I’ve been telling you?’

‘Of course I’ve been listening, Ethereal,’ said Phredde’s mum, even more crossly. ‘There’s no need to take that tone with your mother.’

‘But don’t you see Mum—this computer has a modem, so it’s connected to all the other computers that have modems. As soon as you gave this computer a virus it would have spread to the other computers…and then to more computers…and then to more and more…’

Phredde’s mum blinked.

‘The whole world’s computers are going to get a cold!’ wailed Phredde. ‘And it’ll be your fault. Planes will crash! Power systems will fail!’

‘All because of silly little computers?’ said Phredde’s mum a bit unbelievingly.

‘Mum, the whole world runs on computers now!’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde’s mum.

‘If the computers fail everything’s going to go phut!’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde’s mum again. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course I’m sure!’ wailed Phredde. ‘I should never have let you touch a computer…’

‘Can’t you just magic the virus away from the world’s computer network?’ I asked.

Phredde’s mum shook her head slowly. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I can’t magic something I don’t understand. And I certainly don’t understand this computer network thing. And it’s my virus, so I’m the only one who can undo it.’

Phredde and I looked at each other. I mean, what can you say when it looks like the whole of civilisation’s going to crash?

We’d be okay, of course, living in magic castles and all that. But what about everyone else? Food would stop arriving at the supermarkets and water would stop coming out of the taps, and there’d be no more TV…

No more TV! I mean this was really serious.

‘Maybe you magicked the cold away before it got emailed to any other computers,’ said Phredde hopefully.

‘Yeah. Maybe,’ I said doubtfully. ‘We could always check my computer.’

Phredde went PING!, and suddenly my computer was on the desk beside Phredde’s.

There was another PING! and all the school computers were hovering above mine.

‘Well, go on,’ I urged. ‘Turn them on.’

‘I’m scared to,’ whispered Phredde. ‘I mean at least now we don’t KNOW they’re infected.’

‘All this fuss about a tiny little virus,’ said Phredde’s mum again.

‘Mum…’ said Phredde. She glanced at me, then shrugged.

I crossed my fingers, and my toes too. Or at least my big toes and the ones next to them…do you know how hard it is to cross your toes?

The room went PING! again

I crossed my fingers even harder.

‘Bzzzzoooom,’ said the computers, as they started up.

‘See,’ said Phredde’s mum, relieved, ‘there’s nothing wrong with them! All that fuss…’

‘Ahhhtchoooo…’

I looked around, just in case it was Phredde who’d sneezed, or her mum, or maybe someone with a cold had just come through the door.

But of course it wasn’t.

It was my computer.

‘Ahhhtchoooo!’ sneezed my computer again. Then suddenly the one above it started sneezing too, and the one next to that and the one after that…

‘Ahtchooooo! Ahhhtchooo! Ahhhhhchooooo!’

Have you ever heard fourteen computers sneeze at once? I found myself automatically reaching for my hanky (yeah, my mum’s one of THOSE).

But before I could start wiping the noses computers don’t have, Phredde PING!ed, and they were gone again. Only the echoes of their sneezes remained.

‘See, Mum,’ said Phredde reproachfully.

‘But…but…’ said the Phaery Splendifera.

‘There must be something we can do!’ I demanded, stuffing my hanky back in my pocket and hoping no one had noticed I’d been about to wipe a computer’s nose. ‘We can’t let the world’s computers crash and not do ANYTHING!’

‘But what?’ cried Phredde’s mum helplessly.

‘I don’t know.’ I glanced at Phredde, and she looked back at me.

Phredde shrugged. ‘Neither of us knows enough about computer viruses or the worldwide web. If we knew how it all worked we could explain it to you, then maybe you could undo the spell.’

‘Well who does know about all that stuff?’ demanded Phredde’s mum.

‘I don’t know…Miss Richards maybe. She’s the librarian at school.’

‘Then we’ll ask her!’ cried Phredde’s mum.

‘But Mum, she’s not at school today. It’s Saturday,’ Phredde pointed out.

‘Then we’ll go to her home!’

‘Mum, I don’t know where she lives!’

‘Then we’ll find her!’ insisted Phredde’s mum. You could see she was starting to get a bit worried about civilisation collapsing.



And that was how I found myself on a magic carpet three minutes later, with two phaeries clinging on beside me, speeding down the castle stairs to find Miss Richards and save the world.

It wasn’t really a magic carpet. It was just the mat in the study magicked for the occasion because I don’t have any wings and Phredde’s mum said they’d have to rearrange my shoulders to give me some, which I wasn’t too keen on, as it sounded a bit like major surgery, even if she did put me back the way I was later.

Or maybe all carpets in phaery castles are really magic ones.

‘Whoopee!’ yelled the Phaery Splendifera, as we zipped down the stairs and out the castle door.

‘Mum!’ yelled Phredde, over the sound of rushing air. ‘How long since you’ve driven one of these?’

‘Not since I was a teenager!’ the Phaery Splendifera yelled back. ‘Aren’t they fun!’

The flying carpet zapped down the castle road like it was the last roll on a roller coaster.

‘Eeerrrp.’ I said.

‘What’s wrong?’ yelled Phredde.

‘I feel carsick!’

‘But this isn’t a car!’ yelled Phredde.

‘Carpet-sick then! Er…could you stop for a minute?’

‘No time!’ yelled Phredde’s mum. ‘We have to save civilisation!’

I gulped, then gulped again. ‘Er…Could you sort of magic up some carsickness…I mean carpet-sickness tablets?’

‘No worries!’ yelled Phredde. And suddenly there they were in my hand, with a glass of water in the other.

So I swallowed them, then had to drop the glass of water and grasp the side of the carpet really quickly, because we’d zapped around a corner. Don’t EVER try to stay on a magic carpet with no hands when the Phaery Splendifera is driving!

The carsickness…sorry, carpet-sickness…tablets must have been magic ones, because suddenly I felt fine. Well, worried of course, in case the world’s computer system and everything else was collapsing already.

But at least my stomach was okay.

I gazed around. The street flashed past—the post office, the video store…

Everything looked normal. I wondered how long it’d take before things really started to go wrong…

‘There’s the milkbar,’ yelled Phredde. ‘Slow down Mum! Maybe Miss Richards has dropped in for a bucket of chips.’

The magic carpet slowed down infinitesimally.

‘I’ll just duck inside!’ called the Phaery Splendifera.

‘Mum, no, there isn’t room…’

‘Of course there’s room!’

The carpet zapped into the milkbar doorway, leapt over the head of the bloke trying to shove some chips into a bag, and hovered over the drinks machine.

‘Any sign of her?’ demanded the Phaery Splendifera.

‘No!’ I yelled back. The smell of hot chips was doing funny things to my stomach again.

‘Gloop,’ said the guy at the counter. His mouth hung open, and his eyes looked like Bruce’s, sort of googly from shock.

The customers were staring too. I gave them a sort of reassuring wave, then ZAP! the carpet was reversing out into the street.

‘Where next?’ yelled Phredde’s mum.

‘How about the supermarket? She might be doing her weekend shopping!’

‘Good thinking! No point going house to house unless we have to!’

The carpet lurched down the street again, screamed round the corner and galloped over the car park towards the supermarket.

‘Hey Mum! People are staring at us!’ yelled Phredde.

Staring at us? One poor guy dropped his groceries and this fat little corgi tried to run under a car in terror, which was okay because it was a parked car, except the corgi dragged its owner along with it.

‘Can’t you make us invisible or something!’ screamed Phredde.

The Phaery Splendifera shook her head. ‘If we go invisible we won’t go so fast!’ she yelled. ‘Remember the Law of Conservation of Magic?’

‘Oh sure,’ said Phredde. ‘For every magic there has to be an equal and opposite magic. But can’t you…’

The rest of what she said was swallowed up by the noise of people screaming as we zapped through the supermarket door and down the aisle marked JAMS AND CEREALS. I mean I know we looked a bit unusual, but that was no reason for people to stress out. It was just a magic carpet and a couple of phaeries. And me, of course.

‘Is she here?’ yelled the Phaery Splendifera.

‘Can’t see her,’ I screamed back, over the noise of falling baked bean tins (Phredde’s mum had taken the last corner a bit fast). ‘Hey, look out for the bananas!’

‘What bananas! Oh, those…’ Phredde’s mum glanced back at the mess on the floor. ‘Never mind. I’ll magic them up again.’

There was a gentle PING! behind us, and someone fainted over by the cheese.

‘I don’t think she’s here!’ cried Phredde, as we zoomed over the tomato display. (We only knocked a few over. They hardly squashed at all.)

‘A house to house search then,’ decided the Phaery Splendifera, neatly avoiding a baby sitting in a trolley.

‘Big bee!’ cried the baby. (Boy, some kids are dumb.) Its mother just stared at us.

‘But that’ll take ages, Mum! We have to hurry! Planes’ll be crashing and the banks won’t work and…’

‘Then we’ll just have to go faster…we’ll start at the school then go in circles around it. Look out for the sliced salami!’

Well, we got out of the supermarket sort of safely. (I hope that old guy who fell into the lamingtons was okay.)

We did accidentally pick up a few apples and a whole roast chicken, which made me feel a bit guilty, as we hadn’t paid for them, but Phredde’s mum said she’d magic some money into the till.

I was glad to see the tills were still working. That meant that the world hadn’t collapsed yet.

And suddenly the school was below us—the library and the lab and the volcano in the playground, and a crowd down at the oval watching the junior soccer.

‘Better check down there!’ I yelled. ‘Maybe she’s watching the game.’

Then I grabbed the edge of the carpet again, as we dived down.

There was no sign of Miss Richards, but we helped our school team score a goal, because everyone at our school is used to strange things happening, what with Phredde and the volcano, not to mention the ogre and the dragon, while the other side got a bit distracted by a magic carpet flying all over the place.

Finally we started to do what we’d known we’d have to do all along—zoom along each street, peering into every house we passed, in case Miss Richards was in one of them.

‘What sort of house does Miss Richards live in?’ yelled the Phaery Splendifera.

‘I don’t know!’ I yelled back. ‘But I bet it’s all neat like the library and really quiet.’

One house…two houses…three houses…I was starting to imagine all the prison doors opening as the computer security systems failed…maybe power systems were failing and no one could turn on the lights or cook dinner…and traffic lights would stop and…

‘Mum, it’ll take forever at this rate!’ yelled Phredde. ‘We have to go faster!’

So we did.

One minute we were zooming along next to the houses and hoping the edges of the carpet weren’t going to get tangled in the rose bushes, and the next the world was this blue and red blur, and then there was this giant CRACK! as we broke the sound barrier (at least I guess that’s what happened, I’ll have to ask Mrs Gridly our science teacher on Monday) and the world was even more blurry…

‘Slow down Mum!’ screamed Phredde.

‘But you said…’ began the Phaery Splendifera.

‘This is TOO fast! We can’t see anything!’

‘Oh, all right…’ The carpet slowed down…and down…and down…

‘How’s this?’ asked Phredde’s mum.

‘Er…okay.’ I said. I looked around.

Something just didn’t seem right.

‘Hey Phredde, do you know what that bird is?’ I asked as casually as I could. I mean I didn’t want to panic anyone.

Phredde looked down. ‘Which one?’

‘The fat black and white one.’

Phredde considered. ‘I think it’s a penguin,’ she decided. ‘I think all the rest of them are penguins too.’

‘That’s what I thought it was,’ I agreed. ‘You know, I didn’t think there were any penguins near our school.’

‘Maybe they escaped from the zoo and got lost,’ said Phredde hopefully.

‘Er…maybe,’ I said doubtfully. ‘But what about that iceberg? Do you think it got lost too?’

Phredde stared down at the iceberg. It was big and blueish white and there were seals sliding down its edges.

‘I SAID you went too fast Mum,’ she said reproachfully. ‘You’ve gone and landed us in Antarctica.’

I thought it’d got pretty cold.

‘Bother,’ said Phredde’s mum. ‘We’ll have to reverse.’

There was another CRACK! and the world went blurry again. Suddenly the air got warmer…and warmer…and then there was a faint PING! and we slowed down again.

No one said anything for a moment.

‘I always wondered how elephants went to the toilet,’ I said at last.

‘Well, now you know,’ said Phredde, sort of sourly. ‘Mum, you’ve gone too far again.’

The Phaery Splendifera was gazing at the giant steaming piles on the ground. ‘I bet Cousin Pinkerbelle would just love those for her roses,’ she said. ‘Elephant dung is said to be wonderful fertiliser. Wait a second…I’ll just magic them off to her.’

‘Mum, we don’t have time to send Cousin Pinkerbelle elephant doo for her roses!’ wailed Phredde. ‘The world’s coming to an end and we’re just mucking about in Africa.’

‘Er…that lion looks awfully close,’ I said.

Phredde’s mum frowned. ‘Well you don’t have to be so critical, Ethereal. I’m doing my best.’

‘I SAID you were going too fast, Mum!’

‘Er…the lion…’

‘I’ll have you know I was driving magic carpets before you were born young lady.’

‘Mum if you’d just CONCENTRATE!’

‘Grrroooooooowl!’ said the lion.

‘I think it’s going to leap…’ I began

The next second we were half a kilometre high, and I had a vulture on my lap.

‘Get off, you stupid creature!’ I yelled.

‘Graaark,’ cried the vulture. It gave me a dirty look and flew off.

‘See,’ said the Phaery Splendifera, ‘I’m quite capable of driving…’

‘Mum…Miss Richards and the end of the world!’ Phredde reminded her.

So we were off again.

I guess this time Phredde’s mum was concentrating, because when we slowed down the school was to our right and there were all these normal suburban houses—no icebergs or lions or even whales (no one else had noticed the whale, and I didn’t point it out to them in case it slowed us down even more).

We started peering into windows again, trying to find Miss Richards.

I felt a bit guilty invading people’s privacy, but of course the whole of civilisation (or at least the bit that depended on computers) was at stake.

One house…the next…the next…and the next…

You know something? Some people do really weird things on Saturday mornings.

I mean when I think of the nice peaceful time Dad and I had feeding the piranhas, then think of what SOME people get up to…

There was one guy brushing his teeth, which I mention because his teeth were in his hand.

And there was this woman pretending she was conducting an orchestra all by herself in her living room while the radio was playing dismal music—the sort we have to listen to in musical appreciation.

And there was this girl and this bloke, and you’ll NEVER guess what they were doing!

We zapped past their bedroom window, and I yelled, ‘Hey look at that!’ but Phredde missed it, so the Phaery Splendifera did a wheelie (magic carpets don’t have wheels but you know what I mean) and we flew back more slowly, and this time they saw everything too!

Like I said, there was this girl and this bloke, and they were sitting at the table playing scrabble and she was CHEATING. She’d got all these extra pieces down the side of her chair, and was sort of fumbling them up and glancing at them in her lap to see if she needed an ‘e’ or an ‘i’.

Pretty incredible, hey?

Like I said, people are weird.

Miss Richards was in the two thousand six hundred and forty-second house we looked into (I was starting to get carpetsick again). I guess I was wrong about her being neat because her house was the one with the lawn that hadn’t been mown for seventy trillion years and roses bushes that weren’t quite as savage-looking as Cousin Pinkerbelle’s but pretty close and a garden gnome making a rude gesture at passersby.

Oh, and the windows shaking with rock music too.

Miss Richards wasn’t doing anything strange at all—well, of course she wasn’t, she’s a librarian.

She was making chocolate chip biscuits while she danced to the rock music, and was just taking a tray of them out of the oven, which reminded me and Phredde that we hadn’t had any morning tea yet except for the apples and chicken we’d accidentally picked up at the supermarket (except I’d thrown most of the chicken at the lion to try to distract it), and it was nearly lunch time.

Phredde’s mum knocked on the kitchen window, and Phredde and I waved madly to attract Miss Richards’ attention over the noise of the rock music, and when we’d helped Miss Richards pick up all the biscuits off the floor (I suppose it’s a bit of a shock seeing a flying carpet and two phaeries, not to mention me, at your kitchen window) and turned the music down we all sat around the kitchen table and ate the broken biscuits and tried to explain the problem.

‘And now all the computers in the world will have Mum’s virus,’ finished Phredde desperately. ‘Or at least they’ll catch it pretty soon. And everything in the world that depends on computers will shut down, and civilisation will end, and it’s all Mum’s fault, and we don’t know what to do about it!’

Miss Richards thought for a minute while she nibbled the last bit of biscuit. (Phredde and I had finished the rest of them.)

‘You know,’ she said finally. ‘I don’t really know as much about computers as you think I do.’

‘But you must!’ exclaimed Phredde blankly. ‘You’re our last hope. The world’s last hope!’

‘Well, I don’t think it matters much,’ said Miss Richards. ‘Because even though I don’t know much about computers, I do know about colds.’

‘What about them?’ asked the Phaery Splendifera, frowning.

‘Well, a cold isn’t really a serious virus. As long as you get plenty of rest and keep warm, it’ll disappear all by itself in a week or ten days.’

‘You mean…’ I gasped.

Miss Richards nodded. ‘At the worst all those computers will get is a runny nose and a few sneezes for a week.’

‘Computers don’t have noses,’ said Phredde slowly.

‘There you are then,’ said Miss Richards. ‘All we have to worry about is a few computer sneezes.’

It seemed a pity to waste the magic carpet after that, so Miss Richards climbed aboard too and we zoomed off to Africa again for lunch, and we found the elephant and it turned out to be really friendly and let me ride on it’s back. (It was lucky I had my carsickness, I mean carpet-sickness, I mean elephantsickness tablets. Elephants waddle!)

And then we had a pizza and watermelon picnic with lamingtons and ginger ale on Mt Kilamanjaro (I THINK that’s how you spell it).

And Phredde’s mum showed Miss Richards how to drive a magic carpet (she said we were too young to drive), and Miss Richards was really good at it for a beginner, and went even faster than Phredde’s mum, which might be why we crashed through the time barrier this time and Phredde got chased by…

…but that’s another story.

So anyway, if you turn on your computer at school tomorrow, and it goes ‘Ahhhhhhhtishoooooooooo!’…

…don’t panic.

Just give it plenty of rest and keep it warm, and it’ll be good as new in a week or ten day’s time.





The Six Giant Caterpillars of Phaeryland

For my last birthday I got a pirate ship, PLUS captain and crew, which is pretty great even if all they can say is ‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale’ and none of them happen to look like Mel Gibson.

And Phredde got a tyrannosaurus—just a tiny one that’s supposed to sharpen her pencils, but it likes chewing the desk legs at school better, and you should have heard what Mrs Olsen said when it ate…

But that’s another story.

Grown-ups don’t seem as keen on birthdays as kids though, unless they’re turning forty or something decrepit like that.

So when Phredde asked her mum, the Phaery Splendifera, what she wanted for HER birthday, all she said was: ‘I’d really just like a bunch of flowers.’

‘No worries,’ I said to Phredde when she told me. ‘We can duck into the florist on the corner. Or we can pick some flowers in my garden if you’re broke. Or you could magic some up, or maybe Cousin Pinkerbelle might let us pick some of hers, though come to think of it that mightn’t be a good idea.’

(The last time I’d seen Con he’d just had a couple of fingers reattached at the hospital—he’d managed to grab them before the roses digested them, but it was a close thing. Phredde and I took him some flowers—but not roses. I mean, I was sure Con was going to win the war of the roses, but it looked like it might take a while yet.)

Phredde shook her head gloomily. ‘You don’t understand,’ she muttered. ‘When Mum says flowers, she doesn’t mean a bunch of roses. She means flowers from Phaeryland.’

‘Are flowers different in Phaeryland?’ I asked.

‘Course they are,’ said Phredde. ‘Everything’s different in Phaeryland.’

Phredde’s not too keen on Phaeryland, on account of the fact that she’s expected to wear lace dresses, glass slippers and a tiara over there, and be a proper Phaery Princess.

But as Phredde says, she just wants to be like any normal kid, and when was the last time you saw a normal kid in a tiara and glass slippers?

‘Well, what’s the matter?’ I demanded. ‘Can’t we just pop over there and grab some?’

‘Huh,’ said Phredde. ‘You don’t just pop over to Phaeryland. Remember all the gumph we had to get dressed up in last time? Glass slippers…’ she muttered.

Phredde turned over on her back (we were flying home from school incidentally—well, she was flying and I was walking) and pedalled her tiny purple joggers indignantly. They had bright silver and green laces today.

‘I thought that was just because we were going to see the Phaery Queen,’ I answered. ‘And because your parents were with us too.’

Parents never have any dress sense. You should see what Mum expects me to wear if we go to a wedding or something. It has RUFFLES on it!

‘EVERYONE wears lace and glass slippers in Phaeryland,’ Phredde said even more gloomily. ‘Whether they’re going to see the Queen or not.’

‘But couldn’t we just sneak over there?’ I argued. ‘How long would it take us to pick the flowers anyway?’

Phredde brightened. ‘Not long. I could magic us right in the middle of the flower patch, and we could grab some and we’d be out of there before anyone notices.’

‘Great!’ I said. ‘When do we go?’

‘Now!’ said Phredde, and before I could even hear a PING! I was in Phaeryland, and Phredde was as big as me, or I was as small as Phredde, because that’s what happens in Phaeryland, and she was standing right beside me.

Well, you know what Phaeryland is like. You should, anyway, if you’ve read any of those baby books about Phaeryland when you were a little kid.

Phaeryland is JUST like that.

The sky was blue and the birds were singing, and by singing I mean really SINGING, calling tweet tweet tweet tweet TWEET up and down the scale and then going all operatic like they were standing on some stage or something.

The bees were humming (some tune by that old guy Frank Sinatra that Great Uncle Ron likes so much) and I just know the sun was smiling—really smiling, with a great gooey grin on its face.

The only reason I didn’t look up to check was that Mum has told me a squillion times not to look directly at the sun or I’ll go blind.

And there were flowers.

Zillions and trillions of flowers because Phredde had zapped us into a clearing in the woods. (Not bush—these were woods, with neat little lollipop trees with big red fruit on them.)

This clearing had green green grass like some kid had gone whacko with their green texta all over it, and poking out of the grass were these great fat round flowers on long green stalks in every colour of a kid’s pencil case, and a few more besides.

‘Wow,’ I said, because it was pretty, in a sweets and lollies sort of way.

Phredde shrugged. ‘Phaeryland,’ she said dismissively.

‘I think it’s cool.’

‘I suppose,’ said Phredde unwillingly. You’d have had to tear her toenails out with rusty pliers before she’d have admitted there was anything good about Phaeryland.

Suddenly she giggled.

‘What’s so funny?’ I demanded.

‘You!’ she shrieked.

‘What’s funny about me?’

‘You’re in…’ (choke choke giggle) ‘Phaeryland, and you’re wearing tracksuit pants and a T-shirt!’

‘So what? We had sports this afternoon!’

‘I bet no one’s ever worn tracksuit pants in Phaeryland before!’ panted Phredde. The giggles were taking all the breath she had.

I grinned. ‘How about you?’

‘Me?’ Phredde glanced down at herself.

Phredde was wearing her purple joggers, jeans and a bright pink T-shirt that said ‘Magic Rules’. (Phredde’s magicked it so if a teacher looks at her they think she’s wearing school uniform, but really she just wears what she likes.)

Well, Phredde started giggling even harder at that, then I started giggling too, and pretty soon we were rolling through the flowers laughing so hard we nearly wet ourselves. (I suppose you had to be there to see what was so funny.)

Anyway, the next thing you know this enormous shadow was circling over us, and I looked up, and there were a couple of those giant butterflies that had carried us all to the palace of the Phaery Queen last time we were in Phaeryland.

‘Hey, look!’ I exclaimed, sitting up in the middle of the flowers. ‘Aren’t they…’

And then I stopped, because the first butterfly glanced down then dived straight towards us, and it’s companion dived too, and the next thing I knew the great butterfly shadow had covered us, and all I could see were jewelled wings and these two enormous round eyes, sort of peering at me. Then I was grasped between four giant butterfly legs and we soared straight up in the sky.

Flappppp flappp flapppp, went the butterfly wings…

I started struggling, then I stopped pretty quickly, because the flowers just looked like coloured full stops. I mean we were HIGH!

‘Helllllppppp!’ I screamed. ‘Phredde hellllpppp! Do something!’

‘I can’t!’ cried Phredde, and that was when I noticed the other butterfly had caught her too, and was carrying her alongside mine.

‘Magic us out of here!’ I yelled.

‘I can’t!’

‘Why not!’

‘Because the butterflies are magic too!’

I suppose what she meant was that if she cast a spell they’d use a counter spell, but being hauled along through the air by two giant butterflies isn’t the perfect time to discuss the ins and outs of magic.

‘Where are they taking…’ I began, and then my butterfly must have hit a thermal or something, or maybe it just felt like a few aerobatics, because we went soaring even higher, then round and down and up and I really wished I had my carsickness tablets.

Well, by the time my lunch had floated gently down onto the woods of Phaeryland to fertilise one of those lollipop trees, the butterfly was fluttering in a more or less straight line again, but Phredde’s butterfly was too far away for me to yell to her, though it still seemed to be heading in the same direction as mine.

That was a relief, because the last thing I wanted at this stage was to be separated from Phredde.

When you’re in a strange country it’s good to be with someone who knows where the bathroom is and how to find a pizza, and other essential information, and Phaeryland was about as strange as you can get.

If I hadn’t been so worried about ending up as a butterfly’s breakfast (I mean do YOU know what butterflies eat in Phaeryland?) I suppose I might have enjoyed the ride.

There were green woods, and glades of flowers, and the occasional castle looking just like it had been made out of icing sugar that some dumb kid had coloured gold or pink, or some other little kid colour, except it didn’t look quite so silly in Phaeryland.

And there were tinkling brooks (okay, I couldn’t hear them from up there in butterfly world, but they just looked like they’d tinkle) all shining blue and silver.

And there were a few cute little cottages that looked like they might be made of gingerbread, which I bet isn’t very waterproof, but I don’t suppose it ever rains in Phaeryland. (And come to think of it YUK! imagine eating gingerbread after it’s been sitting in the sun for twenty years and doo-dooed on by birds and butterflies and anything else that flutters by.)

Actually I thought witches lived in gingerbread cottages, not phaeries, but maybe witches didn’t have the gingerbread monopoly, because I was sure there were no witches in Phaeryland.

To be honest I never paid much attention to the details in those stories anyway. I mean how was I to know that one day I’d be kidnapped by a giant butterfly, and all that phaery story stuff might turn out useful?

Then suddenly we were swooping down, down, down, and I nearly lost my lunch again, except by now it was all gone.

The ground was approaching awfully fast. I hoped my butterfly had decent landing gear, and didn’t just land feet—me—first.

Then suddenly we had landed, and we weren’t on the ground at all.

We were on the branch of this massive tree, and my butterfly was balanced somehow on its abdomen, which left its legs free to manage me, then THUMP! Phredde’s butterfly had landed too, right on the other side of this giant nest thing that was sitting on the branch too.

Boy, was I pleased to see Phredde.

‘Phredde!’ I yelled. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yeah! How about you?’

‘Mostly.’ I didn’t mention my lost lunch. (I just hope it hadn’t landed on a pixie or a gnome or something. At least in a plane you can’t stick your head out the window and be sick on some kid just innocently standing in a school yard.)

‘What’s going to happen now?’ I yelled.

‘I don’t know!’ shrieked Phredde.

‘But you’re a phaery!’

‘Yeah—and these are butterflies!’ yelled Phredde, as though I hadn’t noticed.

Then suddenly we didn’t have to yell any more, because the giant sticklike legs sort of tossed me up and over and there I was in the giant nest with Phredde…

…and half a dozen crawling green caterpillars, just as big as I was.

‘Let me out of here!’ I shrieked. I mean, I like caterpillars—I’ve even collected a few, and fed them till they turned into butterflies—but the caterpillars I collected were a heck of a lot smaller than I was at the time.

The way I look at it, humans collect butterflies, not the other way around.

‘Shhh,’ said Phredde.

‘What do you mean “shhhh”?’ I demanded.

‘You’ll upset them.’

‘Who’s them?’ I began, and then I realised, because six giant green caterpillar heads were staring straight at me.

So I set my face into a ‘I’m a really nice person and never caught a caterpillar in my life’ sort of smile, and crawled over to Phredde. It was pretty easy crawling, as the nest was made from this sort of soft silklike stuff.

I suddenly remembered that silk came from caterpillars, sort of extruded from their abdomens, which was so disgusting to contemplate I decided I wouldn’t think about it any more.

So Phredde and I huddled there in the corner of the nest. ‘Phredde, what the heck is happening?’ I muttered. ‘Are we supposed to be breakfast or something?’

‘No,’ said Phredde. ‘I think they’re looking after us.’

‘Looking after us!’ I yelled, then shut my mouth, because we’d attracted the attention of the caterpillars again, and even if they weren’t going to eat us I couldn’t think of any attention a caterpillar would give me that I’d enjoy.

‘I think I’ve worked it out,’ whispered Phredde. ‘Those butterflies think we’re two of their baby caterpillars who crawled out of the nest somehow. So they put us back in.’

‘But we don’t look like caterpillars!’

‘Well, we don’t look like phaeries or humans,’ said Phredde guiltily, gesturing at her jeans and my tracksuit pants. ‘We’re not wearing skirts or crowns or glass slippers…I just don’t think the butterflies recognise us! Butterflies aren’t very bright.’

She was telling me!

‘Look Phredde,’ I said patiently. ‘Butterflies don’t have nests. They don’t even look after their caterpillars. They just lay their eggs and fly away.’

‘Not in Phaeryland,’ said Phredde.

So there we were, stuck up a tree sharing a giant nest made out of stuff I didn’t even want to think about, with six green caterpillars who were still looking at us a bit too curiously. I mean this lot’s parents may have thought we belonged in the nest, but their offspring weren’t too sure.

‘Er…nice caterpillars,’ I said soothingly.

‘I don’t think they understand English,’ said Phredde helpfully.

‘Well, I don’t speak caterpillar,’ I pointed out grumpily. ‘Er…Phredde, what do you think’s happening now?’

Phredde stood up and peered over the side of the nest. I wedged myself next to her.

The butterflies were busy pulling big green leaves off the tree, and folding them into long narrow leafy envelopes. One leafy envelope, two leafy envelopes, three leafy envelopes…

‘I don’t like the look of this,’ I muttered.

…six envelopes, seven, eight…

‘One for each of us!’ I think my face must have gone white, because Phredde’s did too.

‘I think they’re getting our dinner!’ I whispered. ‘Let’s get out of here!’

Sure enough, the first butterfly strode over to the nest.

Phredde and I retreated quickly, just in time too, because the six caterpillars started galumphing over to where we’d been, their little antennae wriggling eagerly.

‘Those things are hungry!’ I whispered to Phredde.

She nodded.

The six caterpillars were now all leaning dutifully over the edge, their mouths open. They were really tiny mouths, with tiny teeth, but they were open so wide you could see right inside, which was all green as well.

The butterfly hauled up a long leafy envelope, then thrust it right down the first caterpillar’s gullet. The caterpillar gave a sort of choked gobble, then shut its tiny mouth and looked pleased with itself.

‘No way!’ I whispered.

Phredde and I edged even further into the middle of the nest, which was as far as we could get from the edge. I mean I know I’d lost my lunch and all that, but a long piece of leaf shoved down my throat wasn’t going to make me feel any better.

‘Look Phredde, there has to be something you can do!’ I whispered desperately.

‘What!’ cried Phredde, as the second caterpillar had its dinner pushed down into its stomach. ‘If I try to make us disappear the butterflies will just counteract the spell. That’s what parents always do if kids try to disappear in Phaeryland!’

The third caterpillar gave a satisfied sort of burp.

‘Then we have to…no that won’t work…’ I stared in anguish as the fourth leaf descended into the fourth caterpillar, and then the fifth…

I had to think of something! Fast!

The last caterpillar had been fed now. The butterfly was eyeing us inscrutably—I mean, who knows what butterflies are thinking.

But no matter how dumb butterflies are I was pretty sure this one was able to count up to eight. Eight little caterpillars—well, six caterpillars and a human and a phaery, but the butterfly didn’t realise that.

Six little caterpillars had been fed, which left two little caterpillars who still needed their tucker, namely me and Phredde…

That butterfly was going to haul us over for our dinner any second. I had to think HARD.

‘I’ve got it!’ I yelled. ‘Phredde, I’ve got it!’

‘Got what?’ asked Phredde miserably.

‘A way to get out of here! We just have to take them by surprise! All you have to do is…’

I bent down to whisper in her ear. I didn’t THINK those butterflies understood English, but there was no point taking any chances.

There was a faint PING! as Phredde put the plan into action, which was none too soon, because just as its faint echoes died away the first butterfly grasped two rolled up leaves in one of its long sticklike legs, then lifted its next leg into the nest, then the the next one and the next…

The butterfly began to stride towards us. Butterflies can stride awfully well on just three legs…at least they can in Phaeryland.

Closer…closer…closer…

‘Er…would you mind if I didn’t have any dinner today?’ I whispered frantically. ‘I was airsick just a little while ago and I’m not very hungry…’

Well, that’s what I MEANT to say, but the butterfly obviously thought my open mouth meant I was waiting for my din-dins, because it lifted the long green leafy envelope and…

…Truggatrugggaruggatrugggaruggatruggga…

The butterfly looked up, still holding that big leaf.

There was something long and silver in the sky. But it wasn’t a butterfly…

…Ruggatrugggaruggatrugggaruggatruggga…

Two seconds later the helicopter was right above us, and the butterflies were still staring upwards in shock, like they’d never seen a helicopter before.

Well, I don’t suppose they had, because there never had been a helicopter in Phaeryland until Phredde magicked one up, like I’d told her to.

Suddenly someone pushed something long and thin out of the helicopter. It was a ladder! The helicopter came lower lower lower…and the ladder came lower too, until it was dangling right above Phredde and me!

I tried to grab the end of it, then missed, because it was waving all over the place.

Just then the butterfly woke up, and decided that no matter what was going rugggatrugggatrugga overhead the babies needed to be fed…but at that moment I got my fingers round the ladder and started to haul myself up.

It’s easy to SAY haul myself up, but it’s much harder to do it. I mean you try climbing up a rope into a moving helicopter. But it’s a heck of a lot easier if the alternative is being stuffed full of leafy dinner.

I could feel Phredde on the ladder behind me, which actually made it all a lot worse, because she’d push the ladder one way and I’d push it another, and all the time I expected to feel a long thin butterfly leg pull us back.

But I reckon the butterflies must have been in shock. They must never have seen a caterpillar escape into a helicopter before, which is what I’d counted on. They just sat there staring at us with those big round black googly eyes, and the caterpillars were all staring too.

‘Go fiddle with your antennae, leafeaters!’ I jeered back at them…because after all the caterpillars hadn’t been very welcoming. I mean if someone had been shoved into MY nest I’d have at least said ‘hello’, or whatever the equivalent is in caterpillar.

And then two strong hands reached down and hauled me the rest of the way into the helicopter, then reached past me and pulled Phredde in too.

‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale!’ the captain greeted us, as he steered the helicopter away from the tree and the butterflies, now peering upwards in a sad and bewildered way as we disappeared out of their nest and out of their tree and out of their lives.

‘Phredde you dimwit! This is a helicopter, not a pirate ship!’ I yelled over the noise of the engine.

‘Who cares! This is Phaeryland!’ she yelled back.

And suddenly the helicopter swerved and ruggatrugggaruggatruggga we were heading back towards the glade of flowers where the butterflies had kidnapped us.

To be perfectly honest, I was a bit nervous about landing to pick flowers—I mean look at the trouble we’d gotten into last time.

What if this time some gnome decided we were garden ornaments and tried to stand us next to their fish pond, or some pixie thought we’d made a good addition to their patchwork quilt?

So Phredde quickly magicked a couple of bunches of flowers right up into the helicopter, so we didn’t even have to descend.

Then we thanked the captain, who said ‘Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of ginger ale’ in a really jovial manner, as though rescuing two kids—well, one kid and a phaery —from giant butterflies was something he did every day.

Which for all I know it was.

Then we PING!ed back home, and Mum gave me heaps for being late for dinner, which was really unfair, because it wasn’t my fault at all.

But at least Phredde’s mum got her flowers for her birthday, although I bet Phredde didn’t tell her exactly how she came to get them.

Anyway, as Mrs Olsen’s always saying, you need to learn from your mistakes, so that’s why I’m passing on our experience to you.

Next time YOU head off to Phaeryland, remember to wear your best silk dress, and lots of lace and a tiara (or satin pants, dancing slippers and an embroidered golden waistcoat if you happen to be a boy).

I know it’s pretty sooky—and glass slippers make your feet sweat something disgusting.

But as Phredde and I have finally realised, it’s worth learning how to dress to fit in. Because if we hadn’t been wearing the right clothes when that Egyptian mummy chased us…

But that’s another story.5





1 See ‘Phredde’s Dragon’ in A Phaery Named Phredde.

2 See ‘A Phaery Named Phredde’ in A Phaery Named Phredde.

3 See ‘Phredde’s Dragon’ in A Phaery Named Phredde.

4 See ‘Vampire’s Birthday’ in A Phaery Named Phredde.

5 see Phredde and the Zomble Librarian.
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and Chris Reeve and Barbara Braxton, who inspire them! Here is your dungeon, dark and slimy and with vampire bats, as you requested. With much love, Jackie

PS. And to Jessica, because your best friend asked me to put you in this book!
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Cast of Characters

For those who came in late…



Prudence: A normal schoolgirl who lives in a magic castle and has a fairy, sorry, phaery, as her best friend. She likes feeding her piranhas, sailing her pirate ship and making sure her mum doesn’t find out what she and Phredde get up to.



Phredde: A 30-cm-high phaery. Her real name is The Phaery Ethereal but unless you want your kneecaps kicked by a furious phaery, DON’T call her this unless you’re a teacher, parent or someone even Phredde acknowledges it’s not a good idea to kneecap! Likes any adventure that doesn’t involve wearing glass slippers or handsome princes.



P.S. That’s PHAERY, buster, not fairy. Don’t call Phredde a ‘fairy’ if you value your kneecaps.



Bruce: A handsome phaery prince. Or he might be if he hadn’t decided to be a giant frog instead of a kid. (A Crinea signifera, if you want to be precise. Ask Bruce if you want to know more about Crinea signifera—or better still, look it up in the library, because Bruce will tell you EVERYTHING.) Bruce likes catching flies and collecting recipes for mosquito pizza. Holds the interschool record for the long jump and the high jump at the Athletics Carnival.



P.S. Don’t called Bruce a fairy either. He won’t kneecap you but you might find dried flies in your muesli.



Bruce’s parents: Nice people—sorry, nice phaeries. They’re quite tolerant of having a frog for a son, especially when he threatens to turn into a slug instead if they raise any objections.



The Phaery Queen: Well, she’s a queen. And a phaery. What more need I say?



Mark: Pru’s older brother. He’s also a werewolf, a trait he inherited from his father’s side of the family. Answers to ‘Dog’s Breath’—but don’t try it if you can’t run fast.



Pru’s dad: Loves everything South American, except possibly jaguars, piranhas, enormous boa constrictors and giant sloths.



Pru’s mum: Loves crosswords and coffee and is just beginning to understand computers. Fusses about the least little thing, like vampires, ogres and going out in the sun without a hat and sunblock.



Pru’s Great Uncle Ron: Retired butcher. He is also a werewolf.



The Phaery Valiant: Phredde’s dad. Prefers to be called Jim.



The Phaery Splendifera: Phredde’s mum. Loves crosswords, honeydew nectar and racing magic carpets. Has The Directory of Handsome Princes on her bedside table.



Amelia: In Pru’s, Phredde’s and Bruce’s class at school. Good at…well, everything, according to Amelia. You don’t really want to know anything more about her.



The Phaery Daffodil: Graduated top of her class in Evil Studies at Phaeryland University.



Mordred: Her son. He’s studying Special Effects at technical college.



Prince Peanut: A really handsome prince. Also vegetarian.



Plus…a very cute bunny rabbit, a big bad wolf (a bit covered in yuk), 3 little pigs (well, great fat hogs, actually), 1 bogeyman (sorry, bogeyperson), an invasion of flesh-eating ghouls, a plumber called Dwayne, a special guest appearance by Snow White and the seven quite short computer software engineers…and vampire bats, trolls and giant, blood-sucking mosquitoes.






Prologue

(ie you have to read this bit first so it terrifies your toes off before you start the real story)



Lightning shuddered above the castle. Wind screamed through the dungeons as though someone had shoved red-hot nails up its fingernails—which is pretty impossible when you think about it, as wind doesn’t have any fingers, and anyway, it was Tuesday, and the inhabitants of the Temple of Gloom only tortured their victims on Friday afternoons. (It made them taste nicer when they ate them for Saturday lunch.)

It was a dark and stormy night, too. It was always a dark and stormy night outside the Temple of Gloom. Vampire bats flapped around the turrets. Wolves howled into the night, and a tortured voice shrieked into the darkness.

‘Will you turn that music down!’

The wolf howls lessened just a little.

‘But Mum, it’s The Werewolves’ new CD!’

‘I don’t care if it’s The Leaping Vampires…’

‘But Mum, no-one listens to them any more…’

‘Turn it DOWN! And get rid of those vampire bats too. They’re giving me a headache.’

‘But Mum, they’re radio-controlled!’

‘Radio-controlled vampire bats! What’s wrong with real vampire bats?’

‘They drip blood all over the place,’ said the second voice sulkily. ‘And they do their business on the sofa, too.’

‘There are hundreds of perfectly good vampire bats down in the dungeon,’ said the first voice. ‘I don’t see why you have to waste money on radio-controlled ones.’

‘But Mum…’

‘How can I concentrate with howling wolves and radio-controlled vampire bats?’

‘But Mum…’

‘Don’t you see! She’ll be here soon! The trap must be ready!’

‘Oh,’ said the second voice.

‘I saw her in my magic mirror!’ gloated the first voice. ‘A delicious, tender, young human! Her name is Prudence. Just think what we can do with her! Prudence pie, Prudence pizza, Prudence pikelets with jam and cream…’

‘Oh…’ the first voice chortled evilly. ‘It will be so good having a nice, young human for dinner again…’





Chapter 1
 Just Another Day in the Castle

(ie the first chapter about people we already know—well, OK, people AND phaeries AND frogs—like Pru and Phredde and Bruce)



It was an ordinary day in our castle.

I was watching TV (it was this really cool kung fu movie), Dad was feeding the piranhas (Did you know they can skeletonise a cow in ten minutes? And you should see what they do to a guinea pig!), and Mark was brushing his teeth for the eighty-fourth time that day, because my brother Mark turns into a werewolf every full moon, and gleaming white teeth are really essential for any teenage werewolf, and Mum was having a hissy fit all round the castle.

Mothers stress out at the least little thing sometimes, like their kids being captured by snot phaeries or chased by giant ogres1 . Or, in this case, a simple family visit to Phaeryland.

‘Shoes!’ shrieked Mum, racing into the TV room just as the hero was about to kick ninety-six evil ninjas into oblivion. ‘Prudence, what sort of shoes do they wear in Phaeryland?’

‘Relax, Mum,’ I said. ‘They don’t wear shoes, remember? Women wear glass slippers and men wear those really sexy black leather boots. Phredde’s mum and dad will take care of everything.’

‘Glass slippers. Right,’ muttered Mum. She dashed out of the room again just as the seventy-second evil ninja sailed into the ornamental pond.

Ten seconds and another twenty-three evil ninjas later she was back again.

‘My hairdryer!’ she cried. ‘Will I be able to plug in my hairdryer?’

‘Mum, just calm down,’ I said. ‘You don’t have to take a hairdryer into Phaeryland. You don’t need to take anything into Phaeryland. It’ll all be magicked up for you.’

Just for a second I wondered if I was right. I mean, maybe you did need a hairdryer in Phaeryland. After all, I’d only been there twice2 , once by invitation to attend the Phaery Queen’s birthday party, and the second time when Phredde and I sort of snuck in and got kidnapped by giant butterflies. But I haven’t told Mum about that yet, so I’d appreciate it if you don’t go mentioning it to her either.

I took a deep breath and turned off the TV, just as the final ninja fell into a barrel of water (funny how there’s always a barrel of water around for evil ninjas to fall into).

Sometimes you really have to take a firm line with parents. ‘Look, Mum,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing to fuss about…’

‘Nothing to fuss about?’ shrieked Mum. ‘Just the Phaery Queen’s wedding and we’re all invited, that’s all, and we’re going to Phaeryland, and…’

‘It’s Phredde’s family who are really invited,’ I pointed out. ‘They just asked us to come, too. Mum, you don’t have to worry about anything in Phaeryland! Phredde’s mum will PING! up everything we need, like glass slippers and tiaras and…’

‘Tiaras!’ groaned Mum. ‘I’ll have to have my hair done! You ring the hairdresser—no, I’ll ring the hairdresser—no…’

‘Mum, it’ll all be taken care of,’ I soothed. ‘Just wait till Phredde and her family get here, and…’

The door opened again and Dad marched in, wiping his bloody fingers on his jeans. (No, that is not a swear word. It’s just that his fingers were messy. Piranha food can be a bit yuk.)

‘Well, that’s done,’ said Dad happily. ‘I’ve fed the piranhas, watered the rose garden, fed the unicorn, locked up the battlements, sealed the dungeons, raised the drawbridge, put fresh towels under the giant sloth…’

‘But Dad,’ I said, ‘no time passes when you’re in Phaeryland. Not here, anyway. You just have to remember to ask Phredde’s mum or dad to bring us back to the time when we left.’

‘Better to be safe than sorry,’ said Dad. ‘Has your brother finished packing?’

‘How should I know?’ I muttered.

Mark was a sore point with me at the moment. Just because Mark was a werewolf—and older than me—he was getting to stay at Uncle Ron’s, while I had to get all prettied up and go to Phaeryland.

Phaeryland!

Of course, if you’ve never been to Phaeryland you mightn’t understand why I was upset. I mean, once you’re too old to slop paint in a colouring book and spit your spaghetti out all over the floor you probably don’t even think of Phaeryland from one moment to the next.

Phaeryland is nice. It’s just like the pictures in those books—blue sky, green grass, phaery castles, big spotty toadstools and elf musicians playing that stuff we get in musical appreciation, and lacy dresses and tiaras, for Pete’s sake. I mean, it’s all so cute…and here were my parents going all smiles and ‘Whoopee!’ about an invitation to stay in Phaeryland for a week and go to the Phaery Queen’s wedding…

Wedding. Huh! I bet she was getting hitched to some poncy prince in tights and puffed sleeves and probably even a feather in his hat.

Well, you can see why I didn’t want to go.

To be honest, there was something else as well. It’s really hard to admit it because, after all, Phredde is my best friend, and Bruce is okay, too, I mean, sometimes I really like him, and I think maybe he really likes me too…but at other times—well, you just can’t help feeling jealous of people who can PING! up just about whatever they want…

And, okay, phaery dances may be corny, but at least they’re interesting. I mean, my family doesn’t have any interesting habits at all, just Mum and her crosswords and Dad and his pet piranhas and Mark turning into a werewolf at full moon…

BONG! BONG! BONG!

‘That’ll be the front doorbell,’ said Mum. ‘Just let the drawbridge down again would you, darling? I’ll tell Gark to put the kettle on.’

Mum dashed down the corridor, down the stairs, down another flight of stairs and along another corridor to the kitchen, and Dad padded off down the stairs and through the Great Hall and out into the courtyard to let the drawbridge down. (Mum says that one day she’ll remember to ask the Phaery Splendifera to put a few escalators in our castle, not to mention an automatic drawbridge.)

Soon there was a flip, flip, flap of wings outside the door and Phredde came fluttering in. Of course, given that Phredde’s a phaery (and only about thirty centimetres high, although somehow you never notice that with Phredde), she could just have PING! ed herself over here. But since Phredde’s family moved here two years ago they’ve been trying to sort of fit in, which means getting the bus or driving around (even if it is on a magic carpet instead of in a Holden station wagon—but then again, they don’t make phaery-sized Holden station wagons) instead of just going PING! whenever they feel like it.

‘Hi,’ said Phredde glumly. Phredde hates Phaeryland even more than I do.

‘Hi, yourself,’ I said.

Phredde flew over and perched on the arm of the sofa. She was still wearing her jeans, I noticed, just like me, except that mine were normal blue and Phredde’s were bright turquoise with purple fringes.

‘You ready to go?’ I asked.

‘I suppose,’ said Phredde, even more glumly. ‘At least this time you’ll be there, too.’

‘And Bruce,’ I pointed out.

Phredde shrugged. The trouble with Bruce is that he’s a phaery prince—well, he would be if he hadn’t changed himself into a frog—and Phredde isn’t too keen on phaery princes. Not when her mum keeps The Directory of Handsome Princes by her bed.

‘Ethereal! Ethereal…Oh, there you are!’ Phredde’s mum drifted into the room—forty centimetres of ball dress and tiny diamonds. ‘It’s time to get ready.’

‘Mum, do I really have…’

PING!

Suddenly Phredde’s turquoise jeans, pink hair and purple T-shirt were transformed into a gold and pearl-encrusted ball dress, lace petticoats, tiara, glass slippers and long blonde hair.

‘Mum!’

I bit my tongue really hard to stop myself from grinning. ‘Hey, Phredde, you look really…’

PING!

And there I was—with a diamond-flowered tiara in my hair and my feet suffocating in these glass slippers and all this lace, and it was pink!

Phredde grinned. ‘Now you look really…’

‘Don’t say it!’ I warned.

Tink, tink, tink down the corridor (I told you, glass slippers just aren’t practical) and the door opened and there was Mum.

Well…

My mum usually dresses okay for someone her age, mostly jeans or tracksuit pants, except once when she’d been up really late doing this big crossword with Phredde’s mum and she came down to breakfast in jeans and tracksuit pants.

But I had never, never seen her look like this.

One dress, shaped a bit like an umbrella but wide enough to cover our classroom, just about, all in this red and gold brocade stuff—you know, like they put on chairs sometimes.

One tiara, with pearls the size of grapes and more pearls in her ears and sort of dangling down over her chest.

Glass slippers, and Phredde’s mum must have PING!ed her up a pedicure, too, because her toenails were bright pink through the glass. And lots and lots and lots of hair, sort of in Mum’s colour but better, if you know what I mean.

She didn’t look like Mum at all.

‘Gloop,’ I said.

Mum smiled, this really fuzzy, happy smile. ‘Oh, Prudence, isn’t it wonderful!’ she breathed. She swirled round a couple of times, her long skirt sending a potted kentia palm flying.

‘Yeah, fantastic, Mum,’ I mumbled, setting the pot plant upright again. Well, you can’t spoil parents’ little pleasures, can you?

Then Dad walked in.

I’m not going to tell you what Dad was wearing. It’s just too embarrassing. Well, okay, yes I am, because otherwise you won’t know just how embarrassing it was.

Purple tights (I mean, they were tight; in fact, really rude if you must know) and a long red silk shirt with ruffles, for Pete’s sake, and white lace at the wrists, a leather belt with rubies on it, these long leather boots (they were actually quite cool boots, even if the rest was dorky) and a red velvet hat with a feather.

‘Hey, wow, Dad!’ I said.

Dad stared at me. ‘If you say one more word, Prudence…’ he threatened.

‘I think you look lovely,’ said Mum dreamily.

‘Yeah, that’s the word. Lovely,’ I said, grinning.

‘Prudence…’ began Dad, then he glanced at Mum. Mum hadn’t looked so happy since the time she managed to get the cryptic crossword finished by dinner time.

‘Yes, it’s all lovely,’ he agreed.

Then Phredde’s dad, the Phaery Valiant (but he prefers to be called Jim) came in, and Phredde’s mum made us all hold hands and I yelled out, ‘See you, Dog’s Breath!’ to Mark.

And he yelled, ‘See you, Pruneface,’ to me. ‘Take care!’

‘There’s no need to take care in Phaeryland,’ I yelled back. ‘Nothing can happen to you there!’

And Mum called out, ‘Don’t forget to…’

But whatever advice she was going to give Mark for the 180th time, it was too late, because the Phaery Splendifera went PING!.

And we were in Phaeryland.




1 See Phredde and a Frog Named Bruce and Phredde and the Zombie Librarian.

2 See A Phaery Named Phredde and Phredde and a Frog Named Bruce.









Chapter 2
 Off to (Yuk) Phaeryland

There are two things you notice about Phaeryland.

The first is that it’s nice—really nice—but I’ve already told you that. The sky was blue and the birds were singing, and I mean singing, like ‘Tweet, tweet, tweet’ instead of ‘Caw, caw, caw’ like the crows in the school ground that are after whatever they can snaffle of your lunch scraps and look like they wouldn’t mind eating your eyeballs for dessert if you gave them half a chance.

And the second is that suddenly Phredde and the Phaery Splendifera and Jim were all the same size as us. (Phredde’s explained that to me. It’s all about the quantum fluctuations in the magic field which mean that in the real, that is non-magical, world they’re diminished…well, something like that anyway. Ask Phredde if you want to know any more, though to be honest, I don’t think Phredde understands it either.)

Anyway, there we all were—Mum and Dad and me and the new super-economy size Phredde and her parents, with this green colouring-in-pencil-type grass and lollipop-like trees and a zillion flowers in red and blue and yellow all around our feet, blooming at us like they were planning to give us all hay fever, except I suppose you don’t get hay fever in Phaeryland.

And just like the last time we were in Phaeryland, these great giant butterflies flip-flapped over the lollipop trees and landed beside us (I had to hold on to my tiara—you really get a draught from a giant butterfly), and we all climbed on and I realised I’d forgotten to take my car sickness tablets again, which meant the ride was really interesting for anyone underneath us, especially that elf sitting on his mushroom when I lost the muesli I’d had for breakfast. (It didn’t look like muesli by then, of course, especially when it had fallen from 100 metres up.)

So the butterflies flapped, and I watched my breakfast sail down to become part of the ecology of Phaeryland, and Mum kept chirping things like, ‘Oh, how wonderful! Oh, Splendifera, look at that castle…and those cute little bunnies. Oh, is that a brook? Oh, Prudence, did you see those sweet elves dancing?’

‘Gluuurrrp!’ I said.

And then we landed.

I staggered off my butterfly thorax (we did insect anatomy in science last term) and Mum alighted like she was a princess or something, but not the kind who ride polo ponies or visit refugee camps. I mean, she was graceful, which isn’t a word that usually describes Mum when she’s just messing round our castle in her tracksuit. I gave a final burp, wiped my mouth and looked around.

We were in a forest glade (everything is in a forest glade in Phaeryland). There was a yellow brick road running through the trees and flowers that were all around us (naturally), and a little tinkling brook (I’m serious—it went tinkle, tinkle, tinkle like it was a mob of preschoolers practising for the end-of-term concert) with a cute little arched stone bridge over it, and this great pink and blue and yellow palace that looked like it was made of coloured icing sugar, all swirls and turrets, in front of us, with a sign over the front door saying ‘Sweet Pea Guesthouse’.

There were lots of sweet peas about, too.

Phredde made a sort of vomiting noise behind me. (She was only pretending. Phredde doesn’t get car sick—er, butterfly sick. I suppose it comes of all the flying she has to do.)

‘Oh,’ said Mum. ‘Isn’t it lovely? Look how those sweet flowers trail down from the window boxes, Prudence!’

Well, it was okay. It was big, anyway—I mean, it would have made a great meringue—but apart from that, it looked a bit like the sand castles I used to make at the beach before I got into fighting pirates and stuff like that instead.

So we climbed up a million steps (okay, forty-six) and into this great hall with carpets on the walls which Mum said were tapestries, and there, tapping at a computer behind a desk, was this really old guy, even shorter than me, with a red cap on his head and a long white beard and red cheeks.

‘Hey,’ I whispered to Phredde, ‘that looks just like one of the gnomes in my picture book when I was small.’

‘It is a gnome,’ Phredde whispered back. ‘You’re in Phaeryland, dummy!’

The gnome looked up from the computer. ‘Welcome to Sweet Pea Guesthouse!’ he cried. ‘I’m Mr Tiddlywinks. How can I help you?’

Phredde’s dad strode forward. (He was dressed in really embarrassing tights and stuff too, but he looked like he was used to it. Well, resigned to it, anyway.) ‘Reservations in the name of Valiant?’ he said.

The gnome glanced at his computer. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘Three doubles. I’ve put the kiddies in together.’

Kiddies! And I was taller than he was! Even Phredde was taller than him now!

But before I could say anything, or even kick him in the thorax, he was thumping his way up this great, wide staircase and Mum was looking so happy you’d think she’d start dribbling.

We got to our room eventually.

‘Arrrk!’ screamed Phredde as the door shut behind us. She kicked her glass slippers off so hard they bounced against the wall. I thought they’d break into a million shards, but they didn’t. (I suppose glass slippers have to be made out of pretty tough glass.) So I just wriggled out of mine and let my toes breathe for a change and looked around the room.

Two four-poster beds with ruffly brocade stuff over them, one carpet with flowers on it (naturally), a big fancy mirror on the wall, and one small tinkling brook over by the window which I supposed was our bathroom (it had hot and cold taps on the wall above it).

I wandered over to the mirror.

‘Mirror, mirror, on the wall,’ I said, just for fun. ‘Who is the fairest one of all?’

‘Not you, chickie,’ said the mirror. ‘Your tiara is on crooked and you’ve got a spot of yuk on your ball dress.’

So much for magic mirrors.

‘Oops,’ I said. I wandered over to the tinkling brook and began to sponge the yuk off my ball dress. (It was only a tiny speck! A phaery on a speeding butterfly would never have noticed it.)

‘Hey, Phredde?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, what?’ Phredde was hauling the tiara out of her hair.

‘If this stream is our bathroom, where do we, you know, go to the toilet?’

‘We don’t,’ said Phredde.

‘What! But I’ll burst! You can’t not go to the toilet for a whole week!’

‘You can in Phaeryland,’ said Phredde. ‘They haven’t even heard of constipation here.’ She straggled over to the window, her train drooping behind her. ‘Hey look, there’s a rose bush!’

‘So what?’ I asked, peering out too. I mean, the whole place was just about dripping with roses.

‘It means we can climb down the rose bush and escape for awhile,’ explained Phredde patiently.

‘But what about the thorns?’

‘There are no rose thorns in…’

‘Yeah, yeah, I know, there are no rose thorns in Phaeryland. But won’t our parents know we’ve gone?’

‘We’ll leave a note,’ said Phredde. ‘Anyway, they’ll be fussing about their rooms and having cups of nectar for hours. You know what parents are like. And we’ll be back for dinner.’

I glanced down at my ball dress. ‘I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I can climb down a rose bush in this,’ I admitted.

‘Easily sorted,’ said Phredde.

There was an almost silent PING! and I was wearing tracksuit pants and a T-shirt.

There was another PING! and Phredde was out of her ball dress, too.

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said.

‘Yeah?’ asked Phredde happily, straightening her purple and silver T-shirt.

‘You remember the last time we came to Phaeryland without ball dresses on? How we were kidnapped by giant butterflies because they thought we were caterpillars in our tracksuits?’

‘No worries,’ said Phredde. One more PING! and we were both wearing baseball caps that had ‘I am not a caterpillar!’ written on them.

That seemed to sort that out.

So I opened the window, letting in all the flower power air and tweet-tweet bird songs, and grabbed hold of the rose bush and jumped off the balcony and…

‘Help!’ I screamed to Phredde.

‘What’s wrong?’ cried Phredde.

‘There aren’t any branches! How are you supposed to climb down this thing?’

‘Er, slide…or…well, I don’t know!’ wailed Phredde.

‘Then haul me up again!’ I hollered.

So we went down the stairs instead.

‘Have a nice time, kiddies!’ carolled the gnome. ‘Remember, dinner is at six o’clock!’

‘Don’t worry!’ I yelled. ‘I never miss a meal.’

Then we were outside the guesthouse, in Phaeryland.







Chapter 3
 Dragons and Bunny Rabbits

The birds went tweet tweet above us and a few giant butterflies lazily fluttered in the distance. We wandered through the guesthouse gardens (I gave up trying not to step on the flowers). I was just about to cross the funny little bridge when Phredde yelled, ‘Hey! Stop!’

I stopped. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Don’t cross that bridge!’

I frowned. ‘Why not?’

‘Er…it’s much nicer paddling,’ said Phredde a bit nervously. ‘That’s what tinkling brooks are for.’ She sat down on the too-green grass and began to take her joggers off.

Well, it seemed a bit odd to me—for a moment there I’d thought that Phredde even looked a little frightened. But that was impossible. It was just a bridge…and anyway, there’s nothing to be frightened of in Phaeryland!

But this was Phredde’s country, not mine. So I sat down too (the grass felt like a soft green cushion) and took my joggers off as well, and followed Phredde through the water. (I was getting used to her new ‘giant’ size by now.)

The cold water did feel good on the toes, and on the stream bottom were little round pebbles, which sort of massaged your feet, too. I could even see a few tiny goldfish peering at us curiously from a patch of waterweed. (If they’d been our piranhas we’d have lost our toes, but I don’t suppose they’ve ever heard of piranhas either in Phaeryland.)

But it was still a nuisance having to put my socks and joggers back on. And anyway, why have bridges at all if you weren’t supposed to cross them? But like I said, it wasn’t my country, it was Phredde’s.

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ she said. By now we were trotting down a long yellow brick road that wound through the trees. The trees had big, round tops and bright red fruit on them. They all looked the same. They were a bit boring, to tell the truth. I mean, gum trees have character.

‘Exactly what is there to do in Phaeryland? Apart from being kidnapped by caterpillars and doing phaery dances and stuff like that?’

‘Not much,’ said Phredde.

‘You mean there is nothing interesting in Phaeryland?’

‘Not really,’ said Phredde, a bit evasively.

‘But there must be something!’

‘Oh, no,’ said Phredde, ‘not in Phaeryland.’

‘Nothing even sort of dangerous or exciting?’

‘Nope,’ said Phredde.

‘Oh,’ I said. We trotted along the road some more. A few birds twittered at us from the lollipop trees, but that was all.

We kept on walking.

‘Er, Phredde?’

‘Mmm?’ said Phredde.

‘You know how you said there was nothing interesting in Phaeryland?’

‘Mmm,’ she said.

‘Well, there’s something interesting over there.’

‘Like what?’ said Phredde.

‘Like smoke,’ I said.

‘Smoke’s not interesting,’ she said.

‘It is if it isn’t coming out of a chimney and there’s no sign of any fire,’ I said.

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. Then she said, ‘Maybe we should just back up a little. Sort of get closer to those trees.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Because it’s probably a dragon!’ shrieked Phredde. ‘Run!’

So we ran.

Ten minutes later we were sitting on a branch in one of the lollipop trees peering at the puffs of smoke and I was getting bored.

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said.

‘Yeah?’ asked Phredde.

‘How come the dragon isn’t doing anything? All I can see is smoke.’

‘Maybe it’s asleep,’ said Phredde. ‘Or resting.’

‘Yeah, I suppose,’ I said. ‘Er, Phredde?’

‘Yeah,’ she said.

‘You know how you said that everything is safe in Phaeryland?’

‘Yeah,’ said Phredde.

‘Then how come we’re sitting in a tree to escape a dragon?’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde airily. ‘Phaeryland is quite safe. Apart from the dragons.’

‘And the giant butterflies who think you’re an escaped caterpillar,’ I said.

‘Yeah, and those too.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I see.’

The round green trees looked pretty from the ground, but they were awfully hard to sit upon. Also, it was getting boring just sitting there.

I looked around. The dragon—if it was a dragon—was still puffing away, with little round smoke balloons circling up into the sky (even the smoke is cute in Phaeryland).

‘How about just PING!ing the dragon away?’ I suggested.

‘I can’t,’ pointed out Phredde. ‘Remember? Creatures that live in Phaeryland are magic, just like me, so my magic won’t work on them.’

‘Yeah, I remember,’ I said. I was just about to suggest she PING! us some nice non-magical hamburgers when I looked a bit more closely at the red fruit dangling on the tree.

‘Hey, look,’ I said. ‘Lollipop fruit.’

‘Well, of course,’ said Phredde. ‘It’s a lollipop tree.’

‘Wow!’ I said. ‘Hey, can we eat them?’

‘Sure,’ said Phredde.

‘Hey, cool. Are there hamburger trees in Phaeryland too?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Phredde. ‘Hamburgers don’t grow on trees.’

So we each picked a lollipop and sat on our branch sucking it for about 136 hours (well, ten minutes, anyway) when something slowly began to dawn on me.

‘Hey, Phredde?’

‘Mmm,’ said Phredde around her lollipop.

‘You know the dragon?’

‘Yeah,’ she said.

‘The ferocious dragon we’re sitting up in this tree avoiding?’

‘Yeah,’ said Phredde.

‘Well, I don’t think it’s a dragon at all. See, look at the smoke. It’s coming right out of the grassy hill.’

Phredde peered down at where I was pointing. ‘Maybe the dragon is in a cave under the hill,’ she pointed out. ‘Dragons like caves.’

‘Yeah, but look at that!’ I pointed over to the hill. There was a tiny door, half-hidden in the grass. ‘If that’s a dragon’s front door then it’s a really small dragon.’

‘Maybe it’s a baby dragon,’ said Phredde half-heartedly.


‘Nah. Let’s find out,’ I said.

I slid down the lollipop tree and marched—well, sort of tiptoed, to be honest—over to the door. It was painted green, the same colour as the grass, which was why I hadn’t noticed it before, and over the letter box in the middle was written ‘Mrs Bunny Rabbit’.

‘Hey, Phredde!’ I yelled.

‘What?’ yelled Phredde, still up the tree.

‘Either this is a really sneaky dragon, or someone called Mrs Bunny Rabbit lives here.’

‘Maybe the dragon’s name is Rabbit?’ suggested Phredde cautiously.

‘What self-respecting dragon would call itself Rabbit?’ I began, when suddenly the door opened.

No, it wasn’t a small, sneaky dragon called Rabbit. It was a…well, a bunny rabbit. But it didn’t look much like those really bored ones in the pet shop at home.

This rabbit was almost as tall as me, and had a long flowery dress on, and a little blue velvet hat with its long, furry ears poking out, and little blue slippers on its long, furry feet, and it carried one of those really old-fashioned shopping baskets over one arm, er, paw.

Cute? Even a preschooler would have crumpled up the page and thrown it out.

‘Oh, goodness me!’ exclaimed the rabbit, twitching her cute little nose.

‘Er…I beg your pardon,’ I said politely (Mum would have been proud of me). ‘I didn’t mean to disturb you…’

‘Oh, no. Goodness me, no,’ twittered the rabbit. ‘I am always so pleased to have visitors! Won’t you come in?’

‘Er, no, really…’

‘But you must!’ insisted the rabbit happily. ‘Oh, I hardly ever have visitors!’

‘Look, really…’ I began.

‘Oh, this is so exciting! I’ll just put the kettle on and get out some cakes…’

‘Did you say cakes?’ I enquired. ‘Hey, Phredde!’ I yelled. ‘We’re going to have afternoon tea with Mrs Bunny Rabbit!’

So Phredde slid down the tree too, and we followed Mrs Bunny Rabbit into her hole.

Have you ever been down a rabbit hole? Well, unless you’ve been to Phaeryland I don’t suppose you have. I don’t suppose Phaeryland rabbit holes are much like the ones in the world outside, either.

This one was long, and the walls weren’t dirt—well, they may have been dirt, but they’d been smoothed and painted pale yellow, and there were lots of tiny lights in the smooth yellow ceiling too, and pale blue carpet on the floor.

So we walked about fifty kilometres (well, maybe ten metres) down this rabbit hole, and then it opened out into this great big room.

It looked pretty much like a normal kitchen, except for the tree roots sticking out here and there (but they’d been painted yellow too), and the fact that there were no windows. But there were kitchen benches, all blue and yellow, and a great big table in the middle, and lots of cupboards around the walls and a stove and a door which I supposed led to a bathroom, if rabbits used a bathroom, or a bedroom, or something like that.

‘Do sit down!’ twittered Mrs Bunny Rabbit. ‘Oh, I didn’t introduce myself! I’m Mrs…’

‘Mrs Bunny Rabbit,’ I put in. ‘I saw it on the door. I’m Prudence and this is Phredde.’

‘Oh, I am so pleased to meet you!’ said Mrs Bunny Rabbit. ‘And what are you, if you don’t think I’m terribly rude?’

‘Er, what do you mean, what are we?’ I asked.

Mrs Rabbit looked puzzled. ‘Well, I’m a rabbit,’ she pointed out.

‘Oh, I see,’ I said. ‘Well, I’m a girl and Phredde is a phaery.’

Mrs Rabbit wrinkled up her furry forehead. ‘A girl? A phaery? But that’s impossible!’

‘Why is it impossible?’ I demanded.

‘Well, your clothes…’ said Mrs Rabbit. ‘Where are your lacy skirts? Your glass slippers? Your tiaras?’

‘Oh, I see what you mean,’ I said, relieved. ‘No, we’re…we’re…’

‘We’re in disguise,’ put in Phredde quickly.

‘Ah!’ Mrs Rabbit was obviously relieved. ‘What a good idea! There are so many dangerous…’

‘Did you say something about cakes?’ put in Phredde quickly.

‘Oh, cakes! Of course!’ Mrs Rabbit bustled over to the big cupboard opposite the stove. ‘Do sit down, girls. Do sit down!’

Phredde pulled up one chair, and I pulled up another. I was just about to ask what Mrs Rabbit meant by ‘dangerous’ when she put the first cake on the table.

I mean, this was a cake! It had four layers, one pink, one yellow and two chocolate, and cream and cherries oozing out between each layer, and pink icing on the top, and while I’m not a fan of pink icing the rest looked greaf!

So while that cake and my stomach were happily combining to produce a bigger and better Prudence, Mrs Rabbit put all sorts of other goodies on the table—pink lamingtons, and tiny asparagus sandwiches with their crusts cut off, and pink lemonade, and pink wafer biscuits, and carrots—well, she was a rabbit.

While I ate and drank pink lemonade, Phredde and Mrs Rabbit gossiped about the ladies-in-waiting to the Phaery Queen (one of Phredde’s older sisters is a lady, er, phaery-in-waiting). It was really good lemonade, even if it was pink. In fact I’d just drunk my tenth glass when suddenly I realised…

‘Er, excuse me,’ I interrupted, ‘but would you mind if I used your bathroom?’

‘Bathroom?’ Mrs Rabbit blinked.

‘Er, yes, I…’

‘You want to wash your hands! The icing is sticky, isn’t it? Just over there!’ twittered Mrs Rabbit, pointing to the other door.

‘Look, Pru…’ whispered Phredde.

‘Not now!’ I hissed. ‘I’m in a hurry!’ I dashed across the kitchen and opened the door.

Well, it was a bathroom alright. There was a pretty pink washstand, and pretty pink towels, and a tiny pink bath with flowers on the side.

And nothing else.

I gazed around. Maybe there was another doorway. I peered out the bathroom door and looked around.

Yes! There was another doorway. I glanced around quickly. Mrs Rabbit was describing yet another ball dress to Phredde. I dashed for the door before she could look my way, and opened it…

A little pink bed. A flowery yellow carpet. A bedside table with a book on it, titled The Little Bunnies Have a Picnic.

No en suite. No other door at all.

I slunk back into the kitchen.

‘Oh, there you are!’ trilled Mrs Bunny Rabbit. ‘All clean now? Do have another glass of lemonade!’

‘Well…er…’ I pretended to look at my watch. ‘Fruitcakes!’ I yelled (actually I was going to say a ruder word, but somehow rude words turn out polite in Phaeryland). ‘Is that the time! It’s nearly dinner time!’

‘We’d better go,’ said Phredde. She sounded pretty happy about it—Phredde isn’t interested at all in phaeries-in-waiting and ball dresses. She stood up, nearly banging her head on the yellow ceiling, and we trotted out the long yellow passage and out the tiny green door, with Mrs Rabbit twittering at us all the way.

‘You take care on the way back, now!’ she insisted.

‘Sure, we’ll take care,’ I said carelessly. ‘What can happen to us in Phaeryland?’

‘Well,’ began Mrs Rabbit, twitching her whiskers, ‘there’s…’

‘We’d better run,’ Phredde broke in hurriedly, ‘or we’ll be late for dinner.’

‘Oh, no, you don’t want to be late!’ said Mrs Rabbit. ‘Do come back soon!’ she called, as we trudged over the grassy glade back to the road.

‘Sure! We’d love to,’ I called back. ‘Thanks for having us.’

‘We’ll come back next time poodles do arithmetic,’ muttered Phredde. ‘I’d rather have my toenails pulled out with rusty pliers.’

‘No, you wouldn’t,’ I said. ‘Not with rusty pliers.’

‘Well, almost,’ said Phredde, as we marched down the road back to the guesthouse. It was late afternoon now and the shadows of the lollipop trees stretched right across the road. Somehow Phaeryland didn’t look quite as…cute…all dressed in shadows. ‘That was almost as boring as maths homework.’

‘Hey, I like maths,’ I said.

‘Well, I don’t,’ said Phredde. ‘And I don’t think having afternoon tea with someone called Mrs Bunny Rabbit is all that fun, either.’

‘It was a great afternoon tea, though,’ I said, burping gently. ‘But look, Phredde, I really need to find a bathroom! A fully equipped bathroom, if you get what I mean!’

‘No, you don’t,’ said Phredde.

‘Yes, I do!’

‘No, you don’t. You just think you do. It’s habit. No-one needs a bathroom in Phaeryland. Just think of something else.’

‘Well…alright…’ I tried to force my mind away from ten glasses of pink lemonade sloshing away in my insides.

‘Phredde…what did Mrs Rabbit mean about taking care and things being dangerous?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ said Phredde.

‘But she must have…’

‘She was just fussing about,’ said Phredde. ‘You know what rabbits are like.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Rabbits live in cages like guinea pigs and eat lettuce leaves. They don’t cook four-layer cream cakes and give you pink lemonade.’

‘Well, we’re in Phaeryland now,’ said Phredde vaguely. ‘I wonder if Bruce is here yet?’

It sounded like she was changing the subject to me, but when Phredde doesn’t want to talk she won’t, so I just trotted along beside her as the forest of lollipop trees grew darker and darker.

In fact, it was growing really dark, despite the moon bobbing up behind us. If it hadn’t been for the yellow road sort of glowing under our feet we’d never have been able to follow it.

‘I wish we’d brought a torch,’ I said nervously.

‘We should be nearly there,’ said Phredde. She sounded a bit worried too. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t have stayed so long at Mrs Rabbit’s.’

‘I shouldn’t have had that sixth piece of cake,’ I agreed. ‘It’s ’cause there weren’t any windows. I couldn’t see how late it was getting.’ I glanced at my watch again. ‘Mum’ll be furious if we’re late for dinner on our first night,’ I added. ‘You know how mums stress about things like that.’

‘Yeah,’ said Phredde. She sounded even more nervous than me, which was really odd, because it was okay for me to feel a bit scared—after all, this was strange country for me. But Phredde knew Phaeryland really well, and after all, as she said, there’s nothing to be scared of in Phaeryland. Except for dragons, and kidnapping butterflies…

‘Hey, look!’ I cried, relieved. ‘There are some lights! That must be the guesthouse!’

Phredde peered into the blackness. ‘It doesn’t look like the guesthouse to me. It’s the wrong shape…’

‘Welcome!’ cried a cheery old voice in the darkness.

‘Er, hi,’ I said. ‘Is this the Sweet Pea Guesthouse?’

‘No, dearie, this is my delicious gingerbread cottage!’ said the cheery old voice. ‘Why don’t you come in and have a nibble?’

‘No, thanks,’ I said politely. ‘I’m full of cream cake and lamingtons and pink lemonade and carrots.’

‘Carrots?’ asked the voice. It sounded a bit puzzled.

‘It was at a rabbit’s. But thank you all the same. Er…you don’t have a bathroom, do you?’

‘A bathroom? But of course…’ I could see a sweet, wrinkly smile now, and a hint of white hair in the darkness. ‘Would you like to use my bathroom?’

I suddenly realised I’d have to be a bit more specific. ‘I mean a…a…’ I frantically tried to think of the polite word for it, ‘a lavatory!’

‘Well, no, dear.’ The sweet little old voice sounded a bit puzzled now. ‘I don’t think I have one of those. Is it a type of biscuit?’

‘No. It’s a…a…Never mind,’ I said quickly.

‘But I do have lots of gingerbread! A whole house of gingerbread! Won’t you come and taste it?’

‘No thanks,’ I said. ‘We really have to be getting back.’

‘But it’s such delicious gingerbread, dearie!’ said the voice, a bit frantic now. ‘Such yummy, yummy gingerbread…’ The voice faded behind us as we hurried on.

‘You know,’ said Phredde thoughtfully, ‘I don’t remember a gingerbread cottage on this road.’

‘Me either,’ I said. ‘We must have been looking the other way. Anyway, I don’t like ginger much. Hey, look, there’s the guesthouse!’

It really was the guesthouse this time, all floodlit (pink) with a cheery elf orchestra perched on giant mushrooms all around the garden sawing away at this really old-fashioned music. (It sounded rather nice, actually, but if you say I said that to Phredde or Bruce I’ll spit.)

So we took off our joggers and waded through the stream and put them on again (even though my feet were still wet) and padded up the stairs into the guesthouse.

We were home.







Chapter 4
 Bruce Arrives, and the Three Fat Hogs

Dinner was…interesting.

First of all, Bruce had arrived. Meals with Bruce are always interesting, ever since Bruce decided he’d rather be a frog than a phaery prince. This means that he eats mosquitoes and flies and little buzzing things, instead of normal food like pizza and spaghetti, which would be okay if he ate his mozzies with a knife and fork like everyone else. But Bruce eats frog fashion—he darts his long tongue out and goes glop—which believe me doesn’t really give you an appetite for roast gryphon, which was on the menu at the Sweet Pea Guesthouse that night.

So there we were at this long table—Phredde and I back in our ball dresses and tiaras, and Mum and Phredde’s mum and Bruce’s mum all in lace and diamonds too, and the dads in their tights and feathers trying not to look embarrassed. And Bruce was the same size as me now he was in Phaeryland (he was the same size as Phredde back home), all brown and damp and pulsating, but with a velvet hat with a feather in it on top of his froggy head, because even Bruce has to dress for dinner in Phaeryland.

And down the other end of the table were assorted phaeries and gnomes—oh, and a handsome prince (a real one, not one that had been turned into a frog) and…and…

‘Hey, Dad,’ I whispered, ‘what are those things?’

‘I think they’re the three little pigs,’ Dad whispered back. ‘Like in the story book.’

‘But they’re not little at all!’ I protested. ‘They’re great fat porkers!’

In fact they were the biggest, fattest hogs I’d ever seen, and they were sitting right at the table with us. I mean, I’m not prejudiced or anything—some of my best friends are phaeries, and I don’t even mind werewolves as long as they don’t lift their leg on my bedroom door like one of Mark’s so-called best friends did last…but that’s another story.

But even if these pigs were wearing tight checked trousers and even tighter velvet shirts they were still pigs. I mean, I’d never eaten at a table with pigs before, not unless they’d been turned into sausages first.

One of the great fat pigs reached over for a whole roast gryphon leg (I reckon a gryphon must be about the size of an emu), and poured a litre or two of gravy over it. The other two were helping themselves to the roast potatoes—again—and the corn on the cob and the roast pumpkin and the beans and the gravy…

‘I suppose the three little pigs grew up,’ said Dad vaguely.

‘You do anything interesting this afternoon?’ Bruce asked.

‘Nah,’ I said, watching the pigs shovel peas and gravy and coleslaw into their mouths. ‘Just met a rabbit.’ I didn’t mention sitting in the lollipop tree because we thought we’d seen a dragon. ‘How about you?’

‘Nothing much,’ said Bruce.

‘I don’t suppose there is much to do in Phaeryland,’ I sighed. ‘It’s all so safe, isn’t it? Nothing really exciting can happen in Phaeryland?’

Bruce looked at me a bit oddly. ‘Er…no. That’s right,’ he said.

Gnomes in cute red suits were removing the roast gryphon and vegies now, and replacing them with steamed date pudding and ice cream. I took a small slice and watched the three little pigs take a whole pudding each and cover it with cream and ice cream and custard and chopped bananas and hundreds and thousands.

‘You’re hardly eating anything!’ said Mum from down the table.

‘I’m not very hungry,’ I admitted. ‘We had this great big afternoon tea at Mrs Rabbit’s…’

‘You let a strange rabbit give you afternoon tea…’ began Mum. Then she gave a little laugh. ‘But I’m forgetting. This is Phaeryland! Nothing bad can ever happen in Phaeryland!’

Phredde’s mum and dad exchanged looks with Bruce’s mum and dad across the table, just as the three ‘little’ pigs called for another vat of ice cream and six more date puddings.

Then it was time for bed…

‘Phredde?’

‘Yeff,’ said Phredde, brushing her teeth next to the tinkling brook in the corner of our bedroom.

‘You know how you said no one needs a toilet in Phaeryland?’

‘Yeff,’ said Phredde over her toothbrush.

‘Well, I do.’

‘Bub doo cabn’t,’ said Phredde, her mouth still full of toothpaste.

‘Well I do! I really do! Maybe phaeries don’t, but girls do!’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. She rinsed her mouth out (the foam floated away down a hole in the bedroom wall) and thought about it.

‘Can’t you hold on till tomorrow, and then go out in the forest?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes,’ I said, uncrossing my legs then crossing them again.

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. Then she said, ‘How about we ring the manager and see if he can suggest anything?’

‘You ring,’ I told her. ‘I’m…er…occupied.’

Phredde pulled the golden rope by the bedroom door and in about two minutes—two really long minutes—I heard a pitter patter in the corridor outside, and someone knocked on the door.

‘Come in!’ said Phredde.

This red-cheeked, round gnome face peered round the door. ‘Can I help you, madam?’ he enquired.

‘Yeah,’ said Phredde. ‘My friend here needs a…a…’ she bent down and whispered discreetly, ‘a toilet!’

The tiny face looked puzzled. ‘A what?’

‘A toilet!’ said Phredde more loudly.

‘You don’t have to shout it all over the place!’ I hissed.

‘Well, you’re the one who…’ began Phredde.

The gnome coughed politely. ‘I’m afraid the Sweet Pea Guesthouse doesn’t…er…have such a facility.’

‘Oh, great!’ I said.

‘But if I may suggest…’ The face disappeared, then reappeared ten seconds later with this giant sort of fruit bowl in his hand. He passed it in to Phredde.

‘What’s that?’ I demanded.

‘It’s a chamber pot,’ said the gnome helpfully. ‘When madam has used it perhaps madam will place it under her bed in case she…er…needs to use it again in the morning. Then while you are having breakfast the…ah…staff will…er…attend to it.’

I gazed at the chamber pot dubiously. ‘Er…thanks,’ I said.

‘It is my pleasure,’ said the gnome. ‘Anything else madam requires, she has only to ask.’

What madam really wanted was an en suite bathroom, with at least one piece of furniture that flushed. But it looked like the chamber pot was all I was going to get.

‘Turn your back, Phredde,’ I said, as the door shut behind the manager.

‘Why?’ demanded Phredde.

‘Because madam is going to use the chamber pot,’ I said. ‘And madam would like a bit of privacy.’

‘Alright,’ said Phredde agreeably.

Well, anyway, madam did use the chamber pot, then madam shoved it right under madam’s bed so madam didn’t get her foot stuck in it when she got out of bed next morning, then madam got undressed and into her pyjamas, which someone had placed under her pillow.

Madam was glad that pyjamas were much the same in Phaeryland, except these had little lambs on them instead of my red-back spider ones.

‘Night, Phredde,’ I said.

‘Night, Pru,’ said Phredde from the other bed, just as the lights helpfully turned themselves off.

I shut my eyes.







Chapter 5
 A Big Bad Wolf (Well, dumb, anyway)

Ten minutes later I opened them again.

I suppose it’s hard to sleep the first night in any strange bed, even if that bed is in a really safe, nice place like Phaeryland. It was a comfortable bed and all that, but long after Phredde had drifted off I lay punching my pillow and listening to the noises outside.

The elf orchestra was silent now. All I could hear was the distant plop, plop, plop of lollipops falling off the trees, which was sort of peaceful as long as you didn’t think about visits to the dentist later.

In fact my eyelids had just slipped shut when suddenly this great noise boomed outside the window.

‘Little pigs, little pigs, let me come in!’

I sat up in bed. ‘What the fruitcakes is going on?!’ (Like I said, you can’t say any rude words in Phaeryland.)

‘What’s happening?’ demanded Phredde sleepily from the other bed.

‘Dunno,’ I said. ‘It sounded like…’ Then the noise came again.

‘Little pigs, little pigs, let me come in!’

‘It’s the big bad wolf!’ I cried. ‘You know, from the fairy story!’

Phredde shook her head. Phaeries never read fairy stories. ‘Never heard of him,’ she said.

‘Well, he blows down the first two pigs’ houses, then the third pig in the brick house traps him when he comes down the fireplace and boils him in the cooking pot.’

Phredde stared at me in the darkness. ‘But that’s horrible!’

‘Well, I didn’t write the story!’ I said.

‘How could they do such a thing to a poor little wolf!’ demanded Phredde.

‘Well…’ To be honest I’d never really thought of it that way before. Actually it was pretty disgusting when you came to think of it, boiling someone alive, fur and all.

‘Wolves are an endangered species!’ exclaimed Phredde indignantly. We’d done all about endangered species like hairy-nosed wombats last term.

‘Well, the wolf was trying to eat the little pigs,’ I pointed out.

Phredde snorted. ‘If he tries to eat those pigs he’s going to have a cholesterol problem. Anyway, you eat pork and bacon.’

‘Yeah, but not if it wears shirts and trousers! Oh, alright,’ I sighed. ‘Let’s see if we can just get him to go away again.’

I leant out the window, just as the big bad wolf began to bellow again. ‘Little pigs, little pigs, let me come in!’

‘Look, mate,’ I yelled, ‘if you go on like this the pigs are just going to boil you in the cooking pot, without even taking your fur coat off, and anyway, some people are trying to sleep in here!’

The wolf gazed up at me, all long nose and furry tail in the moonlight. He looked just like the illustration in our endangered species textbook, except he was standing on his hind legs. Oh, and his checked trousers and sports shirt were a bit different too.

‘Um, little pigs, little pigs…’ he began.

I sighed. Just my luck to get a really dumb, big bad wolf.

‘Helllooo? Look, buster,’ I said. ‘I am not a little pig. See? No chubby cheeks! No little squiggly tail! No porky chops with apple sauce! The real little pigs are probably fast asleep on the other side of the guesthouse, and besides, they’re great big hogs and you wouldn’t want to eat them anyway. Too much fat. You’d have a heart attack—you know, blocked arteries and all that! Why don’t you go and fix yourself a nice salad sandwich? You know, yummy lettuce and tomato. It’s much better for you.’

The wolf stared at me. ‘Lettuce and tomato?’ he growled, sort of confused.

‘Yeah. You know—all green and red? Or how about you call up for a takeaway sausage and pineapple pizza?’

The wolf shook his head in confusion. ‘Little pigs, little pigs…’ he began again.

There was nothing else for it. I reached under my bed and pulled out the chamber pot. ‘A final warning, wolf!’ I called. ‘Get lost!’

The wolf ignored me.

‘You’ll be soooorryy!’ I sang.

‘Little pigs, litt…’

So I lifted up the chamber pot and…

Well, you don’t really want to know what happened next. Let’s just say that three minutes later the wolf was yelping his way back down the yellow brick road, and he wasn’t going to feel like eating anything for quite a long time (he’d had his mouth open mid ‘little pig’ just at the critical moment).

And Phredde and I were back in bed and the chamber pot was back where it should be, and I reflected happily that now it would be quite empty when madam wanted to use it in the morning.

Then I did go to sleep.







Chapter 6
 Breakfast in Phaeryland

There weren’t many people at breakfast when Phredde and I went down the next morning. Just Bruce, slurping up a bowl of mosquitoes and a glass of fresh green pond water, and the handsome prince I’d seen the night before, in these really tight tights—I mean, you could see every bump on his knees—and a velvet shirt with sagging sleeves and all these ribbons embroidered up them. He was tucking into a big plate of baked beans on toast and waving away the scrambled gryphon eggs and bacon.

And the three little pigs were there too, even fatter than ever, each with what looked like a bucket of cornflakes in front of them, and stacks of buttery toast so high they looked like they were going to topple onto the floor, and six pots of jam and what looked like a bathtub full of peanut butter.

I wondered if I should tell them about their narrow escape the night before—I mean, they might have been grateful or something. But then I looked at them chomp, chomp, chomping their way through their six tonnes of cornflakes—their manners were, well, piggish—and I thought, no, thank you very much; however pigs show their gratitude I just don’t want to know. So Phredde and I sat next to Bruce instead.

‘What’s for breakfast?’ I asked.

‘Fried mosquitoes, grilled flies…’

‘What’s normal for breakfast?’ I interrupted.

‘There’s nothing wrong with a few nice flies,’ said Bruce. He had to raise his voice over the chomp, chomp, chomp of the hogs at the other table. ‘Oh, alright. Toasted phaery bread…’

‘Honeydew nectar, scrambled gryphon eggs and bacon, baked beans on toast, cheese omelette and cornflakes,’ said the manager at my elbow, ‘and if madam would like mushrooms on toast…’

I thought about the red and white spotted mushrooms we’d seen on the way here. And even if I did eat bacon at home it didn’t really seem polite eating it next to the three fat hogs.

‘Er…just scrambled gryphon eggs,’ I said.

‘Same for me,’ said Phredde.

The manager had just put them on the table—they looked just like normal eggs except they were a darker gold—when Mum staggered in.

‘Gllumpphhhhttt,’ said Mum. Mum isn’t at her best at breakfast. Even her tiara was on crooked.

‘Good morning, madam!’ said the manager brightly. ‘What can we offer madam this bright and glorious morning?’

‘Grrmmmmppphhhh blug,’ said Mum. ‘Just coffee. Lots of coffee.’

‘I am sorry, madam. We don’t have coffee at the Sweet Pea Guesthouse,’ said the manager apologetically.

‘No coffee!’ Mum’s eyes widened in horror. ‘Good grief! Where’s the nearest coffee bar then?’

‘I’m sorry, madam,’ said the manager, and he really did look upset about it. ‘There is no coffee anywhere in Phaeryland. We do have some delicious honeydew nectar, though…’

‘No coffee!’ shrieked Mum again. She was wide awake now.

‘I’m sorry, madam,’ repeated the manager. ‘But the honeydew nectar is really very good.’

‘Is it hot?’ demanded Mum.

‘Well, I suppose we can heat it up, madam.’

Mum groaned. ‘Alright. One hot, strong honeydew nectar.’ She shook her head as he trotted off. ‘No coffee,’ she muttered. She stared at me blearily. ‘What are you eating?’

‘Scrambled gryphon eggs,’ I said. ‘They’re good.’ Mum sort of shuddered. ‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘what are we doing today?’

Mum brightened up a bit. ‘Well, Splendifera is going to take us to have an audience with the Phaery Queen. Just imagine, Prudence, I’m going to meet real royalty! And then we’re going to practise the formal phaery dances, and then…’

‘Er,’ I said, ‘do Phredde and Bruce and I have to come too?’

Even Mum realises that formal dances and I just don’t go together. ‘Not if you don’t want to,’ she conceded.

‘I don’t,’ I said.

‘Well then, why don’t you and Ethereal…and Bruce, of course…’ Bruce gave her a wide froggy grin over his mosquitoes and Mum shuddered again, ‘go for a nice little walk? After all, it’s Phaeryland! There’s nothing that can possibly hurt you in Phaeryland.’

Phredde and Bruce shared a look across the table. It was just like the look they’d shared last night, one of those looks that mean something, but just as I was about to ask them what—and how come they were giving each other these looks and leaving me out—the manager placed this great trough of scrambled gryphon eggs in front of the three ‘little’ pigs, and what with their snuffling and snorting and spraying scrambled gryphon egg all over the place, I forgot all about it.







Chapter 7
 Phredde and Bruce’s Secrets

So we went for our nice little walk—I mean, what other sort of walk is there in Phaeryland? Or rather, I walked, and so did Phredde (being extra large in Phaeryland meant that her wings were mostly for show), and Bruce plopped along beside us, except when he splashed through the tinkling stream. (I was getting to wish it’d play a different tune now—go boom chugga boom maybe, instead of tinkle tinkle.)

‘I still don’t see why we can’t use the bridge,’ I grumbled as I dried my feet on my socks. ‘It’s a perfectly good bridge.’

I gestured up at it. It was a really cute bridge, actually, with a wooden top and big stone piers underneath. In fact the bridge seemed about ten times too big for such a little stream—the water hardly came over our ankles.

Bruce and Phredde exchanged another one of their looks. ‘But splashing through a stream is fun!’ said Bruce.

‘It might be if you’re a frog,’ I said.

‘I really like splashing through streams,’ said Phredde. But somehow she didn’t sound as convincing as Bruce.

‘Well, I don’t,’ I said. I was really starting to get a bit upset, to tell the truth. I mean, Phredde is my best friend, and I sort of thought that Bruce, well, sort of liked me more than anyone else too. But now we were in Phaeryland it was like I was suddenly an outsider.

We put our joggers on (well, Phredde and I did, anyway) and started to walk down the yellow brick road.

‘Phaeryland,’ muttered Bruce gloomily.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked, still a bit grumpily. Phaeryland was pretty boring, true, but it wasn’t that bad.

‘No juicy flies. No crunchy mosquitoes,’ said Bruce.

‘But you had flies and mozzies for breakfast!’ I objected.

‘Imported,’ said Bruce. ‘It’s not the same when your mosquitoes are on a plate, anyway. You don’t get that zing that you get when you haul them through the air on your tongue and they’re still squirming.’

‘Eeerk,’ said Phredde. ‘Look, if you’re going to talk about creepy-crawlies, you can take a walk in the other direction.’

‘Flies and mozzies don’t creep or crawl!’ objected Bruce. ‘They…’

‘Be quiet, Bruce!’ yelled Phredde and I together. So he was.

The sun was winking at us gently through the lollipop trees and the flowers glowed pink and yellow and blue and red, and the little birds went tweet, tweet, tweet like they’d forgotten any other words in the song book. Like I said, it was boring.

‘Hey, there’s that cottage we saw last night,’ said Phredde.

I squinted at it. ‘I thought it was a gingerbread cottage last night!’

‘It was pretty dark,’ said Phredde.

‘But the little old lady said it was a gingerbread cottage.’

‘Maybe she just thought she lived in a gingerbread cottage, but it was really…’

‘A yummy chocolate and walnut slice cottage!’ announced a sweet little old voice from behind the hedge. A face popped up to match it, all smiles and wrinkles and white hair pulled back into a bun and these cute little glasses on the end of her nose. She even wore a shawl with long, drooping fringes. ‘That’s what this house is! A chocolate and walnut slice cottage! Not a nasty old gingerbread cottage at all!’

‘Er, yeah, I can see that,’ I said.

Actually the chocolate and walnut slices looked like pretty sturdy building material, a bit like bricks really, except chocolaty, and the walnuts made a nice pattern too.

Apart from the chocolate and walnuts, the house was just like those cute cottages in colouring-in books. It had two windows and a door in front, and a chocolate icing roof, and a little crooked chimney, and a few puffs of smoke all white and round against the blue, blue sky. It was really pretty, though I wouldn’t have wanted to be inside when it rained, in case the roof melted all this chocolate glug over you. But I suppose it never does rain in Phaeryland.

‘Isn’t it a pretty cottage?’ said the sweet little old lady eagerly. ‘Why don’t you all come in and have a little nibble? Especially you!’ She beamed at me in a particularly friendly way.

‘No, thank you!’ said Phredde. She sounded a bit rude, actually.

‘Nope,’ croaked Bruce, even more rudely. ‘Come on,’ he added to me, ‘we’ve got to be going!’

‘Oh,’ sighed the sweet little old lady sadly. She looked at me imploringly. ‘You’ll be kind to a little old lady, won’t you?’ she pleaded. ‘You’ll have a little taste of my yummy cottage?’

‘Er, I’d love to,’ I said, ‘but I’m full of scrambled gryphon eggs. Maybe some other time.’ Like when fish use mobile phones, I thought. After the afternoon tea with Mrs Bunny Rabbit the day before, there was no way I wanted another polite Phaeryland tea party. But I wasn’t going to be rude to her like Phredde and Bruce.

‘But it’s such yummy chocolate and walnut slice!’ protested the sweet little old lady, a bit desperately.

I started to feel guilty. But not guilty enough to go and have morning tea and chocolate walnut slices.

‘I’m really sorry, but we’re late!’ I said politely. ‘See you.’

I set off at a jog along the yellow brick road, Phredde and Bruce tagging behind me.

‘Whew,’ I said, slowing down as we rounded the corner. ‘Is everyone in Phaeryland as hospitable as that?’

‘Sure,’ said Bruce. He hesitated, then glanced at Phredde. ‘But you wouldn’t have really gone into her cottage, would you? Not even if you were hungry?’

‘Well, I might,’ I said. ‘Poor old thing. I think she was lonely.’

‘But you can’t go nibbling on the houses of perfect strangers!’ protested Phredde.

‘Why not?’ I demanded. ‘It’s not like I was going to guts so much I’d eat a whole wall and the house would fall down!’

‘But it’s not…’ began Phredde, then stopped.

I looked at her closely. ‘Not what?’ I insisted.

Phredde bit her lip. ‘Oh, nothing.’

‘You were going to say “It’s not safe”, weren’t you?’ I said.

Phredde exchanged another look with Bruce. ‘Of course not!’ she protested. ‘Phaeryland is perfectly safe. Everybody knows that!’

‘Just like little kids’ colouring-in books?’ I pressed.

‘Sure. Just like that,’ agreed Bruce.

‘Promise?’

‘Promise,’ said Bruce. ‘Just like the colouring-in books.’

‘It’s just…’ began Phredde. She exchanged another of those secret looks with Bruce. ‘You won’t go wandering about without us, will you?’

‘Why would I want to do that?’ I asked. ‘Look, is there something you two aren’t telling…’

‘Hey, look ever there!’ interrupted Bruce quickly.

‘Over where?’ I asked crossly. I thought he was just changing the subject, to tell the truth.

‘That…that thing. Through the lollipop trees!’

I peered through the green and brown branches with their round red fruit on sticks. ‘It looks like a bed! And there’s someone on it!’ I started through the trees.

‘Be careful!’ cried Phredde.

‘This is Phaeryland! What’s to be careful about?’ I pushed away a low-lying lollipop branch and stepped into a typical Phaeryland grassy glade. The green grass was as smooth as that really horrible carpet in my Great Uncle Ron’s living room, and three zillion red, blue, yellow and pink flowers blinked all around us, so you felt like some mad florist was going to come leaping out and yelling at you for treading on the blooms. There was even a bubbling brook3 , just like in our bedroom at the Sweet Pea Guesthouse.

There was also a bed. Well, more like a low table, actually. But it had a sheet over it, and a few bird droppings, and a pillow on top of that with a few more leaves and bird droppings, and lying with her head on the pillow was this woman.

She had black hair, lots and lots of it, all spilling off the bed, or table, or whatever it was, and really white skin like she’d been using triple-strength sunblock all her life and had never gone to the beach or even had a game of netball. And soft red cheeks and red lips, but not like the red lipstick Mum uses when she’s getting all dolled up. And her dress was white, too, and long and soft and spilling down over the sides of the bed/table. Her eyes were shut.

‘Do you think she’s having a nap?’ whispered Phredde.

‘In the middle of the lollipop forest?’ snorted Bruce.

‘Well, it’s a nice day,’ argued Phredde. ‘Maybe she’s trying to get a tan.’

‘Hasn’t she ever heard of skin cancer?’ I asked.

‘There isn’t any skin cancer…’ began Phredde.

‘…in Phaeryland,’ I finished for her. ‘Alright, she’s not going to end up in skin cancer surgery for the rest of her life. But she doesn’t look like she’s sleeping to me. Not normal sort of sleep, anyway.’

‘How can you tell?’ demanded Phredde.

‘You watch,’ I said.

I stepped into the grassy glade—squashing about 10,000 flowers, but who cares, there were still about a zillion left—and walked over to the bed/table. ‘Hi!’ I said.

No answer. The woman just lay there like she was staring at the sky and counting sunbeams, except her eyes were shut, which I suppose was a good thing, ’cause too much sunbeam-counting sends you blind. That’s what Mum says, anyway.

‘I said, hi!’ I yelled a bit louder.

No answer.

‘Hi there!!’ I shrieked at the top of my voice.

Still no answer.

‘Maybe she’s deaf,’ suggested Bruce.

‘She isn’t deaf. She’s eaten a poisoned apple and is asleep for a hundred years,’ I informed him.

Phredde and Bruce stared at me. ‘Have you gone potty?’ demanded Bruce.

‘No, of course not,’ I answered crossly. ‘Look!’

I reached over and shook the woman’s arm—politely, though. I didn’t want her leaping up and yelling ‘Assault!’ at me.

‘Hey, wake up!’ I urged.

No response. She didn’t even blink.

‘Maybe she’s…dead…’ whispered Phredde, her eyes suddenly wide.

‘No, she’s not dead,’ I said impatiently. ‘She’s just eaten a poisoned apple. I told you.’

‘But that’s crazy!’ protested Phredde.

‘No, it’s not. Well, okay, it is a bit. But it’s a little kids’ fairy—sorry, phaery story.’ I suddenly remembered neither Phredde nor Bruce would ever have read Snow White.

‘Look, there’s this nice old king, right? And his wife dies, leaving him with a daughter. She’s called Snow White.’

‘That’s a pretty dumb name for a kid,’ objected Bruce.

‘Well, I didn’t call her that! He did!’

‘But snow is white,’ argued Bruce. ‘It’s like saying “rose red”.’

‘There was another princess called Rose Red,’ I said.

‘Roses can be yellow too,’ argued Phredde.

‘Nah,’ said Bruce. ‘Rose Yellow’s a really dumb name.’

‘Look, will you lot be quiet!’ I yelled. ‘Who’s telling this story, you or me?’

‘You,’ said Phredde.

‘Alright, then! So this king marries another wife, an evil stepmother.’

‘Was she a stepmother before she married the king or after?’ enquired Bruce.

‘She couldn’t be a stepmother before she married him,’ said Phredde.

‘Yes, she could. She could have been married before too, and had stepkids from that marriage,’ Bruce pointed out.

‘Will you lot shut your mouths! Please!’ I screamed. ‘Look, she married this king, and so then she became Snow White’s stepmother. And she was really cool-looking, too.’

‘Who? Snow White or the stepmum?’ enquired Bruce.

‘Both of them! And every day the stepmother used to look in her magic mirror and say, “Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the fairest one of all?” And the mirror would say, “You are, Queen. You’re the best-looking babe in the land.”’

‘Huh,’ said Bruce. ‘I bet she programmed the mirror to say that.’

‘Yeah,’ said Phredde.

‘Anyway,’ I went on, ‘Snow White grew up and got even more totally gorgeous, and one day when the evil stepmum said, “Mirror, mirror”, the mirror answered, “Snow White is the coolest chick around.” And the evil stepmother went totally ballistic!’

‘I should think so,’ said Bruce. ‘After she’s programmed it to say she was the best, too. So did she get a mirror upgrade?’

‘No! She called the woodsman and told him to take Snow White into the forest and kill her.’

‘I bet he told her where to get off,’ said Phredde gleefully. ‘I bet he said, “Look, evil queen, killing princesses isn’t in my job description and I’m going to complain to the union and the police, and I’m going to go on the ‘World’s Silliest Conspiracies Show’ and tell all, and you’re going to be up for attempted murder and hauled off to prison, and…”’

‘Well, no. He didn’t do that. He took Snow White into the woods…’

‘The sneaky crawler!’ protested Phredde.

‘And then he left her there!’ I shouted. ‘And went back to the evil queen and said he’d bumped her off.’

‘I know what happens next,’ said Phredde happily. ‘Snow White goes and learns martial arts and comes back and goes Hee!!! How!!! Hong!!! and throws the evil queen into a barrel of water and…’

‘Er, no,’ I said. ‘She goes and lives with the seven dwarves in the forest and…’

‘Seven dwarves!’ interrupted Phredde.

‘Yeah, and…’

‘She goes and lives with them?’

‘Yeah, and…’

‘All seven of them?’

‘Yeah. And…’

‘Hellooo? These are male-type dwarves we’re talking about here?’

‘Yeah. Then…’

‘That’s disgusting,’ roared Phredde. ‘They shouldn’t tell kids’ stories like that. This Snow White chick goes and lives with seven blokes…’

‘Well, they were only small blokes…’

‘I don’t care if they were two centimetres high! It’s still disgusting!’

‘Look, she didn’t live with them…’

‘But you said…’

‘She just did housework and stuff like that!’ I roared. ‘Nothing…you know…’

‘So she was their housekeeper?’ decided Bruce.

‘Yeah.’

‘Boring,’ said Phredde. ‘Why couldn’t she have become a marine biologist or a veterinary technician or something?’

‘Because she’d never been to uni! Look, will you let me finish!’

‘No worries,’ said Phredde.

‘Alright, then! But the crazy mirror kept banging on about Snow White still being gorgeous, so the evil queen got really suspicious. She found out where Snow White was, and disguised herself as an apple seller…’

‘I bet Snow White saw through that one,’ chortled Bruce.

‘No. She bit one of the apples…’

‘This girl is dumb!’ snorted Phredde.

‘And fell into this deep sleep like she was dead. So the dwarves put her on this bier…’ I indicated the bed/table.

‘They didn’t bury her? Errk! She’d go all maggotty and turn into a skeleton and…’

‘But she wasn’t really dead! She was asleep! And look!’ I waved a hand towards the sleeping Snow White. ‘See? No maggots!’

Bruce peered over at her hopefully. ‘No, you’re right,’ he decided. ‘Pity about that. A nice fat maggot can be really tasty…’

‘Bruce!’ yelled Phredde. She looked at Snow White thoughtfully. ‘So these seven dwarves have just left the poor girl outside where the birds could do their business all over her! I think those dwarves sound pretty dumb too,’ decided Phredde. ‘Surely they had a spare bedroom they could stash her in.’

‘Anyway!’ I yelled. ‘Here she is.’ I indicated the sleeping woman beside us.

Phredde examined her. ‘I don’t think she’s the fairest of all,’ she pointed out. ‘Julia Roberts is much more…’

‘I told you, the stepmother really needs to upgrade her mirror,’ said Bruce. ‘One of those Pentium models, with…’

‘But what are we going to do about her?’ I roared.

Phredde and Bruce stared at me. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, we can’t just leave her here!’

‘We could lug her back to the Sweet Pea Guesthouse,’ suggested Bruce. ‘I’m sure they’ve got a room for her there.’

I shook my head. ‘Can you just imagine what our parents would say if we come home carting a dead princess! We’d be grounded for years!’

‘You have a point,’ said Bruce. He looked at Snow White with interest. ‘You know, dead bodies attract flies, too,’ he added thoughtfully. ‘We…’

‘Bruce!’ I roared.

‘Er, I’m sorry,’ said Bruce. ‘I was letting my stomach take over there.’

‘You keep your tummy under control,’ I said. ‘Anyway, like I said, she’s not really dead. She’s just asleep. So—let us be quite clear about this—there won’t be any maggots or flies around her whatsoever! She’s just going to sleep till this handsome prince rides by and kisses her…’

‘Oh, yuk!’ cried Phredde. ‘He kisses a dead body! He’s a pervert!’

‘But she’s only asleep,’ I protested.

‘Yeah, but he doesn’t know that. Oh, yuk. Yuk!’ Phredde made vomiting noises.

Bruce took a careful hop backwards, just in case Snow White should start sleepwalking and accidentally kiss him. (I keep forgetting he’s a handsome prince. Well, a prince, anyway. It’s hard to tell if someone’s handsome when they’re a frog—although he is a pretty nice-looking frog.) ‘What happens then?’ he asked cautiously.

‘Well, Snow White and the handsome prince get married and live happily ever after.’

‘That’s horrible!’ cried Phredde. ‘You mean she marries this pervert who goes round kissing dead bodies? We have to save her!’

‘How? We’d need a handsome prince to wake her up…’ I stopped. I looked at Phredde. Both of us looked at Bruce.

‘Oh, no you don’t.’ Bruce hopped back even further in alarm.

‘But you’re a handsome prince,’ I said. ‘Or you would be if you weren’t a frog.’

‘I like being a frog!’ said Bruce. ‘Anyway, I’m not going around kissing any stray princesses.’

‘But then she’ll wake up!’

‘Yeah! And want to marry me! No, thanks. Anyway, how would I explain that at school, having this princess hanging around wanting to marry me?’

Well, I could have pointed out that any princess waking up and seeing Bruce’s froggy mouth—not to mention his big, bulging eyes and damp skin—peering over her would run shrieking into the lollipop forest. I mean, no way was any princess going to fall for Bruce, even if she had been living with seven short gentlemen and doing their washing and ironing for ever so long.

‘I think we should just leave her here,’ decided Bruce.

‘But…’

‘She looks perfectly happy,’ argued Bruce. ‘And you said she lived happily ever after, so what’s the problem? If we interfere we might cause all sorts of trouble.’

‘I suppose,’ I said regretfully.

‘But marrying a prince!’ wailed Phredde.

‘It can’t be all that bad,’ I said feebly.

‘Poor girl.’ Phredde looked sympathetically down at her. ‘I bet she doesn’t know any better. Raised in a palace, then stuck in a house in the forest washing and scrubbing with seven male chauvinist dwarves. I bet they never even made their own beds! She’s never had any fun…’ She brightened. ‘I know!’ There was a sudden PING! and she was gone.

‘What the…’ I began, then…

PING! And Phredde was back. ‘Got them,’ she yelled, waving a fistful of paper.

‘Got what?’ I enquired.

Phredde shoved the papers into Snow White’s warm, still hand. ‘A uni handbook and enrolment form, a pamphlet on the top ten night clubs, an adventure holiday guidebook and a copy of Feminism and the Mastery of Nature by DrVal Plumwood.’

‘Er…’ I said.

‘Don’t you see?’ said Phredde excitedly. ‘This pervert prince’ll kiss her and she’ll wake up and she’ll read all that stuff and she’ll tell him to get fruitcaked!’

‘But what if she still decides to marry him?’ demanded Bruce.

‘Well, at least she’ll have had a choice,’ said Phredde heatedly.

‘But…’ began Bruce.

‘Alright!’ I yelled. ‘We’ve solved the problem of Snow White! So let’s drop the subject! What do we do now?’

‘Have lunch?’ suggested Bruce.

‘It’s not lunch time yet.’ I glanced at my watch. ‘It’s only eleven o’clock.’

‘But I’m hungry!’ protested Bruce.

‘So am I,’ I admitted. ‘This saving princesses from handsome princes is hard work. How about we go back to the chocolate and walnut slice cottage? We could have a quick nibble, and…’

‘No!’ chorused Phredde and Bruce, sharing one of their secret looks again.

I was getting sick of this. ‘Look,’ I demanded, ‘what’s wrong with having a bite of some dear old lady’s chocolate and walnut slice cottage? You said you felt like a snack, and…’

‘Well, it’s…’ began Phredde.

‘It’s like this…’ began Bruce, then stopped.

I put my hands on my hips. ‘Go on,’ I said.

‘It’s…er…just not a good idea,’ said Phredde.

‘Yeah, that’s right,’ said Bruce. ‘It’s not a good idea.’

‘Why not?’

‘It just isn’t,’ said Phredde. ‘Er…you might get indigestion.’

‘Me? I can eat six pineapple and sausage pizzas at a sitting!’

‘You’ll spoil your lunch,’ added Bruce quickly but not convincingly.

‘Look,’ I said. ‘What’s all this about? What are you two hiding?’

‘Us? Nothing,’ said Phredde.

‘Yeah, nothing,’ said Bruce.

I looked from one to the other. I was starting to feel really upset, if you want to know the truth. I mean, after all Phredde and I have been through together, and Bruce and I too, like being chased by that ancient Egyptian mummy4…I hadn’t thought either of them would keep a secret from me.

It must be because I was just a normal human, I decided, and not a phaery too. Just because I couldn’t fly, and PING! things up, they thought I wasn’t as good as they were—especially here in Phaeryland.

Which made me feel really bad.

And mean.

And upset.

But there was no way I was going to let either Phredde or Bruce see that.

‘Well, who cares?’ I said airily. ‘Let’s do something else, then.’

‘Like what?’ asked Phredde, looking relieved. Bruce looked happier too.

‘How about we…we go scout around for other trees? I mean, if these trees have lollipops on them maybe there’s a grove of…of tomato-sandwich trees, or celery-stuffed-with-cream-cheese trees.’

‘But sandwiches don’t grow on…’ began Phredde.

Bruce waved her to silence. ‘That’s a great idea,’ he said, a bit too enthusiastically, giving Phredde a warning glance. ‘Don’t you think so, Phredde?’ His look said, ‘Let’s just go along with it in case she starts asking questions again!’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. ‘Oh, yeah. That’s a great idea.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Well, how about you go that way, and Bruce, you go that way, and I’ll scout around that way, and we’ll meet here in…’ I checked my watch, ‘about twenty minutes.’

‘Why can’t we all go together?’ asked Phredde.

‘We’ll cover more ground separately,’ I said. ‘Who knows what we might find? Maybe there’s even a pineapple-and-sausage-pizza tree!’

Bruce and Phredde exchanged glances again. ‘Fine by me,’ said Bruce.

‘But you don’t have a watch,’ Phredde pointed out.

PING! A watch appeared on Bruce’s slimy wrist.

‘I do now,’ he said. ‘Okay, we meet back here at…’ he looked at his new watch, ‘11.23 precisely.’

Phredde looked at me worriedly. ‘You won’t go too far away, will you?’ she asked me a bit anxiously.

‘Nah. Just through those trees a little way,’ I said. ‘If I see any ferocious little bunny rabbits I’ll shriek. Okay?’

‘Okay,’ said Phredde. She still didn’t sound convinced.

‘See you in twenty minutes.’ I turned my back and made my way through the lollipop trees.

Three minutes later I stopped, and tiptoed back again. I peered round a lollipop tree. Phredde and Bruce were still in the middle of the glade. Bruce was saying something—I bet it was ‘Look, just let her go and cool off for a while’—and Phredde was arguing, but finally Bruce leapt off one way and Phredde trotted off another way and I was alone with my thoughts.

They weren’t nice thoughts either. Not Phaeryland thoughts at all.

How could they! No matter what the secret was, surely they could trust me! Or didn’t they think I was good enough, just because I was a human?

‘Blooming phaeries,’ I muttered to myself (I was nearly in tears, to tell the truth). No, make that ‘fairies’! Fruitcaking fairies! Always thinking they were better than other people just because they could PING! up whatever they wanted, and fly, and they lived in castles…

I sniffed three times and wiped my eyes. ‘Well,’ I muttered to myself, ‘I’ll show them! They can keep their silly secrets! I’ll find out what it’s all about without them!’

It was something to do with the chocolate and walnut slice cottage…or gingerbread cottage…or whatever it was. All I had to do was go back there and scout around. And if I went really quickly I’d be back in twenty minutes and then I could say, just sort of casually, ‘Hey, you know that chocolate and walnut slice cottage? Well, I went back there and I discovered the dragon in the carport…’ Or the mutant giant butterfly or whatever it was they were afraid of (being Phaeryland it couldn’t be too bad, whatever it was).

Then they’d be sorry, I thought. Then they’d see that even though I was a normal, everyday sort of kid, I was more than capable of ferreting out any silly phaery secrets!

Huh! I thought. Make that fairy secrets! I stomped off.




3 A bubbling brook goes bubble, bubble, bubble. A tinkling brook, on the other hand, goes tinkle, tinkle, tinkle. Phredde says there are also sparkling brooks in Phaeryland (they go sparkle, sparkle, sparkle), but I didn’t see any.

4 See Phredde and the Zombie Librarian.









Chapter 8
 Back to the Cottage

It didn’t take long to get back to the yellow brick road, or to the cottage either. The sun was almost overhead now (I bet it was smiling down at me, too, with a silly Phaeryland grin, but I had a feeling that even in Phaeryland staring at the sun might send you blind, so I didn’t like to check).

Little heat waves were rising up from the yellow brick road, and the lollipop trees were drooping in the heat. Even the birds had stopped tweet, tweet, tweeting. In fact, the only sound was the rumbling of my tummy.

A bit of chocolate and walnut slice was getting to sound really good. Maybe I’d leave a few chocolaty crumbs on my T-shirt just to show Phredde and Bruce…

‘Why, it’s the little human girl!’ said the sweet little old lady, bobbing up from behind her hedge again and smiling all over her sweet, wrinkled apple face. ‘Welcome, dearie! Welcome to my lamington cottage!’

I blinked. Sure enough, the house was all chocolate icing now, with little flecks of coconut speckled all over it. There was even a hint of cream filling at the windowsills.

‘Er…isn’t it a chocolate and walnut slice cottage?’ I enquired dubiously.

‘Oh, no, dearie.’ The sweet little old lady’s smile grew even wider. ‘It’s a yummy lamington cottage! See!’

Well, after all, I thought, this was Phaeryland. And lamingtons are okay, though to be honest I’d rather have had a slice of watermelon. But I didn’t feel like asking her to change it yet again, because after all it must be a lot of trouble to change your house from gingerbread to chocolate and walnut slice and then to lamingtons, even if you are a phaery. And anyway, a watermelon house would drip sticky juice all over you and the seeds would fall in your hair.

So all I said was, ‘It…er…looks very nice.’

‘It’s a delicious cottage, dearie!’ said the sweet little old lady, with a sweet, sweet smile, rubbing her wrinkled hands together. ‘Won’t you come inside and try a nibble?’

‘Er, can’t I have a nibble out here?’ I asked. For some reason I was starting to feel just a little bit nervous, to tell the truth.

Thunder growled suddenly above me. I looked up, but there was no sign of clouds.

The sweet little old lady shook her neat, grey head. ‘Oh, no, dearie. You don’t want to nibble the outside of my cottage! Lamingtons turn all hard and stale in the sunlight.’

‘Is that why you have to keep changing your house all the time?’ I asked. ‘Because it gets stale?’

The thunder muttered ominously again.

The sweet little old lady blinked. ‘What? Oh, yes. Yes, that’s it! I have to keep changing my house so it doesn’t get stale. So come inside and try my lovely fresh lamington walls! And I’ll make you a lovely cup of honeydew nectar, too!’

Well, to be honest I was getting sick of honeydew nectar—it’s never going to replace a bottle of cola, or even orange juice, in my opinion. But if I was going to find out exactly what Phredde and Bruce were trying to keep from me, I’d have a better chance of ferreting it out inside.

So I said, ‘Thank you. I’d love to,’ really politely, just like Mum is always trying to get me to do, and opened the gate, just as the thunder really roared.

It was a cute garden past the hedge: lots more multicoloured flowers and grass as green as the forest glades, which is basically as green as any green colouring pencil could make it, the sort of green Mark’s goldfish tank goes if he forgets to clean it out.

There was a little crazy-paving path too, all cute and crooked, leading up to the front door, which was painted green with a big brass knocker on it. The door was ajar and I could just see the neat little kitchen beyond it, the chocolate and coconut walls, and bright yellow table and chairs—not made out of any food at all that I could tell, unless they were made of solid custard (yuk!)—and a yellow kettle on the stove.

It all looked sweet and innocent, and suddenly I was sure that whatever Phredde and Bruce were keeping from me, it had nothing to do with this dear little old lady and her sweet little cottage, which meant I’d better get back to them before they realised I was gone and, anyway, it sounded like it was going to rain.

I turned round just as the thunder roared again. ‘Er, look, I just remembered,’ I said. ‘I’m meant to meet my friends in a few minutes, and…’

The sweet little old lady’s face fell. ‘Oh, dearie dear. Won’t you just have a teeny tiny nibble? Just a little itsy bitsy nibble?’

‘Well…’ I said. After all, she was a sweet little old lady. She was probably really lonely, and it wouldn’t take very long to just take a nibble of her kitchen walls, would it? Just a tiny little nibble…

‘Okay,’ I said. I stood back politely to let her past. ‘After you.’

‘Oh, no, dearie,’ she insisted. ‘You go first.’

‘Alright,’ I said. I pushed the door further open and stepped into the sweet yellow kitchen, and…

BANG! The door slammed behind me. BOOOOOMMMMMMMM! The thunder growled so loudly this time it rattled the jug on the stove.

‘Hey, what the…’ I began. I turned round and tried the door.

It didn’t open.

‘Heh, heh, heh, heh! Got you!’ shrieked the little old lady jubilantly from somewhere out in the garden. Suddenly she didn’t sound sweet at all. The thunder gave a little snicker too.

‘Let me out!’ I screamed.

No answer, unless you counted another evil chuckle, plus more thunder.

‘Look, I’m just a harmless kid! There’s no need to lock me up!’

Another evil chuckle, but this one was even chucklier, as though I had said something really funny. ‘I like human children!’ cried the sweet little old lady.

‘Then let me out!’ I screamed.

‘I like them fried…or casseroled…or roasted, especially when they’re nice and tender…’

It was about then I realised that this was no nice little old lady. In fact, I was in real trouble…

‘My friends will come looking for me soon!’ I threatened.

‘Will they, dearie?’ said the little old lady’s voice, sounding quite different now. ‘I don’t think they’ll recognise you. Not if you’ve been turned into spaghetti sauce with human meatballs, or a lovely human and mushroom pie!’

‘Oh, yes, they will!’ I announced. ‘They’ll get here before you can do a thing to me!’ But my voice didn’t sound very confident. Phredde and Bruce would come looking for me. But they’d think I was lost in the lollipop forest. It might be hours before they thought of looking for me here, and who knows what recipe the sweet little old, er, the not sweet at all evil phaery would have chosen to cook me in by then.

I tried the door handle again, but it wouldn’t turn. I banged on the door instead, then kicked it, but nothing happened. I ran at the door—bang! crash!—just like they do on TV police shows, but all I got was a bruised elbow.

I turned round. There had to be some other way out! A window perhaps? Nope. No windows. The ones I’d seen outside must have been just for show. There wasn’t even a door leading to another room.

But there was no need to panic. Absolutely no need to panic. I just had to keep my head. After all, this was just a lamington house. I could munch my way through the walls. Okay, it’d mean I probably wouldn’t be able to fit in any lunch or dinner, and would be so sick of lamingtons I’d never be able to walk past a cake shop again, but at least I’d be free.

That wall, perhaps? After all, how long could it take to munch through a lamington wall? I headed over to the wall by the stove, when suddenly, BBBOOOOOOOMMMMMM! The thunder roared again.

PING! The lamington walls were gone. The stove was gone too, and its yellow kettle. The table was gone. The chairs were gone. Even the green painted door had vanished.

In their place was darkness, thick and damp and horrid. Dimly I could see walls on either side of me—black, damp walls—and the floor looked cold and black as well.

‘Fruitcakes!’ I yelled, which wasn’t what I meant to say at all, but like I said, bad language just turns into something else in Phaeryland.

If I was still in Phaeryland.

If I wasn’t about to be eaten or tortured.

Or even worse, just left here in the darkness till I melted into a little puddle of darkness, too.

And I bet there wasn’t a lavatory here either!

‘Fruitcakes!’ I muttered again, but it came out more like ‘Mmmpphh’, ’cause I was crying too hard not to even swear.







Chapter 9
 In the Dungeon of Doom

‘Nothing can hurt you in Phaeryland.’

‘You are perfectly safe in Phaeryland.’

I’d been really dumb.

Phaeryland was just like the picture books, right? Castles and the Phaery Queen and fairies, alright, phaeries!

Something squeaked above me. A bat probably. I ignored it. Something squeaked below me. A mouse, I supposed. I tried to ignore that, too, but somehow mice in dungeons aren’t as cute as white mice in little cages. The thunder gave a little mutter, but I was getting used to that.

Okay, so no-one ever got skin cancer in Phaeryland, and phaeries didn’t need anything rude like bathrooms with the most important item. But those little kids’ stories also had evil phaery godmothers who bewitched perfectly decent princesses so they fell asleep for a hundred years when they pricked their finger on a spinning wheel. There was the evil phaery who imprisoned Rapunzel. And what about that evil stepmother who poisoned Snow White.

‘Fool!’ I yelled to myself. ‘We even saw Snow White!! That should have given you a clue that not everything was safe in Phaeryland!’

There was even a story about the evil phaery who lived in a gingerbread cottage and lured in kids and…

I gulped. I had been dumber than dumb…(The thunder muttered a bit as though it agreed.) Mum had read me that story a million, zillion times. The evil phaery lured kids into her gingerbread house then boiled them up in a cauldron and ate them, till two smarter than average kids had shoved her in her own oven.

Well, those kids had been smarter than me, anyway. I’d gone skipping into that lamington cottage like I was on my way to the video bar. I’d come zapping off to Phaeryland without even reading a guidebook, for Pete’s sake. I should at least have done some basic research first! Checked out a few library books of phaery stories. Looked up some phaery sites on the Internet. Made some notes on the hidden hazards of Phaeryland and how to avoid them. I deserved to be…

I took a deep breath. No, I did not deserve to be casseroled up in a cauldron…or whatever other horrible fate that sweet (huh!) old lady had planned for me. I’d been silly, that was all. But now I had to escape! I was going to escape!

Definitely.

Somehow.

Almost certainly.

Probably, anyway.

The thunder chuckled outside the dungeon. A bat squeaked. Probably a vampire bat, who’d suck my blood so there’d be none left for the sweet little old lady, and that would show her, I thought, but it wouldn’t be much use to me.

I mustn’t panic. That was it. I mustn’t panic. If that movie hero could escape from ninety-six evil ninjas I could escape from this…

The thunder muttered above me. I looked around. My eyes were adjusting to the gloom now. I stepped forward cautiously, my hands out in front of me.

One step, two steps, four, five, six…my hands met something slimy. I jerked them back, then gingerly felt forward again. Walls…concrete or stone, perhaps something else cold and damp. No sign of a window, but then it might be dark outside wherever I was, so maybe I wouldn’t see light coming from a window, or a door. I’d have to feel it.

I stepped slowly round to the left, feeling as I went. Blank wall, blank wall, blank wall, blank wall. One corner, two corners, three, four…I’m not the greatest at geometry (you ask Mrs Olsen5 ) but even I knew that a square has four corners, and this room seemed square—although it was pretty hard in the absolute darkness to tell when I was back at my first corner. Maybe it was a hexagon or an octagon or a trapezium…I was running out of geometry, but I suddenly remembered that if they were right angles (and they felt like right angles) then there could only be four of them. Mrs Olsen would have been proud of me—will be proud of me when I get out of here, I thought.

No easy way out through doors or windows, anyway. If it needed magic to get in and out of here I was really stuck.

Maybe I could jump on my gaoler’s back when they came in to feed me. If they ever did decide to feed me. Maybe they’d leave me starving here, till I was just bones and jeans and T-shirt. Or maybe they’d PING! me a crust of mouldy bread, and I’d have to lick the slimy water from the walls to stay alive.

No way—they’d want me fat and tender. I’d probably be stuffed with loaves of bread soaked in peanut oil and…and…fried chicken and soggy chips and sweet and sour blobs of fat and other food specially designed to make me pudgy…

Stop it! I yelled at myself. Forget about mouldy bread and slimy water and being boiled in cauldrons and stuffed with calories and having my toenails pulled out with red-hot pliers, and Prudence patties and hamburgers with Prudence sauce. Just concentrate on getting out!

Maybe there was a hole in the ceiling! I gazed up at it. Nothing. Just blackness. Really deep blackness. Either there was no hole or it was so far up there was no way I could reach it, unless I grew wings or turned into a grasshopper.

I hadn’t felt any nice trapdoor in the floor in my searches, either. Just the chilly water seeping down the walls, and…

‘Fruitcake!’ I yelled. ‘Where’s the water going?’

The water was seeping down the walls. But there wasn’t a puddle building up over my ankles. So it must be seeping down to somewhere.

Of course, it could just be soaking into the ground. But the floor was stone or concrete and water doesn’t soak into those. Not much, anyway.

Maybe there was a secret tunnel under my dungeon floor. Dungeons always had secret tunnels. At least, they did in phaery stories, and this was Phaeryland!

The thunder muttered outside as though it was getting bored. A vampire bat—if it was a vampire bat—flapped lazily round the ceiling.

Right, I told myself. All you have to do is find the secret tunnel. Easy!

Except finding the secret tunnel meant kneeling down on that cold, slimy floor. With mice. And probably vampire bat droppings, if those little squeaky things above me were bats (at least, I hoped they were bats—I didn’t like to think what else they could be).

Come on, don’t be stupid, I told myself. Tracksuit pants can be washed. So can skin. But Prudences can’t be unboiled once they’ve been shoved into a wicked phaery’s cauldron and made into Prudence pies.

I knelt down. It was just as bad as I thought it would be. There were at least ten centimetres of yuk on that floor and I hoped most of it was slime. I dipped my hands into the ooze and began to feel around.

Stone. This floor was definitely made of stone. Which meant if all the phaery stories Mum had ever read me were correct, there was a great big iron ring in one of the stones somewhere under all this gunk.

There was. Well, it was a ring anyway, and it was big and set in a giant stone, and I supposed it was iron. And if I pulled it, then…

I stuck my fingers through the ring and pulled. Nothing happened. I pulled again. Still nothing.

I sat back in the ooze and thought. I must be able to pull up the ring! After all, skinny dumb princesses with golden hair pulled up rings and escaped through secret tunnels all the time, and I bet they didn’t play netball three times a week like me and practise martial arts in front of their videos. If they could manage to pull up a dungeon floor ring, I certainly could.

I pulled again. It didn’t move.

Maybe I had to say a magic word. Or be a princess with golden hair. Or maybe it only worked on Tuesdays and this was Friday. Or…

Or maybe if I (eerk) scooped the gunk away from the edges of the stone it might lift more easily.

I searched in my pockets. This was the time to use my Swiss army knife. Or my nail file. Or the pair of scissors I had accidentally dropped in my pocket this morning.

Except I hadn’t dropped in any scissors. I’d left my Swiss army knife at home. And I don’t even own a nail file.

Which just left my fingers. And ten centimetres of goo.

Well, it wasn’t going to get any less gooey. And the longer I waited, the more likely it was that some not-so-sweet old lady was going to come banging along with her cauldron and turn me into Prudence soup with dumplings.

I started poking. Seven broken fingernails later, and about two zillion buckets of goo, I tried pulling the ring again.

Nothing. Nothing…and then it moved…slowly at first, then suddenly WHUNK! it came up and I went down. And the secret passage was open.

If it was a secret passage, I thought, and not just a hole down to another dungeon. Or a sort of dungeon plumbing system, so the prisoners didn’t drown before their gaoler could turn them into roast Prudence with mint sauce, or vine leaves stuffed with minced Prudence…

I stuck my head down into the hole. I thought it would be even blacker than my dungeon down there, but there was a faint greenish light from all around. Of course, I thought. In all the best phaery tales there’s always strange phosphorescent slime on the secret passage walls that glows in the dark, just in case the princess forgets her torch.

But even with the strange green light (or perfectly normal green light, if you read phaery stories) I still couldn’t see much. Like how deep the hole was. Like could I drop down into it without breaking two legs, one arm and a few other bones as well.

But even jumping into darkness was better than becoming Prudence pikelets. So I jumped, well, slithered, anyway, down the edge of the hole and into the cold, green dimness.

The thunder shrieked so loud the air seemed to vibrate around me.

Down, down, d…actually it wasn’t very far at all.

I landed thump in ankle-deep cold water (which didn’t matter, ’cause my joggers were pretty much wet with yuk anyway), with no bones broken whatsoever. And wherever this led to, at least it was a tunnel.

At least something had gone right.

I peered into the dimness. More dimness.

I peered the other way. Even more dimness.

Left, or right? Well, ‘right’ was good, wasn’t it? Mum was always drumming ‘do the right thing, Prudence’ into me. And I was the good guy here, and the evil phaery was definitely the bad guy. So I’d go to the right.

I lifted up my soggy feet, and began to clop through the water as the thunder gave a satisfied BOOOM! outside.




5 Our vampire school teacher.









Chapter 10
 Down the Slimy Tunnel

Something squeaked near my feet. A big squeak. Not a mouse-like squeak. Not a bat-like squeak. This was a…a…a rat sort of squeak. A giant rat with long rat teeth and slimy fur and…

Stop it! I told myself. There are no rats here. And even if there are, aren’t rats better than becoming Prudence pate? Prudence patty cakes? Prudence with pears and custard?

Squeak!!

I gulped. ‘You be careful, rat!’ I announced a bit shakily. ‘I…I’m bigger than you!’

Squeak!

‘If my big brother was here, he’d eat you!’ I yelled. ‘My big brother is a werewolf and he loves chasing rats!’

Actually Mark has a pet rat called Ginger. Mark would never eat a rat. He prefers corgis and Persian kittens. But I hoped the rat didn’t know that.

SQUEAK!!

‘And if my friends Phredde and Bruce were here they’d change you into a flea! So there!’

Squeak, squeak, SQUEAK!

I gulped again. Maybe if I sang, I thought. I wouldn’t hear the rat then.

‘This old man, he played one, he played…’

My voice boomed and echoed in the tunnel. Then it suddenly occurred to me that if you are trying to escape quietly out a secret tunnel from a Prudence-eating evil phaery, loud singing might not be such a brilliant idea.

I stopped singing and kept on wading. Slosh, slosh, slosh…

At least my singing seemed to have frightened the rat away. If it had been a rat. If it hadn’t been a…a…a vampire slug, about to suck my life blood out my ankles. Or a strand of sentient slime that had mutated in the ooze and was going to slime up my legs and strangle me and then digest me till I was slime as well…

Be quiet, Prudence! I told myself. Stop imagining things! Just because you’ve been imprisoned in a dark, dismal dungeon by an evil phaery who wants to turn you into deep-fried Prudence, and now you’re sloshing down a slimy secret tunnel with rats and ooze and…and…and things, there’s no reason to get all panicky. Just calm down. Calm down and keep wading.

Slosh, slosh, slosh…

My feet were getting cold. My nose was even colder.

Slosh, slosh, slosh…

I was hungry, too. If only I’d had time for even a quick nibble of the lamington walls before they’d been PING!ed away! Even a crumb of gingerbread windowsill…

And I was scared! Who knew where this silly secret tunnel led! Maybe I was just heading down into the evil phaery’s kitchen. The cauldron would be simmering away, just waiting for her to add a cup of chicken stock, three onions, a clove of garlic and a Prudence!

Should I head back the other way? But that might be even worse! Actually it was hard to think of anything worse. But there was still nothing else I could really do.

So I kept on wading. Slosh, slosh, slish, slosh, slish, slosh…

I stopped. Except the sloshing didn’t stop. Even with my feet totally, absolutely still there was something sloshing up the tunnel.

Slosh, slosh, slish, slish, slosh…

It was getting closer, too…

I had to run! Even if all that awaited me down the end of this tunnel was an evil phaery cook waiting to make a few bowls of Prudence pasta, I had to get away from whatever was slish, sloshing behind me!

Slosh, slosh, slish, slish, slosh…

My feet were frozen. My breath seemed frozen too. Move! I yelled to myself. Move, or it’ll get you!

And suddenly my feet were moving, slosh, slosh, slosh, and my breath was panting too, and I was running, running, running up that dismal secret passage with the slimy water splashing at my knees.

I couldn’t hear the splosh behind me now. I couldn’t hear anything except my heartbeat, bang, bang, bang, my breath tearing at my lungs, my pounding feet. There was no way I could hear anything else now.

‘Pruuudeeence…’ the voice moaned down the tunnel. ‘Pruuudeeence…’

It knew who I was! It wasn’t just a giant hungry rat looking for a Prudence-sized snack. It was after me! Which meant it probably had particular Prudence-type tortures in mind. It probably…

This was no time to think! I had to run! Just run and run and…

‘Pruuudeeence…Pruuudeeence…’ shrieked the voice. ‘Pruuudeeence…stooooppppp!’

Ha! I thought. If whatever it is thinks I’m dumb enough to stop just because it tells me to…

‘Pruuudeeence…It’s Phreeedddddde!’

‘Aaaannnd Bruuuce!’ boomed another voice.

‘Phredde?’ I stopped. ‘Phredde, is that you? Bruce?’

‘Sure,’ said Phredde’s voice, still a bit echoey and ghostly in the confines of the tunnel as she sloshed towards me. ‘Who did you think it was?’

A giant vampire rat with yellow fangs…‘Oh, nothing much,’ I said.

‘And me too,’ said Bruce’s voice. ‘Hey, isn’t this tunnel cool! Did you know there are giant mosquitoes back there? Lots of them! Well, there were, anyway. Really massive, yummy ones. This is soooooo cool!’ There was a sort of froggy splish! and then there was Bruce, large as life and twice as damp-looking, grinning up at me in the green dimness.

‘It’s cool if you’re a frog,’ I said grimly. ‘It’s a bit slimy for the rest of us. Phredde, Bruce, how did you get here?’

‘Huh,’ said Phredde—a sort of damp and slimy Phredde. ‘Well, we waited and waited for you in the lollipop forest. Then when you didn’t turn up…’

‘I knew you were in a temper,’ put in Bruce.

‘I wasn’t in a temper!’ I yelled. Emper, emper, emper came the echo. ‘I was upset! You and Bruce were keeping secrets from me! Just because you’re phaeries and I’m not, you think I’m not good enough…’

My voice died away. After a few seconds the echo died away, too. Phredde and Bruce were staring at me.

‘Not good enough!’ cried Phredde. ‘We just didn’t want you to think that…well…’

‘We were embarrassed,’ explained Bruce. ‘I mean, it’s bad enough being different from everyone else, like only being thirty centimetres tall and having wings and things like that.’

‘But you don’t have wings!’ I said. ‘You’re a frog.’

‘But if I wasn’t a frog I’d have wings,’ said Bruce, ‘and everyone would stare at me.’

‘They stare at you now,’ I said. ‘You’re the only frog in the whole school!’

‘Yes, but I’m a normal frog,’ explained Bruce, ‘not a stupid-looking phaery with a name like The Phaery Ethelbert.’

‘Er…is that your real name?’ I asked.

‘No,’ said Bruce firmly. ‘It’s Bruce.’

‘But I think phaeries are cool!’ I cried. ‘I’d love to have wings and be able to PING! things, and…’

‘Well, we’d rather be like everyone else,’ said Phredde. ‘And that’s why we didn’t want you to know, well, that there are evil things in Phaeryland too. I mean, you’re my friend…’

‘Mine too,’ croaked Bruce.

‘But I thought maybe if you really knew what Phaeryland was like you wouldn’t want to be our friend any more and…’ She sniffed in the dimness.

‘Oh, Phredde, don’t be a dope. You’ll always be my best friend. I don’t care what Phaeryland is really like!’

‘You don’t?’ gulped Phredde.

‘No, of course not! I don’t care if there are evil phaeries who want to chop me up and casserole me with tomatoes and black olives, then grind my bones to fertilise their lollipop trees!’

‘You don’t?’ said Bruce.

‘Of course not!’

‘You’re weird,’ said Bruce.

‘What do you mean, weird?’ I demanded, affronted.

‘You mean you don’t care if someone chops you up and…’

‘Well, of course I care!’ I yelled. ‘Get me out of here!’

‘How?’ asked Phredde.

‘Well, PING! us back to the guesthouse or something!’

‘We can’t,’ said Phredde.

I stared at her. ‘What do you mean, “can’t”?’

‘We can’t PING! you out of here.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because you’ve been magicked here. We can’t unmagic someone else’s magic,’ said Phredde reasonably.

‘Oh, fantastic. How did you get here, then?’

‘Well,’ said Bruce, ‘we guessed you’d come back to the cottage. So we snuck back there, and opened the door and WHAM! We were in this dungeon.’

‘It was really creepy,’ said Phredde. ‘All dripping walls and…’

‘I know, I know, I’ve been there,’ I said sourly. ‘Then what?’

‘Well, there was this great hole in the floor…’

‘I did that,’ I said proudly.

‘We guessed,’ said Phredde.

‘So Bruce jumped down it, cause he’s built for jumping down holes…’

‘It was cool,’ said Bruce.

‘Not to mention cold and slimy,’ I said.

‘Then I followed, but we couldn’t tell which way you’d gone.’

‘And then we heard this horrible noise,’ added Bruce.

‘A giant, flesh-eating rat?’ I asked.

‘No, you singing. So we knew you were in the tunnel and we followed the noise…’

‘And here we are,’ said Phredde.

‘Well, great,’ I said.

‘You might thank us for rescuing you!’ said Bruce reproachfully.

‘But you haven’t rescued me! We’re all in this now!’

The thunder growled above us.

‘What was that?’ squeaked Bruce.

‘Just thunder,’ I said wearily. ‘It’s been doing that all the time. Haven’t you heard it?’

Phredde shook her head.

‘It must just be following me, then,’ I said tiredly. ‘Okay, you can’t PING! me out of here. How about you PING! yourselves back to the guesthouse and get help?’

‘Can’t do that either,’ said Phredde, ‘because the dungeon was magic and we can’t…’

‘Can’t unmagic someone else’s magic. Then what can we do?’ I demanded.

‘Keep splashing down the secret tunnel?’ suggested Bruce.

So we did.







Chapter 11
 The Temple of Gloom

Splosh, splosh, splosh, splosh…

Splish, leap, splish, leap, splish, leap…

Splosh, splosh, splosh, splosh…

The tunnel seemed to go on forever—the green light and the slimy water and nothing in front of us but more green tunnel and more water…

Splosh, splosh, splosh, splosh…

Splish, leap, splish, leap, splish, ZOTTTTT!

‘Bruce, will you stop doing that!’ yelled Phredde.

‘Doing what?’ asked Bruce guiltily.

‘Zotting flies with your tongue!’

‘It wasn’t a fly! It was a juicy giant vampire mosquito!’ objected Bruce. ‘I wonder what it feeds on down here. Maybe it likes rat blood, or…’

‘Bruce!’

‘Well, I was hungry,’ muttered Bruce.

Splosh, splosh, splosh, splosh…

Splish, leap, splish, leap, splish, leap…

I was beginning to feel peckish again, too.

‘Phredde?’

‘Yes,’ said Phredde.

‘Can’t you at least PING! up something to eat?’

‘Sure, I can do that,’ said Phredde.

‘Well, why don’t you?’

Phredde PING!ed. Suddenly my right hand was full of hamburger and my left hand had a paper cup of banana smoothie in it.

I felt a bit better after the hamburger and smoothie.

‘What will I do with the cup and paper?’ I asked, as the final crumb wriggled down into my tum.

‘Just drop it!’ said Bruce. Even he seemed to be getting sick of sploshing up the tunnel now.

‘But that’s littering!’ I objected.

Bruce turned to stare at me. ‘You’re in a slimy tunnel under a dungeon heading towards who-knows-what and you’re worried about littering!?’

‘Well, littering is still littering,’ I argued. ‘I mean, the next person to come down this tunnel isn’t going to want to look at my grotty hamburger wrapping…’

‘The next person who comes down this tunnel might be an evil phaery with a meat cleaver and a book called 101 Ways to Eat a Prudence,’ pointed out Bruce. ‘Oh, look, I’ll deal with the rubbish…’

There was another PING! and it was gone.

Which gave me an idea. ‘Hey, Phredde,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Phredde.

‘How about you and Bruce PING! up something else? Something really useful.’

‘Like what?’ enquired Phredde.

‘Like something to get us out of here. Like a map.’

‘But if I don’t know where we are I can’t PING! up a map of it,’ Phredde pointed out, reasonably enough.

‘Oh. Right. How about…how about a few machine guns?’

‘Do you know how to use a machine gun?’ asked Bruce interestedly.

‘Well, no,’ I said. ‘For some reason Mrs Olsen hasn’t taught us about machine guns yet, remember? But it doesn’t look hard in the movies.’

‘Wouldn’t work anyway,’ said Phredde. ‘We’re up against magic here.’

‘I know!’ I yelled.

‘What?’ asked Bruce.

‘A sniffer dog! They can find the way out of here…’

‘We either go back or forward,’ Bruce pointed out. ‘Anyway, we don’t need a sniffer dog.’

‘Why not?’ I said, miffed.

‘Because I think we’re there. Look!’ Bruce pointed with one froggy hand.

I peered into the dimness. Sure enough, the light in front of us was brighter. It looked yellowish, too, not green at all. I could just make out big grey steps leading upwards, out of the tunnel.

‘Free!’ I yelled.

‘Shh,’ hissed Bruce. ‘They might hear you!’

‘Who?’

‘I don’t know! That’s just it!’

‘Okay,’ I whispered.

We sploshed—well, Phredde and I sploshed and Bruce leapt and splished—as quietly as possible up to the stone stairs. They were even bigger close-up, and disappeared into a big black hole in the ceiling.

I peered upwards. ‘Can’t hear anything!’ I whispered. The thunder rumbled faintly in the distance.

‘Me either,’ whispered Phredde.

‘Alright!’ Bruce squared his froggy shoulders. ‘You girls stay here and I’ll tiptoe up and see if it’s safe, then…’

‘What!’ yelled Phredde and then remembered the need for quiet. ‘What do you mean “you girls”?’ she whispered fiercely.

‘Yeah!’ I said.

‘Well, I’m a bloke, so I should protect…’

‘Fruitcakes!’ I hissed. ‘Anyway, you’re not a boy, you’re a frog. I think I should go first.’

‘But you got us into this!’ whispered Bruce.

‘Then I really should go first!’

Phredde stuck her chin out. ‘You’re my best friend, and if anything happens to you, it happens to me.’

Bruce sighed. ‘Okay, let’s all go first. The steps are wide enough.’

So we did. Phredde and I tiptoed, and Bruce leapt. (Frogs are pretty quiet when they leap—you see if you can hear one some time.)

One step…two steps…three steps…four. We had reached the top now.

‘It’s still dark!’ whispered Phredde.

‘I think…yes, there’s a door!’ I whispered back. ‘I’m going to open it. Alight, one, two, three…’

The door creaked open. Creeeeaaaaaakkkkkk. It was the creakiest door I’d ever heard.

I peered out. It was dark, but at least I could see that it was an enormous room, all echoey and gloomy, with a high ceiling draped with dusty cobwebs and windows right up at the top, and indistinct, gloomy-lookingfurniture too. A few bats flapped through the dimness sort of gloomily as well.

‘No one here!’ I whispered. ‘Come on.’

We tiptoed into the room. The door creaked shut behind us.

Creeeeeeaaaakkkkk…

‘Surprise!’

The thunder crashed! The lights flicked on. They were so bright they dazzled my eyes. When the red spots had finally died away, there was the sweet little old lady.

But now she no longer looked old, or sweet, or even little. Her hair was long and black, and she wore this black, trailing dress sort of dripping all over her, too. Her lipstick was really bright red.

‘An evil phaery!’ shrieked Phredde. ‘Run!’

I grabbed the door handle behind us and tugged.

Nothing happened.

Phredde pulled too, and even Bruce wrapped his long tongue around the handle (and around our hands—which felt disgusting, in case you want to know). The door stayed stuck.

There was a delighted (and evil, naturally) chuckle behind us. ‘There’s no point in tugging, children. You won’t budge it.’

Phredde hurled herself round. ‘Who are you calling “children”?’ she yelled.

The evil phaery looked a bit surprised. ‘Well, you are children,’ she pointed out.

‘Well, sure,’ said Phredde. ‘But you don’t have to sound so patronising!’

‘What would you prefer to be called?’ enquired the phaery. I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not.

Phredde considered. ‘“Kids” is okay,’ she admitted.

The evil phaery smiled again. It wasn’t a very nice smile. ‘Very well then, kids,’ she said. ‘You’re trapped. Finished! Bamboozled!’

‘No, we’re not,’ I said.

The evil phaery blinked, which must have taken real effort, ’cause she had about half a tonne of mascara on each eyelid.

‘Er, why not?’ she enquired.

‘Cause Phredde and Bruce are phaeries too!’ I informed her triumphantly. ‘They can’t magic you, and you can’t magic them.’

‘That’s right,’ said the evil phaery. She didn’t look very upset about it.

‘So they can just walk out that door…’ I looked around, but there was no door to be seen, ‘er, I mean climb out those windows, and go and get help.’

‘Mmm? Really?’ The evil phaery lowered herself gracefully into a dark wooden chair. ‘And where will they get this help from?’

‘Er…Pru,’ whispered Phredde.

‘Sshhh,’ I said. ‘The Sweet Pea Guesthouse,’ I told the phaery.

‘Those little gnomes? I don’t think so,’ said the evil phaery.

‘Look, Pru,’ whispered Phredde. ‘I think you should know…’

‘Sshhh,’ I told her. ‘Okay, Phredde’s mum and dad,’ I informed the evil phaery. ‘And they’ll go and tell the Phaery Queen, and…’

The evil phaery laughed. It was the sort of laugh Amelia at school does when she’s the only one to have worked our homework problems out right. ‘And what do you think the Phaery Queen will do?’

‘Er…send you to gaol for kidnapping?’

‘Of course not!’ gurgled the evil phaery happily. ‘If she could have done that she’d have tried it years ago! You see, I’m part of Phaeryland just as she is. I can’t magic her, and she can’t magic me.’

‘But she’s the queen!’ I said stupidly.

‘A constitutional monarchy,’ said the evil phaery. ‘After all, what can she do to any of us? She can’t magic us, because we’re magic too.’

‘How about an army?’ I suggested. ‘With swords to cut people’s heads off and…’

‘Oh, no,’ said the evil phaery. ‘That wouldn’t be nice, would it? The good queen couldn’t possibly do that!’

‘Then what can she do?’ I cried.

‘Just be nice,’ said the evil phaery. ‘That’s her job.’

‘Phredde!’ I wailed. ‘It isn’t true, is it?’

Phredde nodded. ‘I tried to tell you,’ she said. ‘Why do you think Mum and Dad don’t live in Phaeryland?’

‘I thought…I thought…’ I began. ‘I thought they just wanted a change…’

Phredde shook her head. ‘You don’t just change countries because you want a change! My older sister The Phaery Milkblossom was kidnapped by a troll, and we had to pay a ransom before it ate her, and Mum and Dad didn’t want that happening to me, so they decided to move.’

‘And our family castle was taken over by ghouls,’ said Bruce. ‘That’s why we moved…’

‘I…I had no idea…’ I said slowly. ‘Look, I’m sorry…’

The evil phaery glanced at her watch. ‘How touching,’ she said. ‘But really, we do have to get on with this.’

‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Have you got lots of other people in your dungeons to terrorise?’

‘No,’ said the evil phaery. ‘It’s nearly time for Cooking with Crueliana on TV. She does such lovely things with human brains…so I’m afraid we really do have to get on with the torture.’

‘But you can’t torture Phredde and Bruce!’ I protested.

‘Oh no,’ said the evil phaery. ‘Just you. After all, it’s you I’m going to cook.’ She rubbed her hands gleefully. ‘It’s been years since I had a human to torture! No magic protection! Just you and me, and the nose pliers, the thumb screws, the vampire mosquitoes…’

‘What are nose pliers?’ I asked.

‘Don’t worry, dearie, you’ll find out,’ said the evil phaery. ‘Now,’ she turned to Phredde and Bruce, ‘are you two staying to watch? Or do you want to try to clamber out the windows?’

Phredde looked at Bruce. Bruce nodded slightly. ‘No,’ said Phredde. ‘What we’re going to do is…CHARGE!’

Phredde leapt. Bruce jumped. I waited for the evil phaery to crash to the floor…

WHUMP! Bruce and Phredde crashed to the floor instead.

‘What…what was that?’ demanded Phredde shakily. ‘You can’t magic us!’

‘Of course not, dearies,’ said the evil phaery. ‘It’s a glass wall. You can’t get at me, but I…’ There was another PING! and I was suddenly next to the phaery ‘…can magic your friend over here. Now, have you any final questions before we begin?’

‘Just one,’ I said. ‘What’s your name?’







Chapter 12
 The Attack of the Vampire Mosquitoes

The evil phaery blinked. ‘My name?’ she said.

‘Yeah. If I’m going to be tortured by an evil phaery it’d be good to know which evil phaery. I mean, if Phredde and Bruce have to go back and tell my mum and dad I’ve been chopped into pieces…’ I gulped, and tried to keep my voice steady, ‘…by an evil phaery, my mum and dad are going to want some details.’

The evil phaery sighed. ‘Very well, then,’ she conceded. ‘My name is The Phaery Daffodil.’

‘The Phaery Daffodil?’ I asked. ‘I thought it’d be something like The Evil Phaery Wormwood or Hemlock or something.’

The Phaery Daffodil looked annoyed. ‘Look, my parents didn’t know I was going to decide to be an evil phaery when I left school. They wanted me to be a dentist.’

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘Right,’ said The Phaery Daffodil. ‘On with the torture! Torture gives people such a lovely taste!’

Lightning flickered across the gloomy room. The thunder went tweet, tweet, tweet…

Tweet, tweet, tweet?

‘Mordred!’ yelled The Phaery Daffodil. ‘What the fruitcake are you doing with that thunder?’

‘Sorry, Mum!’ The voice floated down from somewhere above the ceiling. ‘I pressed the wrong control button.’

‘Well, unpress it then!!’

‘I can’t!’

‘Fruitcakes!’ swore The Phaery Daffodil. ‘How can you have a decent torture session without serious thunder?’

‘Look, really, I don’t mind,’ I said politely.

‘Well, bring on the vampire mosquitoes, then!’ called The Phaery Daffodil.

‘Yes Mum.’

The tweet, tweet, tweeting stopped. The room slowly filled with a deep, droning, buzzing noise…

I took a deep breath. ‘Er…goodbye Phredde. Goodbye Bruce. You don’t have to watch this, you know!’

‘You’re my best friend!’ cried Phredde desperately. ‘If you’re going to be tortured by vampire mosquitoes I want to watch.’

‘Wow, thanks,’ I said.

‘You know what I mean!’ yelled Phredde. ‘And you, The Phaery Daffodil, if you hurt my friend you’d…you’d better watch out, that’s all I can say…’

The buzzing sound grew louder.

And louder.

And louder…

I looked around. There was no sign of any mosquitoes, vampire or otherwise.

‘Sorry Mum,’ came the voice from the ceiling again. ‘I think there’s something wrong with the vampire mosquito program. All I’m getting is sound.’

‘Then turn it off! I knew we should have used real ones!’

‘I couldn’t find any! There are none left down in the dungeons!’ said Mordred’s voice above us.

‘I ate them all in the tunnel,’ admitted Bruce.

The Phaery Daffodil looked more and more upset. ‘You plot and scheme for years to get a human to torture, and what happens?’

‘I’ve got some mummies,’ offered Mordred’s voice.

The Phaery Daffodil sighed. ‘I suppose that’s better than nothing.’

The buzzing stopped. Suddenly a door appeared in the middle of the room. It opened with a long, deep creak, and the first mummy stepped through.

I stared at it. No bloodstained bandages, no little box containing its brain and stomach…

This mummy wore an old blue tracksuit, all sagging at the knees. She carried half a dozen plastic bags, too. ‘Give me a hand!’ she puffed to The Phaery Daffodil. ‘These groceries weigh a tonne!’

Another mummy was coming through the door now. This one was talking on her mobile phone. ‘You need what!? A sheep costume? By Thursday! How on earth am I going to…’

‘Mordred!’ shrieked The Phaery Daffodil.

‘What?’ called Mordred.

The Phaery Daffodil gritted her teeth. ‘These are not mummies!’

‘Yes, they are,’ protested Mordred. ‘It says here on the program, “Assorted mummies, with sound effects”.’

‘Enough!’ screamed The Phaery Daffodil. ‘I’ve had it up to HERE with all this Temple of Gloom stuff!’

‘But Mum, it’s my homework project!’

‘Homework?’ I asked.

‘Yeah!’ Mordred’s voice was suddenly really enthusiastic. ‘I’m doing a tech course on special effects for horror movies. It’s so cool! It’s all done with computers nowadays! We have to do this special project for the end of term and I chose a Temple of Gloom, because I thought it might be useful for Mum’s work…’ The voice trailed off sadly.

‘You’re being really mean,’ I informed The Phaery Daffodil. ‘Your son is just trying to help, and you don’t appreciate the effort he’s making at all!’

‘I’m an evil phaery!’ shrieked The Phaery Daffodil. ‘I’m supposed to be mean!’

‘Huh!’ I said.

‘She’s right,’ said Mordred’s voice. ‘You just don’t understand, Mum! You just keep criticising me, and stressing out when the least little thing goes wrong, like that little mix-up with the giant mosquitoes yesterday…’

‘They were supposed to drink blood, not raspberry cordial!’ cried The Phaery Daffodil.

‘That’s parents for you,’ I said.

I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking I was being really cool and heroic despite the fact Phredde and Bruce and I were imprisoned in a Temple of Gloom, even if it was just Mordred’s homework project. But really all my insides had turned into ice cream with caramel sauce and I was terrified! But I thought, if you just keep the bad guys talking, then sooner or later some hero will come bursting in and rescue you…

Well, that’s how it works in the movies, anyway. I just hoped it worked like that in Phaeryland too.

‘Well, I’m sick of all this gloom stuff!’ The Phaery Daffodil was yelling. ‘You just get rid of it!’

‘But Mum…’

‘At once!’

PING!

The Temple of Gloom vanished. We were in a kitchen, but it wasn’t the lamington kitchen. It was another kitchen entirely.







Chapter 13
 Prudence Casserole

This kitchen was more normal looking. Well, sort of normal. It had nice yellow walls, and cork tiles on the floor, and a big kitchen table with chairs around it, and a stove, and a breakfast nook, and kids’ pictures taped on the fridge door.

Except these kids’ pictures were diagrams of vampire bats (more of Mordred’s homework, I supposed) and the stove was big, roasting-Prudences-in-the-oven sort of big. And there was this giant pot on the top, that looked suspiciously like a casserole for Prudences too, and the table was laid for dinner with knives and forks and two place mats, and I had a horrible feeling that dinner was going to be me…

‘Phredde!’ I roared. ‘Bruce!’

‘We’re still here!’ said Phredde’s voice. I looked round. Phredde and Bruce were there behind the glass wall, their backs to the larder.

‘Do something!’ I shouted.

‘What?’ cried Phredde. ‘I told you, we can’t unmagic someone else’s spell!’

‘Then stop thinking magic!’ I yelled. ‘Think practical!’

‘Practical?’ I could almost hear Phredde’s brain humming.

‘Break the wall down or something! You’re my only hope!’ I screamed.

BANG! CRASH! Phredde beat her fists against the glass wall, but it must have been super-tough glass (the same stuff as the glass slippers were made out of, I suppose) ’cause it didn’t break.

Splot, splosh, splish! Bruce beat on the wall with his froggy fingers too, and with his tongue. It left slimy smears all over the glass, but that was all.

PING! The Phaery Daffodil stood in front of me. She was still wearing her long, black, flowing thing—it would have made a cool dressing gown—but now it had a flowery apron over it, with ‘Don’t Kiss the Cook’ written on it. (I wasn’t tempted.)

Even worse, she was holding a giant stir-fried-Prudence sort of frying pan.

‘Enough of all this nonsense,’ she ordered, ‘or it’ll be midnight before we get any dinner. You, Prudence, get up on the bench!’

‘No,’ I said defiantly.

The Phaery Daffodil shrugged. ‘Have it your own way,’ she said calmly.

PING!

Suddenly I was stretched right along the benchtop. Even worse, my arms and legs seemed to be strapped down by invisible bonds.

‘Phredde! Bruce!’ I shrieked.

‘We’ll think of something!’ yelled Phredde.

‘Any minute now, I promise!’ cried Bruce.

‘Well, do it soon or glub, glub, glub, glub…’ Suddenly my mouth was full of cotton wool.

‘Mordred! The cleaver!’ cried The Phaery Daffodil.

PING! Suddenly Mordred was in the room too.

He looked okay. I mean, he looked just like a normal teenager, in jeans and a cap on back-to-front and a T-shirt with a tomato sauce stain on it (well, I hoped it was a tomato sauce stain) and a floppy pair of wings like Phredde’s and a sharp-looking cleaver in his hand—well, an almost normal teenager, anyway.

The Phaery Daffodil considered me. ‘She looks tender enough,’ she said, ‘even without a bit of torture to tenderise her first. I do hate it when people are stringy. Maybe we could have her fried with chips and tartare sauce.’

I spat out the cotton wool. ‘I’m not tender at all!’ I yelled. ‘I’m really tough! It’s all the netball practice we do at school!’

‘Then we shall have to roast you,’ decided The Phaery Daffodil. ‘Or maybe stewed. Which would you prefer?’

‘Er…roast,’ I said. It had suddenly occurred to me that if I was shoved whole in the oven I might just be able to tunnel out—or something—whereas escaping once I’d been chopped up with a cleaver and covered in batter would be a bit more difficult…

‘Actually, I wasn’t asking you,’ said The Phaery Daffodil. ‘Mordred?’

Mordred considered. ‘I feel more like pasta…’

‘Good thinking!’ I said.

‘With meatballs,’ he went on.

I had a feeling those meatballs weren’t going to be pork and veal.

‘Look, tomato sauce is really nice on pasta!’ I assured him. ‘With lots of basil and nice smelly parmesan cheese on top. That’s how Mum makes it. You don’t need meatballs at all.’

The Phaery Daffodil looked at me sternly. ‘You know,’ she said. ‘it really does make it difficult to work out a menu when one’s dinner keeps interrupting. No, not meatballs. That would mean we’d have to mince her, and you know how messy that can be. I think a nice plain casserole would be best.’

‘With tomatoes and carrots?’ asked Mordred hopefully.

‘And a little thyme, and garlic and celery…’

PING!

Now I was in the giant casserole on the stove. I peered over the edge…‘Look, Phredde, Bruce, I don’t want to hurry you,’ I yelled, ‘but…’

PING! The Phaery Daffodil emptied a really massive tin of tomatoes all round me.

‘Yuk!’ I said. ‘That was an almost clean T-shirt!’

PING! PING! Plop, plop, plop, plop…

Carrots, onions, chopped celery, a few sprigs of thyme…

The Phaery Daffodil reached over and crushed a clove of garlic over my head.

CLANG. PING! Suddenly the world was dark, and smelt of tomatoes and garlic with just a hint of thyme. The Phaery Daffodil had put the lid on my casserole dish.

‘Phredde…’ I yelled.

Phredde, Phredde, Phredde, Phredde… the words echoed off the walls of the casserole dish.

‘Phredde! Bruce! Heeelp!’

Elp, elp, elp, elp… came the echo.

‘Globboddyity gloop,’ came something that sounded like Phredde’s voice from outside.

‘I can’t hear you!’ I shrieked.

‘I said we’ve thought of something!’ came Phredde’s voice faintly. ‘Just hold on!’

‘Hold on to what!’ A tomato floated past my chin. ‘Phredde, it’s getting warm in here!’

It was, too. First of all my toes felt warm. Then my sit-upon, and then the tomato juice started to heat up all round me…

Suddenly I had an idea. ‘Hey!’ I yelled. ‘Phaery Daffodil!’

‘I’ve told you before,’ said The Phaery Daffodil’s voice. ‘A well-behaved dinner doesn’t argue…’

‘But I’m getting caught on the bottom! My bottom! I mean, I’m getting singed! I need stirring! You don’t want a burnt dinner, do you?’

I heard her sigh. ‘Just hand me the wooden spoon, will you, Mordred?’ she said.

The lid lifted off me. I surged up…

Then everything happened at once.

Whoomp! I grabbed the wooden spoon.

PING! Suddenly a pneumatic drill appeared in Phredde’s hands.

Gribbagriubba griba gribba! The pneumatic drill pounded into the glass wall separating me from Phredde and Bruce.

‘We’ll be with you in a minute!’ shrieked Phredde. ‘Just hold on!’

PING! But before I had time to wonder who had PING!ed what, there was a knock, knock, knock… and the kitchen door opened.

‘What the…’ The Phaery Daffodil grabbed the wooden spoon back out of my hands and turned to the door. So did Mordred.

‘Excuse me. I hope I’m not disturbing anything?’

It was the handsome prince we’d seen eating his baked beans on toast at breakfast.

He looked even more handsome now, with his dark curls and this velvet hat with a feather and his really tight trousers and his really cool black leather boots and this sword at his side.

I’ve never been so glad to see a handsome prince in my life.

‘Help me!’ I screamed. ‘I’ve been captured by an evil phaery and she’s going to casserole me with tomatoes and carrots and garlic…’

‘And a sprig of thyme,’ said The Phaery Daffodil. She smiled really sweetly at the handsome prince. ‘Don’t pay any attention to her.’

The handsome prince blinked. I suddenly realised he didn’t look a very bright handsome prince. In fact he looked sort of…dumb…

‘Um…’ he said. ‘I don’t suppose she’s a princess in need of rescuing? You see, I’m searching for a princess to rescue and…’

‘Of course she’s not a princess!’ said The Phaery Daffodil, eying him up and down appreciatively. ‘I told you. She’s just our dinner.’

‘Um…you don’t mind if I have a closer look, do you? Just in case? I’d hate to leave a princess in distress.’

‘Of course not,’ said The Phaery Daffodil graciously, patting her hair to make sure it was in place. ‘Be our guest.’

Gribbagriubba griba gribba, went Phredde’s pneumatic drill in the background.

The handsome prince picked up his sword and stepped into the kitchen and over to the stove. He peered into my casserole.

‘No,’ he said to The Phaery Daffodil, who was quickly reapplying her lipstick, ‘she’s not a princess. Not in those clothes.’

‘What! But I’ve got a ball dress and glass slippers and everything!’ I wailed. ‘They’re back at the Sweet Pea Guesthouse!’

The handsome prince shook his head. ‘If you’re not wearing them then you can’t be a princess,’ he said stubbornly. ‘My mum told me, “You go and rescue a princess.” She didn’t say anything about rescuing a girl in green tracksuit pants.’

‘Can’t you rescue me anyway?’ I pleaded, picking a bit of celery out of my hair. ‘Just for practice, until you find the real thing?’

The handsome prince looked at his watch. ‘I don’t think I have time,’ he said a bit anxiously. ‘I was told there was a sleeping princess around here somewhere, but I must have taken the wrong turning.’

‘Are you sure we can’t offer you a cup of tea before you go?’ asked The Phaery Daffodil, looking even more appreciatively at his really tight trousers and the way his muscles bulged under his silk shirt.

‘No, thank you,’ said the handsome prince.

‘Honeydew nectar? Glass of milk? Mug of warm bat’s blood?’

‘I’m afraid I never drink bat’s blood,’ said the handsome prince apologetically. ‘Look, I really have to hurry…’

‘Look,’ I yelled desperately. (Phredde’s pneumatic drill didn’t seem to be getting anywhere soon and it was really getting hot now.) ‘How about you rescue me and I’ll tell you where to find the princess…’

‘What would a tomato and garlic casserole know about finding princesses?’ snorted The Phaery Daffodil.

PING! BOOOOM!

I blinked. That hadn’t been Phredde’s pneumatic drill!

Then the smoke cleared and Bruce’s froggy face grinned at me through the clouds of disintegrating larder and glass wall. ‘Just a little hand grenade I magicked up!’ he said. ‘I thought it would be faster than a pneumatic drill.’

Phredde dashed over to my casserole and turned the heat off. ‘Hold on!’ she yelled.

PING! Suddenly I was wearing my ball dress again. AND the glass slippers, which immediately filled up with tomato juice with just a hint of garlic, and my tiara…

The handsome prince blinked. ‘She is a princess!’ he cried.

Well, I wasn’t going to tell him the dress and stuff were just magicked up for our visit to Phaeryland. ‘Sure am!’ I said.

The handsome prince drew his sword. ‘Stand back!’ he cried to The Phaery Daffodil. ‘I am here to rescue the princess in distress.’

‘Or in de casserole,’ snickered Bruce. Phredde elbowed him in the ribs.

The Phaery Daffodil let out a long breath. ‘Oh, put that silly sword away,’ she sighed. ‘I give up.’

‘Me too,’ said Mordred. ‘I don’t like eating people anyway.’ He gave Phredde a sort of shy, admiring glance. Phredde ignored him.

I sat back in the tomato juice. ‘Just like that?’ I said. ‘You give up without a fight?’

The Phaery Daffodil sighed again. ‘Everyone knows that a handsome prince always beats the evil phaery,’ she said, batting her eyelashes at him. ‘It’s the way it always has been in Phaeryland…and he is such a handsome prince, too,’ she cooed at him.

Phredde snorted. ‘That doesn’t mean it always has to be like that! Look, I bet if you went to karate or self-defence classes you could learn to beat any handsome prince! You just need to think positive!’

‘Phredde!’ I yelled from my casserole (thankfully it was cooling down now). ‘She’s the villain!’

‘Well, she’s not going to learn all that at once, is she?’ pointed out Phredde reasonably. ‘You’ll have plenty of time to escape before she learns even a basic ninja leap. Come on.’

‘Just help me out of here, will you?’ I asked.

Phredde pushed a chair over to the stove and climbed up on it. I took her hand and climbed out of the casserole. Squelch, squelch went the glass slippers, as tomato juice went everywhere.

The handsome prince gazed at me a bit dubiously, then went down on one knee.

‘Fair princess!’ he cried. ‘I am Prince Peanut, and…’

‘Prince what?’ snickered Bruce. (He’d hopped up on one of the kitchen chairs.)

The handsome prince looked a bit embarrassed. ‘My parents had a dog named Peanut. It died before I was born so they named me after it.’

‘But Peanut!’ snorted Bruce.

‘Look, my parents were really fond of that dog…’

‘Peanut, walnut, macadamia nut, who cares?’ I said, fishing a bit of celery out of my tiara. ‘I’m just really glad you happened by, even if you didn’t do anything.’

‘He didn’t just happen by!’ said Bruce indignantly. ‘I PING!ed him up!’

Prince Peanut looked annoyed. ‘So that’s how I got lost!’ he said. Then he seemed to remember why he was on one knee. He turned back to me.

‘Fair princess,’ he breathed, ‘will you marry me?’

‘Hey, that’s not fair!’ yelled Bruce.

‘Gloop?’ I said. I mean, I’d never even thought he’d ask that.

Prince Peanut looked up at me with his big blue eyes. ‘Will you marry me, fair princess,’ he repeated, ‘and come with me to my castle?’

A piece of carrot fell out of my hair. ‘Er, no,’ I said. I thought I heard Bruce give a sort of froggy sigh of relief behind me.

Prince Peanut blinked. ‘But you have to marry me!’ he said. ‘I’ve rescued you! The fair princess always marries the handsome prince after he rescues her!’

‘You didn’t rescue her!’ yelled Bruce. ‘I rescued her! I was the one who PING!ed you over here!’

‘I did so too rescue her!’ insisted Prince Peanut.

This was starting to look almost as bad as Prudence casserole.

‘Phredde!’ I yelled. ‘Help!’

PING! Suddenly I was back in my tracksuit pants and T-shirt. They were even dry—a bit tomatoey, but not too bad.

‘Sorry,’ I said to Prince Peanut, ‘I’m not really a fair princess. You don’t want to marry someone in a tracksuit, do you?’

Prince Peanut hauled himself up, then sat down plunk on one of the kitchen chairs. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said confusedly. ‘The teacher didn’t tell us anything about this in Prince Charming School.’

For a moment I wondered if I should tell him where Snow White really was. But then he’d insist on marrying her, and it seemed a bit hard on Snow White to lumber her with this dope.

‘Er, how about you go fight a dragon instead?’ I suggested.

Prince Peanut shook his head. ‘I’m against all forms of killing,’ he said. ‘Besides, we had a dragon when I was a kid. I like dragons.’

‘Look,’ I said, ‘are you really sure you want to get married?’

The baby blue eyes blinked again. His lashes were long and dark too. ‘Um, what else is there to do?’ he asked.

‘How about you jump in the lake,’ muttered Bruce. He seemed to really be against Prince Peanut, for some reason.

‘Tech college!’ said Mordred eagerly. ‘I’m doing this really cool special effects course, and…’

Prince Peanut shook his head. ‘I’m not much good at technical stuff,’ he admitted.

‘Figures,’ said Bruce.

‘What do you like, then?’ demanded Phredde.

‘Um…computer games. Football. Food,’ said Prince Peanut.

The Phaery Daffodil’s eyes gleamed. She sat down on the chair next to him—really close next to him. ‘How fascinating!’ she breathed. ‘We have so much in common! I’m interested in food too! Stewed brains, finger pâté, pickled toes with ginger…’

Prince Peanut shook his head. ‘I’m vegetarian,’ he said.

‘Oh, so am I!’ said The Phaery Daffodil hurriedly. ‘I meant lady finger pâtémd;bananas, you know—and…and…celery brains and…’

‘I didn’t know celery had brains,’ said Phredde.

I nudged her. ‘Neither do you sometimes,’ I whispered. ‘This is good. Anything that stops The Phaery Daffodil from trapping humans with houses made of slices and cakes and biscuits is a really good thing. Not to mention keeping Prince Peanut occupied so he forgets about marrying me…’

The Phaery Daffodil laid her hand on Prince Peanut’s. ‘You know something?’ she cooed. ‘You have rescued a phaery princess!’

Prince Peanut blinked. ‘I have?’

‘Yes! Me! You have rescued me from a life of crime!’

‘Oh, yuk!’ groaned Phredde.

‘Shhh,’ I said. ‘And that goes for you too, Bruce!’

‘I didn’t say anything!’ protested Bruce.

‘No, but you giggled. Let them get on with it!’

Well, anyway, that was the end of that adventure. I got Phredde to PING! up a few pizzas (tomato and black olive, and cheese and pineapple with walnuts, onion and banana), just to show The Phaery Daffodil how delicious food without humans in it could be, and Mordred got out his tech college course list, and Prince Peanut got really interested in a course on cake decorating, and The Phaery Daffodil thought that sounded fascinating too.

‘You know, I’ve never really considered cooking with other ingredients,’ she admitted, ‘just humans, humans, humans…I might really have been missing something.’

‘Lentil burgers, carrot soup, stuffed vine leaves,’ said Phredde helpfully.

‘Flies, mosquitoes, juicy moths…’ added Bruce, slightly less helpfully.

Prince Peanut blinked. ‘I don’t think those are vegetarian,’ he said.

‘They’re not,’ said Phredde. ‘They’re yuk.’

Which reminded me: ‘Hey!’ I said. ‘It’ll be dinner time soon! Everyone will be wondering where we are!’

Prince Peanut stood up politely. ‘It was very nice meeting you,’ he said graciously. ‘I hope you don’t mind my not wanting to marry you.’

‘Think nothing of it,’ I said.

The Phaery Daffodil looked at me a bit wistfully. ‘You would have made such a delicious casserole,’ she murmured. ‘Ah, well, never mind.’ She slipped her arm into Prince Peanut’s and gave him a long, even hungrier look.

‘Er…’ said Mordred. He fiddled with his cap nervously and looked at Phredde and blushed. ‘Er…if you don’t happen to be doing anything at the end of term…er…all the special effects projects will be on display down at the tech if…er…you’d like to see my Temple of Gloom.’

‘I’d love to,’ said Phredde kindly, ‘but I think I might have a lot of homework just then.’

And then we left.

I glanced back as we wandered up the path. It wasn’t a gingerbread cottage now, or a chocolate and walnut slice cottage, or a lamington cottage or even a Temple of Gloom. It was just a perfectly ordinary smallish castle with a great fat giant mosquito zooming down at us with its blood-sucking thingummy all ready to…

‘Hey, Mordred!’ yelled Phredde. ‘One of your giant mosquitoes is outside!’

‘Sorry!’ came Mordred’s voice. ‘I must have left the program running!’

Suddenly the mosquito was gone.

‘Bother,’ said Bruce, hopping along beside us. ‘That looked really succulent. I wonder what’s for dinner?’







Chapter 14
 Trolls and Salad

So that was the end of that.

We wandered down the yellow brick road—well, Phredde and I wandered, and Bruce hopped. The birds were going tweet, tweet, tweet again, and the lollipop trees were rustling in the wind and Phaeryland smelt of late afternoon sunlight and lollies.

‘I still don’t understand why you didn’t warn me,’ I complained.

Phredde sighed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s just—well, it’s hard being different from everyone else.’

‘No more secrets,’ promised Bruce. ‘Not between the three of us, anyway.’

‘Great!’ I said, then reconsidered. ‘Well, no more important secrets, anyway.’ I’d just remembered the hairy green thing the leftover pizza under my bed had turned into in the six weeks since I forgot to clean it out. I mean, some things even your best friends don’t have to know.

The sun shone down and the birds sang and finally there was the Sweet Pea Guesthouse in front of us, and the tinkling stream and the bridge. Phredde and Bruce started to head down to the stream. I stopped.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Phredde.

‘You said “No more secrets”, didn’t you?’

‘Yep,’ said Bruce.

‘Well, what I want to know is, how come you don’t want to cross that bridge?’

Phredde and Bruce looked at each other. Then Bruce said, ‘Because there’s a troll under there, of course.’

‘I thought you might have guessed,’ said Phredde. ‘Trolls hide under bridges, then they kidnap you and hold you for ransom, and if your family doesn’t pay it then they eat you.’

‘What!’ Suddenly I’d had enough. ‘No no-good Phaeryland troll is going to eat me!’ I yelled. ‘I’m sick of being casseroled…or fried…or roasted with lemon stuffing.’

‘But Pru…’ began Phredde.

‘Hey, look…’ started Bruce.

‘NO WAY!’ I roared. ‘I’m going to cross that fruitcake bridge and I dare that stupid troll to stop me!’ And with that I stomped across the road and stepped onto the wooden planks above the water.

I was a quarter of the way along when suddenly it struck me that maybe…just maybe…this wasn’t a really good idea. Mum says I don’t look before I leap sometimes…or think before I go galloping over troll bridges.

I looked down. It was such a sweet little stream, even if it did sound like a mob of preschoolers tinkling their triangles. I could easily have waded through it…

Still, I was a quarter of the way across the bridge now…a third of the way…halfway. Maybe the troll was asleep, or had gone on holidays to Surfers, or just didn’t fancy the taste of Prudences…

‘Who are that trit trottings ons my bridge?!’ roared a voice below me.

Well, that was enough to make me see red again!

‘My name is Prudence and if you don’t like it you can lump it!’ I yelled. I mean, I was really getting fed up with Phaeryland bad guys.

‘Oh, me do likes it!’ roared the voice happily. ‘Me really likes little girls!’

‘And I am NOT a “little girl”!’ I shouted. ‘You can call me “kid” if you like, but anyone who calls me a little girl is going to get my joggers stuffed down their gizzards.’ Now I was really getting mad.

‘Yummies! Me likes joggers too! They is so chewy!’ Suddenly the troll was in front of me.

It was big.

It was green.

It was hairy, with a long tail with a tuft of greenish hair on that, too.

It had horns on its head and great big hairy nostrils—I bet that troll picked its nose with its elbows!

It smelt like the bottom of the school rubbish bins after they haven’t been cleaned all weekend. And it grinned at me with long, yellow teeth.

‘Look mate,’ I said angrily. ‘You can just take a flying fruitcake off this bridge! It’s no use kidnapping me because my parents don’t have enough money to pay a ransom. We only live in a castle because Phredde’s mum magicked one up for us. And you don’t really want to eat me because…because…because…’

All at once I noticed how very long the troll’s teeth were, and how round and hairy its tummy was too. ‘Because…’ I stuttered.

‘Because me’d rather haves a cheese and pickled onion salad,’ said the troll dreamily. ‘With cucumbers and lots of beetroots and salad dressings and lettuces, them nice crunchy kinds…’

I blinked, ‘You’d rather eat salad than me?’

‘Sures,’ said the troll. It leant on the railing of the bridge. ‘Me loves salads. Human beings is so fattenings. So bad for the cholestrololols.’ He rubbed his bare hairy belly sadly. ‘Salads is so crisps! They is so crunchy! That’s what me does with all the ransoms. Me buys us salads,’ it sighed.

Suddenly a small head popped up from under the bridge. It had long, yellow fangs as well, but this troll had little pink bows on its head and the hair on its tummy and even the hair under its armpits was plaited with tiny pink ribbons too. ‘Daddy?’ it bleated. ‘Daddy, have you caughts us someones?’

‘Me haves,’ boomed the troll. ‘How would you likes a nice yummy humans for din dins!’

‘But me don’t wants to eats a human!’ wailed the tiny troll. ‘Me is sick of humans! Me wants a salad! Me wants a salad NOW!!!!’

‘Oh, for fruitcake’s sake,’ said Phredde.

PING!

A giant bowl of salad—with pickled onions and chunks of cheese and lots of beetroot and really crunchy lettuce—appeared on the bridge in front of us. ‘There’s your salad!’

‘Salad!’ screeched the tiny troll.

‘Salad!’ boomed the bigger one. ‘Oh, you nice nice girlses! We hasn’ts hads a salad for weekses and weekses!’

‘Look,’ said Phredde, ‘I’ll make a deal with you. You stop leaping out on people and we’ll make sure you get lots of salad. Okay?’

‘But how’s you goings to…’ began the troll.

‘You watch,’ said Phredde.

PING! There were two large wooden notice boards, one on each end of the bridge.

PING! There were three pots of black paint and three paintbrushes next to each noticeboard.

PING! There was a hammer, nails and a long wooden stake next to them too.

Well, it didn’t take us long. In three minutes Phredde and Bruce had painted ‘Troll—sorry, Toll Bridge. Fee for crossing: one large salad (with pickles, cheese and beetroot)’, and I’d hammered the stake into the ground (Bruce’s tongue isn’t much good with a hammer, but he’s not bad with a paintbrush) and nailed the notice board onto the stake.

‘Oh!’ said the tiny troll still slurping up the lettuce. ‘It are just beautifuls! Aren’t it beautifuls, Daddy?’

The father troll nodded with his mouth full of beetroot.

And after that we really did go home.







Chapter 15
 Back at the Sweet Pea Guesthouse

Not really home, of course, but over the bridge and through the garden (where the elves were sawing madly on their violins) and into the Sweet Pea Guesthouse.

‘Better get changed for dinner!’ panted Phredde. ‘They’ll all have a fit if they see us like this!’

I glanced down at my T-shirt covered with tomato, garlic and bits of carrot. My tracksuit pants weren’t much better. ‘Yeah,’ I agreed. ‘Bruce, you go into the dining room and apologise for us and say we won’t be long.’

‘Hey, how come I have to be the one who apologises?’ complained Bruce.

‘Because you’re a frog and don’t have to get changed!’ I said.

‘Well, if you’d all like to be frogs…’ began Bruce hopefully, but Phredde and I didn’t wait. We dashed up the stairs and into our bedroom.

A quick dip in the waterfall and an even quicker PING! and there we were all neat again in our ball dresses and tiaras and glass slippers. (I found a bit of celery in mine later but I managed to get it out under the table without Mum noticing.)

Everyone was eating when we finally made it downstairs—the three fat hogs and Mum and Dad and Phredde’s mum and dad and Bruce’s mum and dad too. (They’re really nice, by the way, and hardly nag him at all about being a frog.)

There was no sign of Prince Peanut. I supposed he was still getting stuck into pizza at The Phaery Daffodil’s.

‘Sorry we’re late!’ yelled Phredde, sliding into her seat.

‘Yeah!’ I added. ‘I hope you weren’t worried about us!’

Mum just smiled over her mushroom and moonbeam soufflé. ‘No, of course we weren’t worried! After all, what could happen to you in Phaeryland?’

I looked at Phredde and Bruce and they looked at me, and Phredde’s mum and dad and Bruce’s mum and dad looked at each other too. But no one said anything. After all, we were back safely. And why stress Mum out when we didn’t have to?

So we had dinner instead.

It was a great dinner. There was mushroom and moonbeam soufflé, which was big and fluffy and creamy and mushroomy, and stuffed pumpkins, and dewdrop ice cream, and nothing that even looked like human brains or roast armpits.

There was a giant lamington cake with cream for dessert too, but somehow neither Phredde nor I really felt like it. (Bruce offered us some of his chocolate-covered moths, but luckily by then we were full.)

Mum and Dad and the rest of them sat up listening to the elf musicians, but for some reason Phredde and Bruce and I were a bit tired, so we went straight up to bed…

‘Phredde?’

‘Mmmm,’ said Phredde sleepily from the other bed.

‘You know those secrets you and Bruce aren’t going to keep from me any more?’

‘Mmm,’ said Phredde.

‘Well, how do I know what they are? I mean, if they’re secrets then I don’t know what to ask you to find out what they are now they’re not secrets any more.’

Phredde thought about that for awhile. ‘I don’t think that makes sense,’ she said.

‘Yeah, I know. I’m tired. It’s just, well…’

‘How about we promise to answer any of your questions from now on?’ said Phredde. ‘I mean really answer them.’

‘Any questions?’ I said hopefully. ‘Like, what’s the answer to question number 63 in our maths homework?’

But there was no answer. Phredde was asleep.

I have no idea if the wolf came back that night or not. He could have huffed and puffed all night for all I cared. Next thing I knew it was morning, and the gnome was delivering our early morning rose petal tea (yuk) and sweetmeats (actually, they’re not bad) and it was time to get ready for the Phaery Queen’s wedding.







Chapter 16
 Bruce is Embarrassed

Well, you should have seen the Sweet Pea Guesthouse that morning!

Mum was running from room to room yelling things like: ‘Nail scissors! Nail scissors! I can’t wear glass slippers to the wedding with my toenails looking like this!’ And Dad was standing at the mirror in their room trying to stretch his purple velvet jerkin as far down as possible over his yellow tights (like I said, those things are rude). And Bruce was nowhere to be found.

Phredde and I got dressed early, and I have to tell you, we looked cool! I mean, I usually don’t go in for ball dresses and stuff like that (I mean, lace! Yuk!) but this time our dresses were something else.

Both our dresses were the same, this really incredible gold cloth, all heavy, with sort of embroidery all over it, but made out of real gold, not gold-coloured cotton or polyester or anything.

And our glass slippers were gold-coloured too, which was a really good thing, ’cause feet are very useful and all that but you don’t actually want to see them all the time, not when you’ve got a blister on your toe after trying to escape from an evil phaery and it fills up with pus and then bursts all red and…But you don’t want to hear about my blister.

And our tiaras were gold as well, and we had really heavy gold bracelets and masses and masses of gold net petticoats so you felt like your skirt was sort of flying around you.

‘Mirror, mirror, on the wall,’ I said, ‘who is the fairest one of all?’

The mirror grinned at me. ‘No worries, kid,’ it said. ‘You look GREAT!’

I thought I did too.

Well, after we’d looked at our reflections half a million times and practised curtsying without falling on our faces, we went to look for Bruce.

Phredde knocked on his door. There was no answer, so she stuck her head in.

‘Hey, Bruce?’ she called.

Still no answer.

His parents’ room was next door to his. I knocked this time.

The door opened and Bruce’s mum stuck her head out. ‘It’s so difficult,’ she said worriedly. ‘I can’t decide between my ruby tiara or my moonstones and gold tiara or my…’

‘Er, have you seen Bruce anywhere?’ I asked.

‘He’s hopping about somewhere,’ Bruce’s mum said vaguely. ‘He was getting dressed a minute ago.’

I looked at Phredde. Phredde looked at me. Then we marched back to Bruce’s room. Phredde flung open the door.

‘Hey, Bruce!’ she yelled. ‘Where are you?’

‘I’m not here,’ said a voice from the cupboard.

‘Well, if you’re not here who’s talking?’ I asked reasonably.

‘Alright, I am here,’ said Bruce’s voice. ‘But I’m not coming out.’

‘Why not?’ asked Phredde.

The cupboard snorted. ‘Give you three guesses.’

‘Um…you were looking for a spare pillow in the cupboard and accidentally got locked in?’ I guessed.

‘No,’ said the cupboard.

‘You’re raising money for the new school library by seeing how many hours you can stay in a cupboard?’ suggested Phredde.

‘No,’ said the cupboard.

Phredde and I looked at each other again.

‘It wouldn’t be because you’re all dressed up like Prince Peanut and you don’t want anyone to see you?’ I hazarded.

‘Right,’ said Bruce’s voice miserably.

‘But you can’t stay in there all day!’ protested Phredde.

‘Yes, I can,’ said Bruce.

‘But your mum and dad…’

‘I’ll tell them if they try to get me out I’ll turn myself into a slug!’ said Bruce.

‘Bruce, you can’t come to school as a slug,’ I said reasonably. ‘Mrs Olsen wouldn’t let you.’

‘Then I won’t come to school,’ said Bruce. ‘Anyway, slugs don’t have to go to school.’

This was getting difficult. I took a deep breath. ‘Look Bruce,’ I said. ‘You’re my friend! I really like you! I don’t care if you’re a phaery prince or a frog. But I am not going to be seen with you if you turn into a slug!’

‘That goes for me, too!’ declared Phredde.

‘But I can’t come out!’ wailed Bruce. ‘I look ridiculous!’

‘Look,’ I said persuasively. ‘Every bloke is going to look ridiculous today! Not just you!’

‘Well…’ said Bruce’s voice from inside the cupboard. ‘If you promise not to laugh…’

‘No, of course we won’t laugh!’ said Phredde.

‘Well, alright then…’

The cupboard door opened.

‘Phhsszzzzwit!’ I choked.

‘Mmrrgggbbbd!’ went Phredde.

Bruce glared at us. ‘You promised you wouldn’t laugh!’

‘I’m not laughing!’ I protested. ‘It’s just a crumb went down the wrong way!’

‘I was trying not to sneeze,’ added Phredde. ‘It’s…it’s all the pollen in the air…’

‘Then I don’t look too dumb?’ said Bruce hopefully.

I looked at him. He wore a cream silk shirt, tight red silk pants, long brown boots, sort of tailored to fit in his froggy feet, and a hat with a feather in it.

‘You want the truth?’

‘Yes,’ said Bruce.

‘The whole truth?’

‘Yes,’ said Bruce.

‘You look like a total prat,’ I told him honestly. ‘But, hey, everyone is going to look like a prat today. No one will notice you.’

Bruce looked at me and Phredde, then back at me. ‘You don’t look dumb at all,’ he said. ‘You look sort of nice, actually.’

I blinked. It was the first compliment I’d ever heard from Bruce. ‘Well, thanks,’ I said. ‘Hey, I’ve got an idea.’

‘What?’ said Bruce suspiciously. ‘If it’s something to do with crossing troll bridges or eating gingerbread cottages again…’

‘Nah,’ I said, ‘this is quite safe. I was just thinking, if you stick close to me and Phredde our skirts’ll hide you.’

Bruce brightened up. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’

So we went downstairs.







Chapter 17
 A Pretty Cool Wedding

Well, after half a million last-minute panics I won’t bore you with (Mum never did find any toenail clippers), the giant butterflies landed and we climbed aboard. We flew really gently off to the wedding so as not to mess up our hair.

It was a pretty cool wedding.

The Phaery Queen’s castle looked just as it had last time, like it was made out of icing sugar and sunbeams, all delicate towers and great sloping lawns. The wedding was to be outside, so there were striped marquees (a marquee is a bit like a tent, but grander and with stripes) and elf orchestras on a zillion zillion tiny mushrooms, and the lawn wasn’t grass, it was a trillion tiny flowers, and there were bells ringing from the castle towers.

I told you it was cool.

And everyone was there. Me and Phredde and Bruce and our families, of course, and Phredde’s older sisters, who were okay in an older sister sort of way (I’m really glad I just have a brother, though) and 6,782 phaeries all in ball gowns and glass slippers or really embarrassing tight trousers.

The three little pigs (well, great fat hogs) were there too, in enormous blue dinner jackets and yellow bow ties with their little piggy tails poking out behind (which actually looked pretty disgusting, but then they were pigs).

The Phaery Daffodil was there with Prince Peanut—he wore his embarrassing trousers like he wasn’t embarrassed one bit, plus an even fancier red velvet shirt with gold embroidery; she’d changed into a really pretty pink dress and was leading him by the hand.

And Mordred was there, in normal phaery gear this time, and sort of attached himself to Phredde (I think he had a crush on her) and…and…and everyone!

Then the music changed to ‘Here Comes the Bride’ and a million birds all went tweet, tweet, tweet and rainbows shivered all over the sky and we all stood back and the Phaery Queen walked down the aisle (this long, red carpet) on her father’s arm (he looked a bit doddery, but he made it okay)…

‘Hey, Phredde,’ I whispered.

‘Shh,’ said Phredde.

‘How come the Phaery Queen’s dad isn’t king?’

‘Shh,’ said Phredde. ‘There’s always a Phaery Queen in Phaeryland. We don’t have Phaery kings!’

And then the Phaery Queen’s doddery dad handed her over to the guy she was marrying.

Well, you could have knocked me down with the feather in Bruce’s hat!

‘I thought he’d be a phaery prince!’ I whispered to Phredde.

‘No, he’s a plumber called Dwayne,’ Phredde whispered back. ‘She met him when he came to put a spa in the palace.’

Then they got married.

Dwayne the plumber looked okay, actually. I mean, he wasn’t handsome like Prince Peanut (and he wore his velvet shirt right down low so it covered up the most embarrassing bits of his tights), but he looked really kind, and like he enjoyed sensible stuff like football and barbecues on Saturday afternoons. He also looked like he wouldn’t tolerate any evil phaeries whisking his daughters away to spin straw into gold or cursing them at their christenings or stuff like that, so all in all I reckon the Phaery Queen had made a pretty good choice.

Then we got down to eating.

Wow, you should have seen the food! There was roast everything (except for human brains, of course) and creams and jellies and great platters of fruit and vegetables carved into flower shapes and crystal glasses of honeydew nectar and moonberry juice to drink, till Dwayne the plumber had a word with the servants and they brought out some beer and orange juice too, and even coffee. (You should have heard Mum sigh.)

Actually I’d rather have had sausage and pineapple pizza, but it was okay.

Phredde and I sat together, with Bruce between us so you couldn’t notice his pants and shirt (he’d accidentally on purpose lost his hat by then). Mum and Dad and everyone were at one of the other tables with some ladies-in-waiting, including Phredde’s older sisters, so we were stuck at a table with lots of strangers.

I looked at the chair on the other side of me. It was empty. Then suddenly this dark, shadowy arm shot out and grabbed a sunshine roll, and I realised that there was someone under the chair, instead of on top of it.

I cleared my throat. ‘Er, hi,’ I said.

‘Hi,’ said a small voice from under the table.

‘My name’s Prudence.’ I was trying to sound really normal, like everyone in our family always sat under their chairs instead of on top of them.

‘My name’s Jessica,’ said the voice. ‘These are really good rolls, aren’t they?’

‘What? Oh, yeah, sure. Um, I hope you don’t mind my mentioning this…’

‘Not at all,’ said the voice of Jessica.

‘But wouldn’t you be more comfortable on top of your chair?’

‘No,’ said Jessica.

‘Oh. Well, I was just asking…’

‘You see I’m a bogeyperson,’ said the voice.

‘A bogeyman?’

‘No,’ said the voice patiently. ‘A bogeyperson. I’m a girl, not a man.’

‘Oh, I see,’ I said. ‘You hide under beds and in dark cupboards?’

‘And under tables. Or chairs,’ said the voice. ‘Hey, would you like me to jump out at you and say “Boo!”?’

‘No, thank you,’ I said.

‘Oh,’ said the voice, disappointed.

‘Maybe later,’ I said kindly.

The voice brightened up. ‘Really? Oh goodie!’ The dark arm flashed up again and a plate of sliced gryphon with baked potatoes and steamed rose petals disappeared under the chair. There was the sound of intense gnawing and a few gulps. Bogeypeople did not have good table manners, I decided. Or under-table manners either.

I looked over at the person sitting next to Jessica’s empty chair. He was a pretty short guy, actually, with the pale skin of someone who doesn’t go outside much. In fact the other six occupants of our table were short, too. All seven of them were wearing dinner jackets with frilly shirts and pens in their shirt pockets. They weren’t exactly joining in the gaiety. In fact they looked really depressed.

‘Hi!’ I said as cheerily as I could to the bloke next to the empty chair. ‘I’m Pru. And this is Phredde and this is Bruce.’

‘Hi,’ croaked Bruce.

The short guy nodded to me. ‘I’m Grumpy,’ he said miserably.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘What are you grumpy about?’

He looked at me sadly. ‘No, I’m quite even-tempered, thank you. My name is Grumpy. It’s a traditional name in our family. My dad was called Grumpy and my grandfather was called Grumpy and his father…’

Well, the things some parents call their kids…‘Yeah, I know how you feel,’ I said sympathetically. ‘My name is Prudence. It means “careful”, can you believe it? And Phredde’s name is really…’

I felt Phredde’s glass slipper kick me firmly under the table. Phredde does NOT like her real name made public.

Grumpy didn’t seem to have noticed my slip. ‘And this is Happy,’ he said, gesturing to another shortish guy who was busy sniffing mournfully into a spotted handkerchief (coloured spots, I mean, not the snotty kind), ‘and this is Dopey.’ A really intellectual-looking little guy with glasses and six pens in his pocket nodded to me miserably.

I tried to think of some cheery sort of conversation. ‘Er, great party, isn’t it?’ I asked.

Grumpy shook his head. ‘I’m afraid none of us is really in a mood to enjoy it,’ he revealed. ‘I mean, we owe it to Her Majesty to attend, but really…’ his voice trailed off.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked sympathetically.

‘A dear friend of ours…sudden illness…’ muttered Grumpy sadly.

Suddenly this bell rang in the back of my brain.

‘Er…you’re not miners, are you?’ I asked. ‘And live in a house in the woods and go off to work singing every morning and have a girl called Snow White to do your housework?’

Grumpy shook his head. ‘No, we’re computer software engineers.’ He shook his head unhappily. ‘But my great great grandpa was a miner. No, Snow White was our chief software engineer. You should have seen her with a difficult program—simply brilliant.’

‘Her loss was a terrible tragedy,’ said one of the other short computer software engineers across the table.

‘It must have been,’ I said sympathetically.

He nodded. ‘Our stock fell twenty points overnight on the Phaeryland stock exchange.’

I glanced at Phredde and Bruce. ‘Doesn’t look like she was stuck doing the housework,’ I whispered.

Grumpy overheard. ‘Snow White? Housework?’ he smiled sadly. ‘Oh, no, she didn’t do housework. I mean, we all make our own beds. She did do a lovely spinach quiche and baked apples. But we have the Three Bears Cleaning Company come in every second day to do everything else. They’re very efficient. I’ve got their card somewhere,’ he fumbled in his pocket.

‘No, thank you very much,’ I said hurriedly. ‘Our castle is sort of self-cleaning. Er…what happened to Snow White? She didn’t bite a poisoned apple and go into a coma, did she?’

For a moment I thought I might be interfering, and he’d just tell me to mind my own business. But Grumpy just stared at me.

‘How did you know about that?’ he asked. ‘It was her new Apple computer. This new sales representative brought it round…’ he frowned. ‘But I’m sure Snow White didn’t bite it. Why would anyone bite an Apple computer?’

‘A new sales rep? Are you sure she wasn’t an evil queen in disguise, was she? Snow White’s stepmother?’

Grumpy blinked. ‘How did you know about Snow White’s stepmother?’

‘Oh, I have my methods,’ I said.

Grumpy shook his head sadly. ‘Snow White’s stepmother has always been jealous of her, ever since the stepmother assumed control of the family computer business. She wanted Snow White to stay in the business, but Snow White struck out on her own—in partnership with us, of course. You don’t think…?’ His eyes grew wide with horror. ‘You don’t think Snow White’s new Apple computer was poisoned?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said honestly. I nudged Phredde and Bruce. ‘Er…will you excuse us for a moment? We just want to see if there are any more of those delicious stuffed nightingale tongues left.’

I pulled Phredde out of the marquee and behind a bush, with Bruce hopping rapidly between us in case someone saw his red silk trousers.

‘What do you think?’ I hissed.

‘I don’t even like nightingale tongues!’ said Phredde.

‘No, not about the nightingale tongues! About Snow White!’

Phredde considered. ‘Well, I don’t think she was a domestic drudge any more.’

Bruce frowned. ‘But it does look like someone tried to get rid of her.’

‘Of course someone tried to get rid of her!’ I said. ‘The evil queen! We have to save her! I mean, when it looked like she was just going to have to either keep on making beds or marry Prince Peanut it was okay to let her sleep. But not now!’

Phredde’s eyes opened wide. ‘But how are we going to save her?’ she demanded.

Phaeries! If their parents just read them phaery stories occasionally they’d understand a lot more about the world!

‘Look,’ I said. ‘In the story Snow White bites this poisoned apple and falls into a coma. Then the handsome prince…’

‘Yuk,’ said Phredde.

‘Shh,’ I said. ‘The handsome prince kisses her and the bit of apple falls out of her mouth and she’s okay. So all we have to do is get Bruce to kiss her and…’

‘No way!’ yelled Bruce, hopping back indignantly. ‘You blasted well kiss her!’

‘But I’m not a handsome prince,’ I pointed out reasonably.

‘If it’s just a bit of apple stuck in her mouth it doesn’t matter who kisses her,’ reasoned Bruce.

‘We could get Prince Peanut to do it,’ suggested Phredde.

I glanced over at the marquee. Prince Peanut was giggling with The Phaery Daffodil and she was feeding him little bits of moonblossom sorbet with her spoon.

‘I think he’s occupied,’ I said. ‘And anyway, you know what he’s like! He’d expect to marry her, and then The Phaery Daffodil would get upset and go round capturing humans and making people pies again and…’ I looked pleadingly at Bruce. ‘You have to help her!’

Bruce gulped. ‘Can’t I just shake hands with her instead?’ he asked.

‘Bruce!’

‘Alright! Let’s just…look at her. Just to see if we can get the apple out some other way.’

‘But you’ll kiss her if we can’t?’ I insisted.

‘Well, maybe,’ said Bruce.

That seemed about as good an answer as we were going to get. I glanced around at the wedding party. Mum and Dad were with Phredde’s and Bruce’s parents doing these real old-time dances on the other side of the marquee, and no one seemed to be paying any attention to us at all.

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘here’s the plan. I’ll go and grab a bowl of salad for the trolls.’

‘Two bowls of salad,’ said Phredde. ‘We have to pay troll toll coming back too.’

‘Good point,’ I said. ‘I’ll grab two bowls of salad and meet you down on the yellow brick road. Okay?’

‘Okay,’ whispered Bruce. Not that there was any need to whisper—not with all the music and chattering and stuff, and anyway, no one was even looking at us. But it just seemed proper to whisper somehow.

I tiptoed off to grab the salad.







Chapter 18
 Bruce Does a Brave Thing

The lollipop forest was all shadows and moonlight. (I had a feeling every night was moonlit in Phaeryland.) The yellow brick road glowed in the dimness, and the lollipops shone an eerie reddish purple through the trees.

‘That way,’ said Phredde, pointing through the forest.

‘No, that way,’ said Bruce.

‘I think it’s over there,’ I said.

Well, anyway, to cut a really long story short, we went my way, then Phredde’s way, then it turned out Bruce was right, and eventually (I learnt that word in spelling last term—I was the only kid except for Amelia who got it right first time) there was the glade. And there was Snow White too, on her bed or table or bier or whatever it was. (A bier isn’t stuff you drink. I looked it up when eventually we got home.)

‘Well, go on,’ whispered Phredde. It was a bit spooky in that forest, to tell the truth. You felt you had to whisper. ‘Kiss her!’

‘No way!’ said Bruce. ‘You promised we’d investigate first!’

‘I didn’t promise!’ whispered Phredde hotly. ‘You said…’

‘Sh…shush up!’ I ordered. (Like I’ve said, you can’t use even sort of bad language in Phaeryland.) ‘Phredde, you find a twig or something and we’ll prise her mouth open.’

‘Why?’ asked Phredde.

‘To see if there’s any poisoned apple in there, of course!’ I told her.

Phredde went off to pick up a twig, and Bruce and I walked (well, I walked and he hopped) over to the bier. It was even spookier than the forest. I mean, okay, we knew she was just asleep, but even so…

I peered over her. ‘I can’t see any bit of apple,’ I said.

Bruce shook his head. ‘If you could see it Grumpy and the others would have seen it too.’

‘Here,’ said Phredde as she handed me the twig.

Well, this was really gruesome, but anyway, I sort of prised Snow White’s mouth open and we peered in.

Lots of strong, white teeth (she must really be good with her toothbrush). One tongue, a bit furry, but after all she’d been asleep awhile. But no apple. I stepped back.

‘You’ll have to kiss her,’ I informed Bruce.

‘And you’d better change back into a phaery prince too,’ added Phredde.

‘What!’ yelled Bruce, so loudly that a bird in one of the lollipop trees woke up and began going tweet, tweet, tweet.

‘Well, you have to be a prince, not a frog,’ said Phredde reasonably.

Bruce appealed to me. ‘I don’t, do I?’ he demanded.

I thought about it. To be really honest, I’ve always wondered what Bruce would look like if he weren’t a frog.

‘How about Phredde and I cover our eyes?’ I suggested.

‘You won’t peek?’ demanded Bruce suspiciously.

I crossed my fingers behind my back. ‘You don’t think we’d peek, do you?’

‘Yes,’ said Bruce.

Phredde sniffed. ‘Of course we won’t peek,’ she said. ‘Why would we want to?’

I uncrossed my fingers. After all, I hadn’t lied. I just hadn’t said anything when Phredde said…well, you know what I’m saying.

Phredde covered her face with her hands. So did I.

PING! I opened my fingers a little just as Bruce bent over and…

‘Hey, what on earth is going on?’ Snow White sat up and blinked indignantly at Bruce.

PING! Suddenly Bruce was a frog again.

‘Did you kiss her? Did you kiss her?’ demanded Phredde.

Snow White wiped her mouth. ‘Of course he didn’t kiss me,’ she said.

‘I shook her hand,’ said Bruce. ‘And look!’ he pointed.

I looked. There on the ground was a computer mouse, small and grey and innocent-looking.

‘Wow!’ said Phredde. ‘I bet that’s a poisoned Apple Macintosh mouse! And when Bruce shook her hand he dislodged it!’

‘And I know just who poisoned it,’ said Snow White grimly. ‘Help me up, kids! This means war!’

‘Swords and knights and cannons and stuff?’ I asked hopefully. ‘Hey, I know some really good ninja moves! Maybe I could…’

‘No, corporate war!’ said Snow White firmly, brushing a few dead leaves and cobwebs off her skirt. ‘We’re going to get that new program on the market pronto and totally undercut my stepmother’s entire price range! Then we’ll see whose magic mirror says they’ve got the best software on the market!’

She looked us up and down briefly. ‘Well, thank you kids,’ she said briskly. ‘I really do appreciate this, but I have to get to work. But if you ever have any computer glitches, here’s my email address.’ She handed us each a card. ‘Don’t hesitate to let me know and I’ll get one of my best people on to it immediately.’

‘Er, thanks,’ I said, putting the card into my pocket. I’d been sort of hoping for gold and jewels or something, but then Phredde can always magic gold and jewels up for me, and good computer advice could be really useful.

‘Ciao!’ said Snow White, and hurried off through the forest.

‘Hey!’ I called after her. ‘Your seven partners are at the Phaery Queen’s wedding. You want us to tell them where you are?’

‘Tell them I want to see them in the boardroom! Pronto!’ yelled Snow White, and disappeared into the gloom.







Chapter 19
 A Bit of Old-time Dancing

So we went back to the wedding.

Mum and Dad were still dancing close together with this soppy look on their faces, and so were Phredde’s and Bruce’s parents. I sidled up to the seven short computer software engineers and whispered what had happened.

Grumpy’s eyes brightened. ‘Hot diggetty!’ he yelled. ‘Come on guys! Hi ho, hi ho, a-programming we’ll go!’

They raced out of the marquee, past the elf musicians and the dancers.

‘Ummm.’

I turned round. Mordred stood behind us, staring at Phredde. ‘Ummm,’ he said again.

‘Hi,’ said Phredde. She glanced at me, and winked. ‘You want to dance?’ she asked Mordred kindly.

Mordred blushed so red he looked like a prawn kebab. ‘Ummm,’ he said happily, as Phredde hauled him off to the dance floor.

I looked at Bruce. There was something I needed to confess. ‘Er, Bruce,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Bruce, looking hungrily round the marquee lights. ‘You know, the trouble with Phaeryland is that there are never any flies hanging round the roast meat! Or even any moths around the lights! Now, back home on a warm night like this there’d be blowies and a few mosquitoes…’

‘Look,’ I said, ‘I have to tell you something.’

‘What?’ asked Bruce.

‘You know back in the forest, when you changed out of being a frog?’

‘Yep,’ said Bruce.

‘I peeked,’ I said.

‘Oh,’ said Bruce.

He was silent for a minute. Then he said, ‘What did you think?’

‘Oh,’ I said carelessly. ‘You look alright.’

We stared at each other for a minute. Then Bruce said, ‘I don’t suppose you want to dance?’

‘Alright,’ I said again.

So we did.

You know something? It was fun. I think Bruce even forgot about his embarrassing trousers and velvet shirt, and I sort of forgot he was a frog. I mean, he was just Bruce and we were friends and the music was cool, even if it was old fashioned and played by elves sitting cross-legged on mushrooms.

‘You know, Bruce,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Bruce, gazing hopefully up into the night sky in case a leftover giant vampire mosquito was buzzing around.

‘You know those ghouls that invaded your parents’ castle?’

‘Yeah,’ said Bruce.

‘Was it a really terrible battle?’

Bruce stared at me in the light from all the tapers and candles and stuff. ‘Battle? There wasn’t any battle.’

‘But you said the ghouls invaded…er, Bruce?’

‘Yeah?’ said Bruce.

‘What are ghouls?’

‘They’re sort of grungy grey things. They eat dead bodies.’

‘Oh, how horrible!’ I said. ‘Did they try to kill you all so they could gnaw your bones?’

‘No, of course not,’ said Bruce. ‘Ghouls are really tiny. I mean, you just have to tread on them and they go squish, but there was this real plague of them and they kept dragging in these dead rats and mice and cockroaches and things and the whole place smelt awful no matter how much air freshener Mum used, and Mum said she couldn’t stand it any more. So we left.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘No battle?’

‘Nope,’ said Bruce.

‘No swords and…and knights on horseback and archers and…’

‘Nope,’ said Bruce. ‘We did get the pest exterminators in. But you know what ghouls are like. Well, I suppose you don’t. But you just get rid of one lot and another lot move in. Dad wanted to put up sticky traps but Mum said no, she’d had it with ghouls.’

‘Oh,’ I said again. ‘I was thinking we could get the troll and Prince Peanut and The Phaery Daffodil and Mordred and the seven software engineers and everyone, and go and hunt the ghouls out, and reclaim your castle and…’

‘Well, actually,’ said Bruce, ‘Mum says she never wants to see the castle again. She’d rather have TV and wall-to-wall fitted carpet and a supermarket and a video bar down the road. And…er,’ he glanced at me, ‘I really like living where we are now. But thanks anyway.’

‘But wasn’t she upset when you had to leave?’ I asked.

Bruce gave a froggy shrug. ‘Yeah, I suppose so. But she’s really happy now. Hey, is that a fly on that prince’s head?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘it’s a hat with a really small feather in it.’

‘I’ll just go and check it out,’ said Bruce hungrily, and hopped off.

So I went and found Jessica the bogeyman (sorry, bogeyperson) and let her shout ‘Boo!’ at me a few hundred times while I finished off the moonlight and roses ice cream with pistachios and honeycomb.

And by that time the Phaery Queen’s wedding was just about over…







Chapter 20
 Back Home in the Castle

You know something? It was good to be home.

Our castle was just like we’d left it, except for a few bones Mark had left in the grand hallway. (They looked a bit like Persian kitten bones to me, but Mark said no, they were just fried chicken, he and the boys had had a night out on the prowl.)

Your own home has a certain smell about it, doesn’t it? Sort of an old-familiar-sofas-and-kitchen-cupboards-and-piranhas-in-the-moat sort of smell.

It was great to be back into routine too, and just do normal things, like make my bed and veg out with a book on the battlements and feed Mark’s pet rat to the piranhas (no, I didn’t really, I just told him I did) and wipe up the slobber from Dad’s pet sloth and take the boa constrictor for a walk, or a slither anyway. It was even good to see Mark, but don’t tell him I said so.

Gark (our butler)6 made a special giant apple pie to welcome us back, and then we all watched this really cool ninja video (it was my choice) and then I went to bed.

‘Night, Prune Face!’ shouted Mark.

‘Night, Dog’s Breath!’ I yelled back.

I snuggled up under my doona and counted the stars through the window. Sixty-two, sixty-three, sixty-four…

‘Goodnight, Pru,’ said Dad from the door.

‘Did you have a good time in Phaeryland?’ asked Mum.

‘Yeah, I suppose,’ I said. ‘How about you?’

‘It was alright,’ said Dad. ‘Pity we missed the football though.’

‘Don’t ever mention glass slippers to me again!’ said Mum. ‘I’m still hobbling. Thank goodness for ugh boots. But, yes,’ she glanced at Dad, ‘it was fun.’

I waited till they’d both kissed me goodnight, then I said, ‘Hey, Dad, Mum…?’

‘What?’ said Dad a bit warily. ‘Pru, if you’re wondering what to give me for Christmas, a nice pair of socks is quite…’

‘No, nothing like that,’ I said. (I’d decided what to give him for Christmas ages ago. It’s sort of gigantic and it’s South American, but you’ll have to wait to see what it is, just like Dad.)7 ‘I just thought—would you and Mum ever leave Australia?’

‘What, for a holiday?’ asked Dad.

‘No, I mean for good.’

Dad looked at Mum. ‘I suppose it’s possible,’ said Mum slowly. ‘We wouldn’t want to. But if…oh, I don’t know, if there was a war, or you or Mark were in danger here, or couldn’t get a good education or something, well, yes, we might go. But it’s not going to happen, Prudence, so don’t worry about it.’

‘I’m not worried,’ I said. ‘I was just thinking, that’s all. It’d be pretty hard to leave your own country, wouldn’t it? Even if it was Phaeryland?’

‘Yeah,’ said Dad gently. ‘It’d be pretty hard.’

‘It’d be hard to be different from everyone else too, wouldn’t it?’ I added. ‘Even if it was sort of really cool different.’

‘Yeah,’ said Dad again.

They tiptoed out then (well, actually, they didn’t, ’cause Mum’s ugh boots were too big for her and went sort of clomp, clomp, clomp, especially with all the bandaids on her blisters, and Dad couldn’t tiptoe if a horde of vampire ghosts were hunting him, but that’s how parents are supposed to leave your room after they’ve kissed you goodnight).

And I tried to go to sleep.

I couldn’t, though. My mind was too full of phaeries and trolls and handsome princes. And I thought how different they all were from me, and then I thought that maybe all of us are different, in our own ways, and maybe none of us is really better or worse than anyone else, just different…

And then I thought, fruitcakes! (Some of Phaeryland had rubbed off on me.) Don’t be a soft little marshmallow, Prudence! Of course some people are better than others! I’m a heck of a lot better than Amelia, ’cause I don’t boast and say what a genius I am (Amelia a genius? Huh!), and Bruce is much, much nicer than Prince Peanut, and Phredde is better than just about anyone else I know and I’m glad she’s my best friend in the universe…

…and then I went to sleep.

P.S. Phredde got an invitation to Mordred’s Temple of Gloom display at the end of term. She said it was really cool, but somehow I wasn’t really interested. Now if it had been the Fangosaurus on display…but that’s another story…8




6 Who is a magicked magpie.

7 See Phredde and the Leopard-skin Librarian.

8 See Phredde and the Leopard-skin Librarian.
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Cast of Characters

For those who came in late…



Prudence: A normal schoolgirl who lives in a magic castle and has a fairy, sorry, phaery, as her best friend. She likes feeding her piranhas, sailing her pirate ship and making sure her mum doesn’t find out what she and Phredde get up to.



Phredde: A 30-cm-high phaery. Her real name is The Phaery Ethereal but unless you want your kneecaps kicked by a furious phaery, DON’T call her this unless you’re a teacher, parent or someone even Phredde acknowledges it’s not a good idea to kneecap! Likes any adventure that doesn’t involve wearing glass slippers or handsome princes.



P.S. That’s PHAERY, buster, not fairy. Don’t call Phredde a ‘fairy’ if you value your kneecaps.



Bruce: A handsome phaery prince. Or he might be if he hadn’t decided to be a giant frog instead of a kid. (A Crinea signifera, if you want to be precise. Ask Bruce if you want to know more about Crinea signifera—or better still, look it up in the library, because Bruce will tell you EVERYTHING.) Bruce likes catching flies and collecting recipes for mosquito pizza. Holds the interschool record for the long jump and the high jump at the Athletics Carnival.



P.S. Don’t called Bruce a fairy either. He won’t kneecap you but you might find dried flies in your muesli.



Mrs Olsen: Pru, Phredde and Bruce’s teacher. Also a 400-year-old vampire—but don’t worry, she and her family have a friendly arrangement with the abattoir. The butchers get the meat and the vampires get the bl…, er, red stuff. Miss Olsen keeps her coffin in the art supplies cupboard.



Mark: Pru’s older brother. He’s also a werewolf, a trait he inherited from his father’s side of the family. (Greatuncle Ron is a werewolf too.) He answers to ‘Dog’s Breath’—but don’t try it if you can’t run fast. Mark spends his spare time chasing cars and following football. His favourite snack food is corn chips and corgis.



Pru’s Dad: Loves everything South American, except possibly jaguars, piranhas and giant sloths.



Pru’s Mum: Loves crosswords, coffee and is just beginning to understand computers. Fusses about the least little thing, like vampires, ogres and going out in the sun without a hat and sunblock.



Miss Richards: School librarian and martial-arts expert. Looks good in a leopard-skin miniskirt.



The Phaery Splendifera: Phredde’s mum. Loves crosswords, honeydew nectar and racing magic carpets. Wants her darling baby Ethereal to marry a nice handsome prince when she grows up. Do not mention this to Phredde.



Amelia: In Pru, Phredde and Bruce’s class at school. You don’t really want to know anything more about her.



Edwin: The same goes for Edwin.





Chapter 1
The Trouble with Werewolves

It was an ordinary day in our castle.

Mum was down in the dungeons working on a crossword (she says the gloom helps her concentrate) and Dad was up in the Great Hall watching the cricket on TV.

I was feeding my leftover last night’s dinner to my piranhas in the moat (chicken and zucchini curry—yuk!) and watching them gobble up the chicken bits and spit out the zucchini (even piranhas don’t like zucchini—which proves my point) and Mark was howling up on the battlements.

Mark does a lot of howling on the battlements, especially when it’s a full moon, which it was this afternoon, sailing faintly through the afternoon sky like it was a balloon some dopey kid had let fly into the air.

When it’s a full moon Mark turns into a werewolf, which is okay by me because, as big brothers go, he’s pretty okay when he’s a werewolf, especially that time he bit Amelia on the bum when she slagged off my science project at school Open Day.1


Mum gets a bit narky sometimes at the wolf hair on the sofa and when Mark lifts his leg on the front door, but like Mark says, werewolves have to mark their territory and she should be grateful he just lifts his leg and doesn’t do SOMETHING ELSE. Then Mum asked, who left the doggy doo on her geraniums? And Mark said…but I was telling you about him howling on the battlements, wasn’t I?

Well, there was I, watching the curry sauce turn the moat water yellow, and there was Mark right at the top of the castle howling, ‘Pruuuddeeence!!!!!! Pruuuuuuuddence!!!!!!!!!’

‘What do you want?’ I yelled.

‘Coooommmmee uuuppp heeeere!’

‘What’s the magic word?’ I shouted.

‘Turkey!!!’ howled Mark.

Turkey? That meant that Mark knew it was me who took the Christmas turkey and fed it to the piranhas before Mum had a chance to stuff its bum with herbs and breadcrumbs. Well, it was an experiment, wasn’t it? If a school of piranhas can skeletonise a cow in ten minutes, how long does it take for them to eat a frozen turkey? (If you’re ever asked that question in an exam the answer’s four minutes and twenty-one seconds, ’cause I timed them.2 )

Anyway Mum doesn’t know and I hope she never finds out because she was a bit upset when she discovered the turkey was gone, even though there were plenty of turkeys left in the deepfreeze cabinet at the supermarket.

So I yelled, ‘Okay! Coming!’ to Mark and trotted over the drawbridge and through the front door (Mum’s right—it does pong a bit ’cause Mark marks3 his territory every time he goes through the door—like once when he goes to school and once when he comes home and another time when he goes out with his mates and another when he comes back. Four leg lifts at least seven days a week means lots and lots of little yellow puddles and after a while…

Well, you get the generally pongy idea.

After that I ran through the Great Hall and through the Not So Great Hall and up the Grand Staircase and then the Not So Grand Staircase and up the Really Quite Small Staircase and along the passage and up the narrow stone stairs to the battlements (you get a lot of exercise living in a castle—I’m a whiz at long distance at the Athletics Carnival now) and looked around.

No Mark.

‘I’m up here!’ he yelled.

So I panted up another set of stairs to the top of the turret where Mark has his bedroom and pushed open the door (werewolves can’t manage door handles so Mark’s bedroom has a sliding door now), and there was Mark, looking at himself in the mirror.

‘Hi, Pruneface. Thanks,’ he said.

‘Don’t mention it,’ I said. ‘And don’t mention that turkey to Mum either. What do you want?’

‘Could you brush my hair?’ asked Mark. ‘It’s Tracey’s birthday party tonight.’

‘Sure,’ I said. I know big brothers usually brush their own hair, but while werewolf paws are great at holding down their prey while they rip its jugular vein out, they aren’t much good at holding hairbrushes. I looked round and picked up Mark’s hairbrush from the dressing table. Mark has two hairbrushes now, a little normal one for when he’s human and a great big wide one for when he’s a wolf. I started brushing his back.

Mark craned his head and peered in the mirror. ‘No dandruff?’ he asked.

‘No dandruff,’ I assured him.

‘Good,’ said Mark. ‘I found this great anti-dandruff dog shampoo down at the vet’s. It makes your coat really glossy. You should try it.’

‘No thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ll stick to human shampoo.’ I began to brush his legs.

‘Don’t forget my tail!’ said Mark, wagging it anxiously.

‘Stop worrying about your fruitcake4 tail!’ I told him. ‘It looks fine!’

‘Tracey hates daggy tails,’ said Mark, wagging his tail in my face. I grabbed it and began to brush.

‘Hey, I know a werewolf joke,’ I informed him.

‘Oh, yeah?’

‘Yep. I used to be a werewolf, but I’m over it nowhooooowwwwwlllllll!’ Actually I thought it was a pretty good werewolf howl, but Mark just shrugged.

‘Very funny, Pruneface.’

‘Look,’ I said, ‘if I’m brushing your tail you can laugh at my jokes.’

‘Ha, ha then.’ He craned round for another look at his tail. ‘Does it look okay now?’

‘Every hair is glossy,’ I told him. ‘You’ll be the best-looking werewolf at the party.’ Well, sometimes you have to lay it on thick for older brothers. ‘What present did you get for her anyway?’

‘A jar of flea powder,’ said Mark, examining his fangs in the mirror.

‘Er, Mark…’

‘Hey, is that a bit of guinea pig between my teeth? Pass the dental floss will you?’

‘Er, Mark, about the flea powder…’ ‘Yeah?’ asked Mark.

‘Are you sure Tracey wants flea powder for her birthday?’

‘Oh yeah, she really needs it. She was scratching like anything last full moon.’

‘Did you TELL her she needed flea powder?’

‘Sure. I said, “Hey, Tracey, that’s a really bad itch you’ve got. You need some flea powder.”’

‘What did Tracey say?’ I asked, fascinated.

‘She didn’t say anything.’ Mark gazed at himself in the mirror. ‘I really think I’d better brush my fangs again.’

I decided to be frank. ‘Look, Mark, telling your girlfriend she has fleas is not tactful. And giving her flea powder so that all her friends know she’s got fleas too is really pushing it.’

‘Oh,Tracey won’t mind.’

‘Look, Mark, believe me on this one, Tracey does NOT want flea powder for her birthday!’

Mark blinked and sat on his haunches. ‘No?’

‘No.’

‘What should I give her then?’

I racked my brains. What would a female werewolf like? Not scent, because that’d cover up her doggy odour. Not chocolates—too much chocolate can kill a dog—it’d be a bit like giving your girlfriend a nice box of rat poison.

‘Er…how about a new collar?’

Mark snorted. ‘Wolves don’t wear collars,’ he said.

‘Toe ring?’

‘Nope.’

‘Essence of rotten cow to roll in?’

‘Look,’ said Mark, showing all his big white fangs, ‘Tracey needs flea powder. Besides, I got them to giftwrap it and everything.’

I gazed at the pretty pink parcel on the table. Yeah, it was the best-wrapped jar of flea powder I’d ever seen.

Mark grabbed it in his jaws. ‘See ’oo kid,’ he said and loped down the stairs.




1 Mum doesn’t know about that, so don’t tell her.

2 But I think their teeth ached afterwards because they kept fanging about with their mouths opening and shutting for ages. I don’t suppose piranhas eat iceblocks or other frozen stuff much, so a frozen turkey would have been a bit of a shock in the temperature department.

3 Heh, heh. This is a joke.

4 Ever since I was in Phaeryland last month (see Phredde and the Temple of Gloom) whenever I try to say #8 or %# or %!@ it always comes out as fruitcake! It’s sort of turned me off plum pudding too.









Chapter 2
The Trouble with Girlfriends

Things were quiet next morning at breakfast time. Things are always pretty quiet at our place at breakfast because Mum doesn’t regain true consciousness till she’s had three cups of coffee and Dad’s always preoccupied keeping Dribbles’s dribble off his newspaper. (Dribbles is Dad’s giant sloth. I gave it/him/her5 to Dad for his last birthday. Dribbles is no trouble at all, because giant sloths don’t do anything much—except dribble of course.) And I like to get stuck into my pancakes with strawberries and maple syrup, or corn and banana muffins, or sausage and tomato pizza, or whatever else Gark has cooked up for breakfast.

This morning it was potato cakes with homemade tomato sauce and I’d just finished my seventh when Mark wandered in, in human shape because the moon was down. Well, sort of human shape.

‘Er, hi, Mark,’ I said, eyeing him a bit warily. ‘Are you alright?’

‘Yes,’ said Mark shortly, sitting down at the table. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes,’ said Mark, reaching for the raspberry and passionfruit juice.

‘I mean I couldn’t help noticing your new haircut.’ Actually it looked like someone had torn out a great big clump of fur…

‘Where’s the muesli?’ asked Mark, ignoring me.

‘And your black eye?’

‘Pass the milk,’ said Mark.

‘You seemed to be limping a bit too…’

That sort of woke Mum up. ‘Mmmpph?’ she asked blearily, then blinked. ‘Mark, what HAVE you done to your hair?’

Dad looked up from his newspaper. ‘Are you alright, son? Eerrkk!’ He grabbed his napkin. ‘That dribble went down my back…’

‘I’m fine!’ yelled Mark. Big brothers can be awfully touchy sometimes.

‘Oh. Good,’ said Mum.

‘How did Tracey like her present?’ I asked. Well, okay, maybe that wasn’t the most tactful thing to say.

‘She’s such a nice girl…I mean werewolf,’ burbled Mum. ‘I’m so glad your girlfriend is…’

Mark crashed the milk down so hard on the table that a splodge hit Dribbles in the eye. Luckily giant sloths don’t worry about that sort of thing. I mean what’s a little extra mucus to a sloth? ‘Tracey is NOT my girlfriend!’ he announced.

‘Huh? Since when?’ asked Mum. ‘I thought you…’

Since you gave her a jar of flea powder for her birthday, I thought. But this time I had the sense to keep my mouth shut.

‘Why won’t people just leave me alone!’ yelled Mark. He crashed his chair back and marched out of the kitchen, just as Gark brought in a platter of sliced mango and pawpaw and pineapple and kiwi fruit.

‘Oh dear,’ said Mum.

‘%##ee@!!!’ said Dad, but that was because Dribbles had dribbled down his neck again.

I didn’t say anything, ’cause I was tucking into the mango and pineapple fruit salad.6 I was thinking instead. I mean a big brother is a big brother, even if he is a werewolf, and Mark is not a bad brother mostly, like the time he lifted his leg on Amelia’s sports bag just after…but maybe I shouldn’t say anything more about that.

And like Mrs Olsen is always telling us, blood is thicker than water, and she’s a vampire so she should know…

An unhappy werewolf howl floated down from the battlements. ‘Oh, poor Mark,’ said Mum. ‘He and Tracey seemed so happy. I watched them down in the garden just last week burying a bone together, their tails wagging so happily…’

Actually, they’d been burying a Persian cat’s bones—werewolves hate cats and cats aren’t too fond of werewolves either. But I didn’t think Mum needed to know that. Besides, she was right. Mark did sound unhappy.

It looked like it was up to his fabulously wise kid sister7 to give him a hand.




5 Who knows with giant sloths?

6 It’s truly great to have a butler to make your breakfast!

7 Me.









Chapter 3
The Flying Carpet

Not that there was time to do anything much about Mark’s problem that morning, because I had to get to school on time. Our class was going on an excursion to the Big Koala Wildlife Park, which even if koalas don’t do much except sit there and digest is better than being cramped up in a classroom all day. I mean why can’t we have school on a pirate ship or somewhere interesting for a change?

Anyway, by the time I’d grabbed my bag and kissed Mum and kissed Dad and avoided the giant-sloth dribble on his cheek and run down the corridor and down the stairs and along the Grand Terrace and down the next lot of stairs and across the courtyard and through the Big Hall and the Little Hall and the Sort of In Between Hall and over the drawbridge and down the rainbow that led to the street,8 I was late. (I’m going to ask for an electric scooter for my next birthday.)

I was just galloping along the footpath, trying to avoid the doggy doo (our street has the biggest dogs in the neighbourhood, plus the biggest you-know-whats—though of course there had been a werewolf birthday party last night, which probably added to the doo doo problem), when…

PING!

It was Phredde, all 30 centimetres of her, and she was sitting on her mum’s flying carpet. Well, it’s a rug actually, but who ever heard of a magic rug?

Phredde is my best friend and a phaery. It’s pretty cool having a phaery best friend, especially if you want to duck out of class for a few minutes for an iced-watermelon break. Phredde can just PING up a magic Pru and Phredde to take our places…but sometimes, well, I can’t help being a bit jealous and wishing I could PING things too.

But don’t tell Phredde that. EVER.

‘Hop on!’ yelled Phredde.

I gazed at the carpet warily. It had fringes at both ends and was about as long as a short car, but a car is solid and flying carpets sort of sag in the middle, even if the only thing on them is a flying phaery. ‘Er, Phredde…do you know how to fly that thing?’

‘Sure. I’ve watched Mum fly a carpet lots of times. You just go zooooom!’

‘Have you got your driver’s licence?’ I knew she hadn’t. Phredde is the same age as me.

‘You don’t need a driver’s licence for a flying carpet,’ declared Phredde, ‘’cause it doesn’t have an engine and it doesn’t go on the road.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yep. I rang up the motor registry and said, ‘“Do I need a licence to drive my carpet?” And the guy just laughed and said,“Get off the phone, kid.”’

Adults never take kids seriously. ‘Er, pilot’s licence?’ I asked.

‘Nope. Come on, hop on,’ yelled Phredde impatiently, as the carpet hovered over the footpath. ‘We’ll be late!’

‘How? You’re up there and I’m down here!’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. The flying carpet descended till it was just above the footpath. ‘Hop on!’ said Phredde again.

I plonked myself down warily. The flying carpet gave a sort of shiver and rose up in the air.

‘Thanks for the lift,’ I said, grabbing hold of the edges. I wished flying carpets came with seatbelts. ‘Er, does your mum know you’ve borrowed the carpet?’

‘Nope,’ said Phredde. ‘She’s a bit ratty in the mornings till she has her third cup of honeydew nectar. I thought I wouldn’t bother her.’

‘Are you sure she won’t mind?’ The magic carpet was jiggling a bit unsteadily already.

‘Of course not,’ said Phredde airily. ‘She’ll think it was a great idea, on account of you getting bus sick. This way you won’t get bus sick on the excursion.’

‘But I get flying-carpet sick too!’ I pointed out.

‘Yeah, but if you get sick on a carpet the sick goes down,’ Phredde pointed out. ‘If you get sick in a bus it stinks everyone out.’

See what I mean? It’s really great to have someone like Phredde as a best friend sometimes.

‘Hold on!’ yelled Phredde.

I just had time to shout, ‘Hold on to what?’ when PING! We were zooming…

The footpath—and the doggy doo—dissolved into a long grey blur. ‘Phredde!’ I shrieked.

‘Fun, isn’t it!’ yelled Phredde. ‘I worked out that if you add a bit of magic, flying carpets go even faster!’

‘Yeah…’ I began to say a bit nervously, then yelled, ‘Watch out for that tree!’ instead.

‘What tree?’ shouted Phredde.

‘The one that doesn’t have a top branch any more,’ I said, picking leaves out of my hair. ‘Gloop…’ I batted a stunned pigeon off my school bag. ‘Hey, Phredde!’

‘Yeah?’ yelled Phredde.

‘Don’t you think we’re going a bit fast?’

‘We don’t want to be late for school!’

‘School is a couple of streets back that way. No, make that a couple of suburbs back that way. Look out for the power pole!’

The magic carpet swerved just in time.

‘Slow down!’ I shrieked.

The flying carpet—make that the zooming carpet—slowed down to a measly 200 ks an hour.

‘Sorry!’ shouted Phredde over the noise of the wind and startled pigeons. ‘I haven’t quite worked out the controls yet!’

‘I thought it just went zoom?’

‘Yeah. But there’s zoom and ZOOM and ZOOOOM and ZOOOOMMMMM!!! and…’

I picked a sparrow out of my hair. ‘Twit?’ it said.

‘Anyway,’ called Phredde happily, ‘you haven’t got carpet sick yet.’

‘I can’t get carpet sick,’ I screamed. ‘I left my tummy back on the footpath. Phredde, turn this thing around and let’s get to school, fast…I mean, not so fast.’

The carpet did a loop the loop (and I discovered my tummy all over again), the sparrow said ‘Squark!’ and floated upwards before returning to my shoulder with a small jolt, and the carpet swooped back towards school.

We landed on the netball court, just as the lines of kids were moving towards the two buses.

‘Gloop,’ I said. I checked that everything was there: my bag, my eyeballs, the sparrow in my left ear. I tossed the sparrow towards the garbage bin—it gave a startled tweet and woke up halfway there, but I think it was just stunned, well, so was I, a bit—and tried to pat my hair into place.

I glanced at Phredde. It was alright for her, phaeries always look okay. I suppose it’s sort of PINGed into them.

‘Hey, Pru!’ yelled Bruce. ‘Hurry up!’

Bruce is my other best friend. He’s a frog. Well, he’s really a phaery prince but he’d rather be a frog.

I wobbled over to him. He peered at me. ‘You look sort of green,’ he said.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘You look brown and slimy and…’

‘Well, I am a frog,’ Bruce pointed out reasonably.

‘Uh-huh.’ Actually I’d seen Bruce when he wasn’t being a frog, but a handsome prince instead.9 He looked okay. I mean not really handsome, which is sort of yuk, just well…you know…okay.

‘Hi, Bruce!’ Amelia gave him a big cheesy smile. ‘I’ll save you a seat in the bus if you like.’

I glared at her. ‘He’s coming with us!’ I said. Amelia is always coming on to Bruce.

‘I am?’ said Bruce. He looked around. ‘Hey, cool, I always wanted to ride one of those things. Mum says I can’t have one till I’m seventeen.’

‘It’s Phredde’s mum’s,’ I said. ‘Phredde borrowed it on account of…’ I hesitated. It’s not exactly attractive to say you get bus sick. Not that I wanted to be attractive to Bruce exactly. Well, I did, but…

Amelia looked at the carpet dubiously. ‘It doesn’t have seatbelts,’ she pointed out.

‘Gee, thanks, Amelia,’ I said. ‘That’s because it doesn’t have any seats.’

‘Or any luggage racks.’

‘We’ll hold onto the bags.’

‘What happens if you crash into birds or flies or…’

‘Impossible,’ I said, crossing my fingers behind my back and brushing the bird doings off my shoulder.

‘Hey, cool!’ said Bruce again. ‘Maybe if I stick my tongue out a whole heap of flies will land on it. We frogs have sticky tongues you know…’ He leapt off towards the carpet.

I gave Amelia a ‘Heh, heh, so much for you’ smirk and trotted after him.




8 Our castle is a magic one, which means our driveway isn’t made of boring concrete. See A Phaery Named Phredde.

9 See Phredde and the Temple of Gloom.









Chapter 4
Zoooommmm!!!!

Phredde sat in front so she could steer and I sat in the middle so I could yell at her when she forgot to and Bruce sat behind me so he would be able to let his sticky tongue trail through the air and maybe pick up some morning tea. We were just about to set off when Mrs Olsen galloped over.

Mrs Olsen is our teacher. She’s okay. I mean, for a teacher, she’s pretty good. She’s also a vampire but that’s alright, because she and her family have this really cool arrangement with the abattoir—the abattoir sells the meat and the Olsens get the bl…, er, red stuff.

Because she’s a vampire she was dressed in long sleeves and a hat with a dark veil and even gloves, because sunlight is deadly for a vampire. I mean really deadly, not just the ‘Oh, dear, you didn’t wear your hat at lunchtime, you’ll get skin cancer by the time you’re an antique fossil at forty-five’ sort of deadly that Mum is always going on about.

‘Come along now, everyone else is on the bus already…’ she began.

‘We don’t need the bus!’ said Phredde. ‘We’ve got a carpet! But thank you any way.’

‘Carpet! What’s a carpet got to do with…? Oh,’ said Mrs Olsen. Mrs Olsen has had a lot to get used to in the past year, what with having a phaery in her class, not to mention a giant frog, and then there were the dragon and the ogre too.10 ‘I see. It’s a flying carpet.’

‘Well, it will be when it gets off the ground,’ said Phredde. ‘At the moment it’s a lying-here-on-the-netball-court carpet.’

‘It’s actually more a zooming carpet,’ I muttered, but no-one heard me.

‘Yes, well,’ said Mrs Olsen, straightening her sunglasses. ‘But I still think you’d better get on the bus…’

‘But we can’t!’ Phredde pointed out. ‘’Cause Pru gets bus sick! You remember what happened on the science excursion last year?’

I glared at Phredde. There was no need to bring that up. In fact, I’d only brought it all up on the science excursion because I’d had triple helpings of ham and cheese croissants for breakfast plus a superwhopper mango milkshake with extra cream and ice-cream for morning tea, and it wasn’t my fault if it all went…

‘Ah, yes,’ said Mrs Olsen thoughtfully. I could see that she remembered the last resting place of that superwhopper mango shake with extra cream and ice-cream really well. ‘Maybe it would be best if Prudence travelled outside the bus this time. But I really can’t let you go without a teacher…’ She gazed at the magic carpet—a bit longingly, I thought. ‘How fast does it go?’

‘Not fast at all!’ said Phredde virtuously, crossing her fingers behind her back.

‘Oh, good,’ said Mrs Olsen, though she looked a bit disappointed. She shrugged. ‘Well, I’d just better get on with you anyway. We can follow the buses. Do you think you can keep up with them?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Phredde assured her.

‘I’ll just go and tell the drivers. If you wouldn’t mind holding this for me.’ Mrs Olsen handed me her lunch—a big Thermos, which I didn’t suppose held a superwhopper mango milkshake11—and trotted off to the buses.




10 See A Phaery Named Phredde and Phredde and a Frog Named Bruce.

11 Being a vampire must be really boring sometimes. Just bl…, er, red stuff, red stuff, red stuff all the time.









Chapter 5
Zoooommmm Again

It was a bit crowded on the carpet, to tell the truth, what with me and Phredde and Bruce and Mrs Olsen, plus our bags and Mrs Olsen’s Thermos. Phredde gave a PING! to give the carpet extra power, and the carpet rose above the netball court, gave a sort of shiver and sped along the road behind the buses.

‘Errk,’ I coughed, ‘can’t you go a bit higher? I just got a lungful of exhaust!’

‘Sure,’ said Phredde.

PING!

We hovered above the school. The road stretched in front of us, with all the cars like tiny beetles and buses like longer beetles bumbling away.

‘Maybe just a little faster too,’ said Mrs Olsen wistfully. ‘Oh my, there’s such a lovely view from here.’

‘Erp,’ I burped, and tried not to look down.

‘Okay,’ said Phredde happily. ‘Just a bit faster…’

PING!

‘Phredde!’ I shrieked. ‘Slow down!’

‘Okay!’ agreed Phredde. PING!

The carpet zoomed even faster. ‘Phredde!’

‘Sorry!’ called Phredde. ‘I PINGed the wrong way!’ PING!

The world below was just a blur.

‘Don’t worry!’ yelled Phredde. ‘I think I have a handle on it now!’

Icicles were beginning to form on my nose. Even the sky was blurry.

‘No, really!’ cried Phredde. ‘I think this should do it!’

PING! BANG!!!!!!!!

The world shuddered around us. ‘Helllpp!’ I screamed. ‘It’s okay! It’s okay! I know how to stop it! I just…’

PING!

We stopped.







Chapter 6
The Beast with Beastly Breath

The magic carpet hovered in mid-air. ‘Er, Phredde,’ I said. ‘Yes?’ said Phredde. ‘Can you see the buses any more?’ ‘No,’ said Phredde. ‘Or the school grounds?’

‘No,’ said Phredde, peering down at the greenery below us. It was the greenest greenery I’d ever seen, and sort of squishy looking too. ‘Maybe we’re at the Big Koala Park already.’

‘Maybe,’ I said dubiously.

‘Yeah, that’s it,’ said Phredde; she sounded a bit nervous now. ‘We just got to the Big Koala Park ahead of everyone.’

Mrs Olsen swallowed behind me. ‘Well, girls, I think we’d better—aaarrrkkk!’

The aaarrrkkk! was because a giant head…actually a very tiny head but a really long neck had popped up in front of us. RIGHT in front of us.

‘Er, Mrs Olsen,’ I said. ‘How high do you think we are?’

Mrs Olsen peered down. ‘About ten metres,’ she judged.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘if we’re ten metres up then that beast has to be ten metres high.’

‘Hey, cool!’ said Bruce. ‘They’ve got pretty cool stuff at the Big Koala Wildlife Park.’

‘Huh,’ said Phredde. ‘It’s not real! It’s just a plastic model. Maybe it’s radio-controlled.’

The beast opened its mouth. It was a pretty small mouth, compared to the rest of it, about, oh, the size of our school hall doors. Big enough to fit a magic carpet with three kids—okay, one kid, one phaery, a magic frog and a vampire teacher—in it. Its teeth were about as long as a cricket bat but there were lots of them, and I don’t think they had ever been brushed either.

‘Graaaahhhhh,’ said the beast, its mouth hovering towards us.

‘Um, Phredde,’ I said. ‘Yeah?’ said Phredde.

‘That doesn’t smell like a plastic model. In fact it smells like…’

The pongy teeth drew closer.

‘Help!’ I shrieked. ‘Phredde, do something!’

‘Like what?’ yelled Phredde, staring at the fangs.

‘Like…like…get us out of here!’

‘Hurry,’ screamed Mrs Olsen.

PING! went Phredde.

Nothing happened. Well, when I say ‘nothing’ I mean the giant mouth came closer and closer till I could see its tonsils or maybe it was just the rhinoceros-sized snack it had had for breakfast, which still left a lot of room for us.

‘Phredde!’ I yelled.

‘I don’t know what’s wrong,’ shouted Phredde worriedly.

PING!

‘Put some ooomph into that PING!’ I screamed.

‘I’m trying!’ shouted Phredde. ‘I’m PINGing as hard as I can!’

‘Well that beast is trying to have us for morning tea!’

I could feel its warm breath now too. And smell it—even worse. That beast had obviously never heard of dental hygiene or dental floss. I mean, there were at least two crates of gunk between each tooth. And that tongue looked pretty putrid too.

PING!

Just as I was imagining our long, slow slide down past its tonsils and into its belly, to join all the munched, crunched and half digested bits of beastly breakfast…

PINGGG! The beast vanished.

‘Thanks, Phredde!’ I yelled.

‘That wasn’t Phredde!’ Bruce shouted from behind. ‘That was me! Now let’s get down from here!’







Chapter 7
The Big Koala Wildlife Park

So we landed. Well, not so much landed as went PLUNK!

‘I don’t know what’s wrong with it!’ said Phredde worriedly, picking herself up off the flying carpet then inspecting herself for bruises. ‘I tried to PING us to wherever the buses are and the carpet just dropped out of the sky!’

‘Mmmph,’ I said, then spat out the mouthful of…well, it wasn’t grass. Green stuff, anyway. Wet, soggy, slimy, green stuff. And we were sitting in the middle of it—as what had looked like green grass from above slowly sank around us and smelly black mud oozed up instead. ‘Yuk!’ I muttered, as I tried to scrape black ooze off my tracksuit. ‘Hey, Phredde, PING me clean, will you?’

‘I’m not sure my PING is working properly,’ said Phredde uncertainly.

‘Hey, this stuff is cool!’ yelled Bruce, leaping up froggy fashion and landing splonk! so he splashed even more mud onto me.

‘Yeah, but you’re a frog,’ I said, squelching to my feet. I hoiked up the flying carpet before it sank into the bog.

‘I think there’s a dry patch over there,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘Ooh, that was…interesting!’ she added. She gazed around. ‘I wonder where the Big Koala Wildlife Park entrance gate is?’

‘Dunno,’ I said. ‘Bruce, stop splashing like that!’ I began to trudge over to the knoll Mrs Olsen had pointed out, still dragging the carpet behind me.

It wasn’t much of a knoll, just a sort of bump in the general sludge. I looked around. Green sludge and more sludge, and at the edge of the sludge there were tree ferns and what looked like pine trees and maybe some banana trees except they didn’t have bananas on them—well, they weren’t gum trees, and they weren’t rose bushes or Phaeryland lollipop trees, which covers just about all the trees I can identify.

And the air was hot too, and humid, which it hadn’t been when we left school.

Mrs Olsen looked worried. ‘I can’t see the buses anywhere,’ she said. ‘And there should be a kiosk and picnic tables and a souvenir shop too…It all looks bigger than I expected and—and slimier.’

‘Well, I think this Wildlife Park is cool,’ said Phredde. ‘I wonder if we’ll see any more monsters.’

I shuddered. ‘I hope not!’

‘They won’t be real,’ said Phredde comfortingly. ‘That one looked real!’

‘It was probably radio-controlled. Or computerised or maybe even a hologram or something,’ said Bruce vaguely. He’s more interested in flies and mozzies than computers. ‘Look, why don’t we just go that way?’ He pointed a froggy hand. ‘We’re sure to get to a path or something.’

I gazed around. All I could see was one thousand shades of green, except where we’d landed and it was oozing black mud—and the sky, which had clouded over and was a sort of blank grey above us.

‘Good idea,’ said Mrs Olsen briskly. She looked at her watch. ‘Even if we have got here first, the buses should arrive soon. We don’t want everyone to have to wait for us. Quick march everyone!’

‘Why can’t we use the flying carpet?’ I asked.

We all looked at the flying carpet. The wet and muddy flying carpet. ‘Flying carpets can’t fly if they’re wet and muddy,’ said Phredde helpfully. ‘We need to wash it and let it dry out. Maybe there’ll be a tap at the kiosk.’ ‘Sure to be,’ said Mrs Olsen.

I shouldered the flying carpet and my school bag. We started walking. Well, okay, Mrs Olsen and I walked, Phredde flew, and Bruce hopped. Or squelched, anyway.

Squelch, squelch, squelch…‘Excuse me, Mrs Olsen,’ I said.

‘Yes, Prudence?’

‘How big is the Big Koala Park?’

Mrs Olsen thought for a few seconds. ‘About twenty hectares,’ she said.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Er, Mrs Olsen?’ ‘Yes?’

‘How big is twenty hectares?’

‘Oh, about from here to that stand of trees…Oh,’ said Mrs Olsen, looking round, ‘it does seem a bit bigger than twenty hectares, doesn’t it?’

‘There’s probably lots of vacant land around the park,’ said Bruce, landing happily in a deeper-than-usual pool of mud. ‘We’ll get to the proper park soon. Hey, these gnats are delicious.’

‘Don’t eat in class,’ said Mrs Olsen automatically.

‘But we’re not in class, we’re on an excursion.’

‘Well, don’t eat till you’re told you can,’ she retorted sternly. I looked at her. Mrs Olsen is usually a pretty cool teacher, but she was starting to look…stressed…

Squelch, squelch, squelch.

The clouds thickened above us. The air thickened around us too. It smelt like the rubbish bins at school after a hot weekend and one thousand curried-egg sandwiches. The air grew damper and damper till finally…

‘It’s raining,’ said Phredde dismally. Phaeries hate the rain. It makes their wings droop.

‘You can perch on my shoulder if you like,’ I offered.

‘Thanks,’ said Phredde gratefully, grabbing hold of my hair and hauling herself on board. ‘How far do you think we’ve got to go?’

‘Not far, surely,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘Oh, I wish I’d brought an umbrella…’

‘No worries,’ said Phredde.

PING! Nothing happened.

Phredde looked more concerned than ever. ‘I can’t understand what’s wrong!’ she cried. PING!

A giant umbrella hovered above us. I mean it was BIG. It just hung in the air like the magic carpet, except unlike the carpet the umbrella wasn’t zooming anywhere.

‘See?’ I said. ‘Your PING works fine!’ ‘No, it didn’t,’ said Phredde crossly. ‘That was Bruce.’ ‘I didn’t want you getting wet,’ said Bruce to me kindly.

I gave him my best smile. ‘Thanks, Bruce. That’s---’

‘Your hair looks like bits of string when it’s wet,’ he added.

I put my smile away.

‘I think it’s time we all had a little rest,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘Then maybe Bruce can PING us back to the park entrance.’

I felt a bit miffed that I hadn’t come up with that idea earlier. ‘Good idea,’ I said, just so I didn’t look jealous. ‘Bruce, could you PING up some chairs?’

‘Sure,’ said Bruce. PING!

Suddenly a set of white plastic chairs and a plastic table settled under the umbrella in front of us.

‘Great,’ I said. I hauled my bag up onto the table and got out my banana yoghurt and the little plastic spoon to eat it with. Phredde hauled her gryphon roll out of her invisible carry bag, while Mrs Olsen uncapped her thermos flask and poured something I didn’t want to look at too closely into its cup.

‘Can I zap some insects now?’ asked Bruce hungrily.

Mrs Olsen took a big swig of the bl…, er, red stuff. She sighed happily and took another gulp.

‘Yes, Bruce,’ she said.

‘Great,’ said Bruce. ‘These are the biggest mozzies I’ve ever eaten!’ He gulped one happily. ‘They taste sort of different too,’ he added. ‘Maybe because they’ve been feeding on koalas.’

I looked around. I suddenly realised there’d been a real koala shortage all the time we’d been in the Big Koala Wildlife Park…mozzies, gnats, swamp, a beast with fangs. But no koalas. Not even any gum trees for koalas to sit in and eat gum leaves…‘Um,’ I said.

‘What is it, Prudence?’ asked Mrs Olsen, dabbing at a red stain on her top lip with her handkerchief.

‘Don’t you think it’s sort of weird that we haven’t seen any koalas yet?’

‘They’re probably in another part of the park,’ said Phredde.

‘Or asleep,’ said Bruce, zapping something with six legs and four wings flapping round my neck. He peered over to the next lot of trees. ‘Anyway, that looks like a koala over there!’

I followed his gaze. ‘Are you sure?’ I asked doubtfully. ‘That doesn’t look like a gum tree to me.’

‘There are lots of sorts of gum trees,’ said Bruce airily.

‘Over six hundred,’ said Mrs Olsen schoolteacherishly, putting the lid back on her thermos and dabbing her fangs with her handkerchief.

I peered over at the tree. ‘I didn’t think koalas were as big as that,’ I objected. ‘I thought they were sort of fluffy, or at least furry…’

Suddenly the koala unfolded its wings. It gave a savage squarkkkk!!! and flapped towards us. ‘…And I didn’t think they had teeth like that either!’ I yelled. ‘Bruce! Phredde! Do something!’

P…i…ing! tried Phredde.

PING! went Bruce.

The koala—or whatever else it had been—disappeared.







Chapter 8
Miss Richards Arrives

We sat on our plastic chairs in the drizzle and stared at the swamp.

‘You know, I don’t think we’re at the Big Koala Wildlife Park,’ I said.

‘Why not?’ Phredde flapped over to my shoulder to get a better view.

‘’Cause koalas are small and cute and fluffy,’ said Bruce, happily splashing over to us, ‘and that flying thing was big and sort of lacking in the cute department and all leathery.’

‘I reckon Phredde went too fast,’ I said. ‘We’ve gone too far.’

‘Um…maybe,’ admitted Phredde.

‘Oh, dear.’ Mrs Olsen looked really worried. ‘I do hope the rest of the class is alright! I really should be there to make sure everything goes smoothly.’

I gazed around the swamp. I reckoned the others were fine! After all, they had the buses to keep dry in. Not to mention a cafe and a souvenir stall and cute little cuddly koalas. While all we had was…

‘Here comes another one,’ said Bruce, as an even bigger flapping beast eyed us hungrily.

PING!

The beast disappeared.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘First of all, we need to find out where we are!’

‘No worries!’ Bruce stopped splashing and looked smug.

PING!

Suddenly a small black box appeared in Bruce’s froggy hand.

‘What’s that?’ demanded Phredde.

‘That,’ said Bruce proudly, ‘is a GPS device. A global positioning satellite device. It’ll tell us exactly where we are.’

‘How?’ asked Phredde.

‘Well, er, the box contacts the satellites above us and um…well, anyway, I just press this button here…’ Bruce frowned. ‘That’s strange. It doesn’t say anything.’

‘Maybe you PINGed up a dud box,’ I suggested.

‘Maybe,’ said Bruce.

PING!

Another box arrived. Bruce pressed the buttons again and peered at the screen. ‘Still nothing,’ he said, surprised.

‘Huh!’ snorted Phredde.

Bruce thought for a minute. ‘Got it!’ he said triumphantly.

PIIIINNNNGGGG!!!!

‘What the---’ exclaimed Mrs Olsen.

Thump! and suddenly there was a laptop computer and a box of CDs on the plastic table.

A bigger thump! and there was Miss Richards, our school librarian, sprawled in the mud in front of us.

‘Oooff,’ said Miss Richards.

Bruce grinned proudly. ‘There you are!’ he said. ‘When in doubt, ask a librarian! And I brought her laptop computer and CDs and things just to make sure she had everything she might need.’

‘What…what happened?’ began Miss Richards. Suddenly she leapt to her feet. ‘Hai!’ she shouted, her hands chopping all round us in a dangerous-looking manner.

‘Er, Miss Richards,’ I began.

Miss Richards raised her leg for a karate kick. (Miss Richards spends all her spare time studying martial arts. She says it’s a very useful skill for a librarian, especially when the books start getting stroppy before they’ve been fed.) ‘Oh, it’s you, Prudence,’ she said, lowering her leg again, ‘and Phredde and Bruce and…’ She blinked. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

Mrs Olsen cleared her throat. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘We were following the buses to the Big Koala Wildlife Park but somehow we seem to have got lost.’

‘And a giant beast tried to eat us and Bruce’s GPS thing won’t work so he PINGed you here instead,’ I added.

‘Oh,’ said Miss Richards. She looked a bit stunned, but librarians get used to new situations pretty quickly, especially if they’re martial-arts experts.

‘So what…’ splosh…‘we need…’ splash…‘to know,’ said Bruce, ‘is where…’ sploosh!

Suddenly he gave an even bigger sploosh and disappeared into the mud. Three seconds later he was back again. ‘This place is sooo great!’ he yelled, dog-, er, frog-paddling towards us. ‘Why don’t we…arrrk!!!!’ ‘Bruce!’ shrieked Mrs Olsen.

‘Hai!’ yelled Miss Richards, but her karate kick was too late. The…the…THING with long gummy lips and lots of tiny teeth and a flat head and loooonnngg body had disappeared, taking Bruce with it down into the depths of the swamp.

I suppose if most girls saw their boyfriend (well, Bruce isn’t exactly my boyfriend—he is, after all, a frog—but you know what I mean) disappear down into a swamp with a THING’s fangs around him she’d get upset. But after all, Bruce is a phaery so I just waited for him to PING his way back up again.

Nothing happened.

I peered down into the swamp. A few bubbles plopped up to the surface. ‘Bruce!’ I shrieked.

Another bubble rose up in the mud. ‘Ploop!’ it said, and vanished.

‘Phredde!’ I shouted. ‘Do something! Save him!’

PING!

PING!

PING!

‘I’m trying,’ panted Phredde. ‘But my PING won’t PING properly!’

‘Well, get it PINGing again!’ I shouted. ‘Or Bruce will be digested!’

PING!

PING!

PING!!!!

‘I’m coming, Bruce!’ I screamed. I jumped into the mud just as the beast rose up—which meant I landed on its back. It was a narrow slippery sort of back too.

The beast went ‘Gloooooomph!’ from the shock of having all those kilos of me land on it (I must ask Phredde not to PING my banana splits with extra nuts and chocolate sauce so they don’t make me too fat) and its mouth opened and spat Bruce out—bleeerrt!—up onto the knoll by our table.

‘Hai!’ began Miss Richards, aiming her right foot, but before she could karate kick it into next Tuesday the beast disappeared back down into the mud.

Bruce gulped three times and spat out a mouthful of swamp. He looked a bit out of breath, but all in one piece—four froggy legs, two froggy eyes—‘What was THAT?’ he panted.

Miss Richards frowned. ‘I think…’ she began. She opened her laptop. There was a whir as it booted up, then she slid in one of the CDs and began to punch in commands. ‘Yep,’ she said. ‘Got it! That was a paracyclotosaurus, and those,’ she gestured at the banana trees, ‘are cycads, and those are club mosses, and those are ginkgoes.’

Splash! The paracyclotosaurus bobbed up again. All we could see were its eyes and upper lip, but there was a LOT of lip and those eyes were staring at us hungrily.

‘Er, Miss Richards,’ I said.

‘Yes?’

‘Why does the Big Koala Wildlife Park have a paracyclotosaurus?’

Miss Richards blinked. ‘Well, it doesn’t,’ she said. ‘Paracyclotosaurus lived about 220 million years ago.’

‘220 million…years ago?’

‘That’s right. In the Triassic. That’s right at the beginning of the age of reptiles. You know, dinosaurs.’

‘So we’re 220 m-million years ago too?’ stuttered Phredde.

‘Yes,’ said Miss Richards. She waved at the club moss and cycads. ‘And this is what the world looked like back then.’

‘In the past?’ said Phredde, just to make sure. ‘That’s right,’ said Miss Richards. ‘A long way in the past.’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde in a very small voice. ‘I suppose…maybe…I sort of PING!ed us accidentally into the past when I was trying to make the carpet go faster. Maybe we went so fast that we went back in time…’

That’s when the paracyclotosaurus jumped out at us.







Chapter 9
Take Us Home Bruce!

Luckily it didn’t jump very far, because basically its legs looked like a baby’s—that still made it a baby with a long flat head and a zillion tiny fangs. It just sort of glumped at us, then began crawling up our knoll, looking as though we were the best thing a paracyclotosaurus had seen for breakfast in the past million years.

‘Hai!’ yelled Miss Richards, crouching into her best martial-arts attack position. She stopped. ‘Um…does anyone know the best place to kick a paracyclotosaurus?’ she asked.

‘Nope,’ said Bruce, eyeing the paracyclotosaurus warily. ‘Why don’t I just give it a PING and---’

‘Never fear!’ cried Mrs Olsen suddenly. ‘I’ll defend you!’

‘But…but how?’ asked Phredde. ‘Well, I am a vampire,’ Mrs Olsen pointed out. ‘I’ll vampirise it.’

‘But…but I thought you didn’t go sucking at people’s necks any more?’ I said. That paracyclotosaurus, was getting awfully close.

‘To defend my students—and the school’s librarian—I’ll even stick my fangs in a paracyclotosaurus,’ said Mrs Olsen bravely.

She leapt, just as the paracyclotosaurus leapt. They met halfway, but Mrs Olsen got her fangs in first.

‘Ggrrupphh!’ bleated the paracyclotosaurus.

‘Yuk!’ Mrs Olsen made a face. ‘Fish-flavoured blood! Revolting!’ she added, taking another bite.

‘Gggrrrummpphht,’ said the paracyclotosaurus again. It crawled backwards fast, taking Mrs Olsen with it. She pulled her fangs out just as it disappeared under the water.

Mrs Olsen squelched back to us. ‘Well,’ she said proudly, wiping a smudge of paracyclotosaurus bl…, er, red stuff off her lips, ‘that took care of that!’

‘Look,’ I said, ‘what we really need to do is get back to the twenty-first century! Not to mention the Big Koala Wildlife Park. And the kiosk and picnic tables,’ I added, because it had been a really small banana yoghurt and I was getting hungry.

Phredde nodded. ‘Exactly,’ she said, with a dirty look at Bruce. ‘No more messing about PINGing up librarians and laptop computers and GPS stuff. We just need to get home.’ She took a deep breath.

PING!

Nothing happened.

Phredde screwed up her face and really concentrated.

PINGGGGGG!

I looked around. Same cycads and club moss. Same gluggy swamp. Same piggy paracyclotosaurus eyes peering at us out of the water.

‘Phredde!’ I warned. ‘Hurry!’

‘I’m hurrying!’ wailed Phredde. ‘Nothing’s happening!’

‘I know what you’ve done,’ said Bruce smugly. ‘You’ve used up all your magic allowance bringing us all the way back here.’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde.

‘Er, when do you get your next allowance?’ I inquired. ‘Next Saturday.’

I glanced at the paracyclotosaurus. It didn’t look like it intended waiting till next Saturday.

‘Will I vampirise it again?’ offered Mrs Olsen helpfully.

Bruce shook his head. ‘Leave it to me,’ he said, with a glance towards me to see if I appreciated it. ‘I’ll sort it out.’

I suppose I should have said, Oh, Bruce, you’re so brave! But I didn’t because all he had to do was go PING! which isn’t much effort at all if you happen to be a phaery—and haven’t used up your week’s magic allowance; and also because I didn’t want to make everyone sick. I mean, being magic-carpet sick is bad enough.

PING!

It was a proper PING this time, a deep and hearty PING, though it still wasn’t as big as the PING when Phredde accidentally took us back in time. I suddenly had the feeling that I’d been picked up and moved a few million years (all except my tummy—which sort of lagged a bit), which was exactly what happened, because when I opened my eyes I saw…

‘Er, Bruce,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Bruce. He sounded a bit worried. ‘You know how you were going to move us in time?’

‘Well, I did,’ said Bruce defensively.

‘How far in time did you move us?’

‘As far as I could,’ said Bruce. He looked around. ‘I wonder where the kiosk is, and the souvenir shop?’

‘And the rest of the class,’ said Mrs Olsen worriedly. ‘You know, this still doesn’t really look like the twenty-first century.’

Miss Richards gazed around then looked down at her laptop again and began to tap out commands. ‘I’d say we’re in the late Jurassic,’ she said, ‘judging by the seed ferns and the beetles.’ She brushed a giant beetle off the keyboard. ‘And by that rhoetosaurus…’

‘Er, what rhoetosaurus?’ I asked nervously.

‘The rhoetosaurus that’s heading towards us,’ said Miss Richards, holding her laptop steady, because by now the ground was vibrating under us.

‘Is a rhoetosaurus a zillion-metre-high dinosaur with a long neck and big tail and…’

‘Only about fifteen metres high, actually,’ said Miss Richards as she read the text on her laptop, ‘and weighing about twenty tonnes. And I think they were vegetarians…’

‘You think?’ I asked.

‘Well, no-one has actually studied a live one,’ admitted Miss Richards.

‘Bruce!’ I screamed, ‘get us out of here!’

PING!

PING!

PING!

Nothing happened. Well, except for a rhoetosaurus galloping towards us.

‘It won’t work!’ yelped Bruce. ‘I must have used up most of my allowance getting Miss Richards and her laptop here.’

‘Boys!’ snorted Phredde.

‘Well, you did too!’ yelled Bruce.

‘Look,’ I said, ‘that rhoetosaurus is getting awfully close.’

‘I could vampirise it,’ offered Mrs Olsen.

I looked at Mrs Olsen and then at the rhoetosaurus. Somehow I didn’t think a 1.6-metre-tall vampire was really going to scare a fifteen-metre-tall rhoetosaurus. It would probably think Mrs Olsen was just a mosquito in a hat and sunglasses.

‘How about we run!’ I suggested.

So we did.







Chapter 10
The Cave

Well, I ran and so did Mrs Olsen and Miss Richards, while Bruce hopped—fast—and Phredde flapped her wings like a butterfly after twenty cans of cola.

You don’t get to see the scenery much when your legs are pumping under you as you try to escape from a fifteen-metre-high rhoetosaurus, but I did look about a bit, mostly to make sure my feet weren’t going to trip over anything that would make me a nice snack for a rhoetosaurus.

The late Jurassic looked pretty much like the Triassic, except the tree things were in different places and it was colder and there were more beetles. Lots of beetles and gnat-like things which choked us as we ran.

It was still squelchy, but at least now we could see a hill with a cliff a little way off, and in the cliff there was…

‘A cave!’ yelled Phredde, fluttering by my ear.

It was pretty dark-looking, and small too, but that was a good thing because it was far too small for the rhoetosaurus to fit in. We raced towards it, over the soggy ground, all mud and water, and round a few spots that were mostly water with hardly any mud at all—well, raced and flew and hopped. I think Phredde made it first.

‘Phew!’ I said, ducking under the stone lip of the cave while the rhoetosaurus thundered up behind me. I stuck my head out to see what it was doing, then stuck it back in again quickly to avoid two giant rhoetosaurus nostrils. I looked around the cave instead.

Caves in movies and stories have big rounded openings and nice flat floors and you have to traipse a long way round twisty passages to find the dragon or the treasure, or the dragon and the treasure, or at least a great chamber of stalagmites and stalactites and stuff.

This cave wasn’t like that at all.

This cave was more like a deep wrinkle in the cliff. Its mouth was jagged, like a crooked grin, and its inside was only half as tall as I am, which was fine for Phredde and Bruce who fitted just nicely, but Mrs Olsen and Miss Richards and I had to sit, or bend right over, to fit in.

I peered back into the gloom. Of course there weren’t any dragons back in the Jurassic or whatever it was we were in, but it just occurred to me that there might be other things that lived in caves. Prehistoric vampire bats (maybe they’d make friends with Mrs Olsen) or cave-a-sauruses or…

‘Is anyone here?’ I called. My voice was a bit wavery, to tell the truth.

‘Look, Pru,’ said Phredde patiently, ‘there aren’t any humans yet, and even if there were they wouldn’t speak English.’

‘I know that,’ I said crossly. ‘I just wanted to let anything that lives in the cave know we’re here so they can…’

‘Leap out on us?’ suggested Bruce.

‘Well, no,’ I said. ‘But I’d just like to know if there was anything there to leap out on us.’ I gestured back into the gloom. ‘So it doesn’t take us by surprise.’

‘If I’m going to be eaten by a cave dinosaur I want it to be a surprise,’ said Bruce. ‘I want to be happy right up till it closes its jaws around my---’

‘Ahem,’ said Miss Richards. She’d been studying the floor. ‘I don’t think the cave is inhabited. See? There are no footprints in the dust.’

‘What if they fly?’ asked Phredde, perching on a jagged rock.

‘They’d probably leave droppings,’ said Miss Richards.

I could see Phredde was about to inform her that phaeries fly but they use toilets like everyone else and certainly don’t leave droppings all over the place. So I said hurriedly, ‘I wonder what everyone else is doing.’

‘Probably watching cute little koalas,’ said Phredde gloomily.

I’d never seen Phredde look so gloomy before, I suppose because we’d never been trapped in the past before with a rhoetosaurus after us. Actually, in spite of everything, I felt fine. Maybe it was just that now my two best friends weren’t able to PING, so they were just like me. Well, apart from having wings or looking like a frog, anyway. But on the other hand I felt guilty too, because I’d sometimes wished that they might sort of lose their PINGs…

‘Cheer up. It could be worse,’ I said encouragingly.

‘How?’ Phredde demanded.

‘Well, we could be attacked by venomous spiders.’

A spider dropped from the ceiling of the cave onto my hair. Bruce zapped it with his tongue. ‘Not bad,’ he said, crunching it.

Which reminded me. ‘I’m hungry,’ I said. ‘Phredde, how about you PING us up some hamburgers…oops, I forgot. Bruce, could you? Oh bother…’

I suddenly realised what having two PINGless friends meant. This was even worse than being lost in the late Jurassic! ‘Er, has anyone any food?’ I asked.

Phredde inspected her invisible bag. ‘Nope,’ she said.

I hunted through my school bag just in case there was a pizza or two I’d missed. Nothing, except for the plastic spoon that went with my banana yoghurt—which was now just a faint and distant memory, having been eaten so long ago in the Triassic.

‘I’ve got a packet of cheese and lettuce sandwiches back in the library,’ offered Miss Richards. As the library was as distant as the twenty-first century that didn’t help my tummy much.

Mrs Olsen peered into her Thermos. ‘There are still a few drops left,’ she offered generously. ‘You children are welcome to them. I’m still full of paracyclotosaurus.’

Zap! ‘These beetles are delicious,’ said Bruce, snapping his tongue back into his mouth with a particularly fat beetle on the end of it. ‘Would anyone else like one?’

‘NO!’ said Phredde and I together.

I glanced at Phredde. She shrugged.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘The first priority is food—for those of us who don’t eat beetles and don’t have vampire fangs.’ I gazed out of the cave. ‘Does anyone know how to cook a rhoetosaurus?’







Chapter 11
How to Make a Rhoetosaurus Sick

You know, it’s not easy getting lunch back in the Jurassic. A few pizza bars would really have brightened the place up.

We decided not to eat the rhoetosaurus. First of all, anything that weighed twenty tonnes and was fifteen metres high would probably have been too tough to eat. And secondly…well, you try catching something that weighs twenty tonnes and is fifteen metres high.

‘Maybe we can find some fruit trees,’ I said hopefully, 7ls;like apple trees or…’

Miss Richards shook her head. ‘No apples in the Jurassic,’ she said.

‘Not even dinosaur apples?’

‘No.’

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘Fish!’ exclaimed Miss Richards. She’d booted up the laptop again. We peered over her shoulder at pictures of a rock with a fish traced on it. ‘That’s a freshwater fish called cleithrolepis,’ she informed us. ‘Of course that was in the Triassic but there may still be some around.’

‘It looks more like a rock to me,’ I said, looking at the picture on the laptop screen.

‘No, Prudence,’ said Miss Richards patiently. ‘That picture is of a fossilised fish. The original fish died and was covered with mud or lava and when it rotted it left a hollow that filled with other rock and left an imprint.’

Well, to be honest, it didn’t really look like it’d be all that delicious even before it was fossilised and if someone had cooked it with batter and lots of chips and tomato sauce. But on the other hand, it looked better than beetles or a banana-yoghurt-coated plastic spoon or the bl…, er, red stuff in Mrs Olsen’s Thermos.

The first thing to do was get past the rhoetosaurus so we could go fishing.

‘Maybe if we all shouted we could scare it away,’ suggested Mrs Olsen.

So we did. The rhoetosaurus didn’t even blink.

‘What we need is a set of drums,’ said Phredde. ‘That might frighten it. Or the school recorder group would be even better!’

What we needed was about ten tonnes of dynamite, enough to blow that rhoetosaurus into tiny rhoetosaurus fragments, but I didn’t bother saying so, ’cause no-one had enough magic left to PING up any dynamite.

‘I could try karate-kicking its toes,’ suggested Miss Richards. ‘Maybe it’s got sensitive feet.’

I gazed at the toes. They were grey and horny and tough-looking. You could probably have run a tank over them and it wouldn’t have noticed.

Miss Richards looked determined. ‘All animals have a vulnerable spot,’ she said. ‘That’s one of the first things you learn in martial arts. You poke crocodiles in the eyes and biff sharks on the nose and knock raging buffaloes right between the eyes…’

I looked at Miss Richards with admiration. I knew she got pretty stroppy about overdue library loans and she was pretty great about keeping the books in line, especially when they wanted their bones.12 But this was supercool.

Miss Richards stuck her head out of the cave then pulled it in pretty quickly when the rhoetosaurus stuck its down too. ‘When in doubt,’ she said slowly, ‘the best thing to aim for is the back of the mouth.’

‘Oh, great!’ I said. ‘All we have to do is leap twenty metres high and punch that monster in the tonsils.’

‘I can fly twenty metres high,’ offered Phredde.

‘No you don’t,’ I said. ‘Firstly because you’re not a martial-arts expert so you don’t know how to kick a rhoetosaurus in the tonsils, and secondly because you’re my best friend and I don’t want you swallowed up in a rhoetosaurus’s tummy.’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. She considered. ‘Yeah, you’re right,’ she added.

‘I know I’m right,’ I said gloomily.

Miss Richards was thinking. ‘No, Phredde was right the first time,’ she said slowly. ‘She can fly up there.’

‘But…’ I began. Miss Richards held up her hand. ‘No, she doesn’t have to kick its tonsils. When the rhoetosaurus sees her it’ll open its mouth to eat her…’

‘Great…’ muttered Phredde.

‘Then all she has to do is throw in something disgusting and it’ll decide we’re no good to eat and go away!’

I looked round the cave. ‘But we don’t have anything disgusting!’

‘We’ve got Bruce,’ suggested Phredde.

‘Ha, ha,’ said Bruce. He thought hard. ‘I could catch a few beetles.’ He zapped out his tongue and hauled one in. ‘See?’ he said.

‘The rhoetosaurus wouldn’t even notice a few beetles shoved down its throat!’ protested Phredde.

‘Hey!’ I said. ‘How about we make a big disgusting mixture? Bruce can add beetles and I’ve got…’ I thought for a second, ‘I’ve got my socks! They’re all sweaty and I can wipe them on the bottom of my joggers for extra yuk.’ One thing about living with a werewolf brother and tramping around Triassic swamps—you can be pretty sure there’s always some yuk on your shoes.

‘I don’t have anything disgusting…’ began Phredde, then she stopped. ‘Yes, I do!’ she said. She held up a snotty hanky.

‘There’s still a little blood in my Thermos,’ said Mrs Olsen helpfully.

We looked at Miss Richards. ‘I used to be a really great spitter when I was your age,’ she said nostalgically. ‘How about you mix everything together and I’ll spit on it and---’

‘Oh, yuk!’ we all said together, then looked at each other.

‘You know,’ said Mrs Olsen slowly, ‘I think this is going to work!’




12 See Phredde and the Zombie Librarian.









Chapter 12
Snot, Bloo…, er, and Librarian Spit

It looked disgusting, to tell the truth. Luckily, I had a bit of lunch paper in the bottom of my school bag so we spread it out and what with my socks and Phredde’s hanky (for a tiny phaery her sneezes produce an awful lot of snot) and a few dozen beetles (I squished them under my heel) all mixed in with the bl…, er, red stuff from Mrs Olsen’s Thermos and librarian spit…well, if I were a rhoetosaurus I’d gallop away pretty quickly if someone shoved that at my tonsils. ‘Ready?’ I said to Phredde.

‘R-ready,’ said Phredde a bit shakily, gathering up the yukky lunch paper by the edges. She fluttered up to the roof of the cave and peered out, just as the rhoetosaurus peered back down.

Zam! Phredde threw the yuk bundle into the rhoetosaurus’s mouth like she was throwing a netball into the hoop.

‘Glop!’ The rhoetosaurus swallowed it, blinked and looked surprised.

‘Phredde!’ I yelled, ‘get down here now!’

‘Why?’ shouted back Phredde. ‘I want to see what happens.’

‘Phredde!’ I screamed, just as the rhoetosaurus opened its mouth again. Buuurrrp!!!

The shock waves blew Phredde back into the cave and down into the gloom.

‘Phredde!’ I shrieked again, ‘are you okay?’

‘I…I think so…’ Phredde flapped a bit uncertainly back to the mouth of the cave. ‘W-what’s happening?’

‘Nothing,’ said Bruce. ‘It’s just standing there, thinking. Or I think it’s thinking.’

‘Maybe it liked it,’ said Mrs Olsen dubiously.

‘It can’t have liked it!’ I said. ‘It was total yuk!’

‘But maybe rhoetosauruses like yuk,’ argued Phredde. ‘Maybe---’

A rumble interrupted her.

‘Earthquake!’ yelled Bruce. ‘Let’s get out of here!’

‘No!’ I yelled. ‘Bruce, stop! It’s not an earthquake, it’s…’

Booooommmmm!

‘Indigestion!’ screamed Mrs Olsen.

‘Not just indigestion,’ breathed Miss Richards warningly. ‘It’s…’

PLOP! PLOP! PLOP!

‘No!’ yelled Phredde. ‘Oh no! It can’t be!’ But it was.







Chapter 13
A Rhoetosaurus with Indigestion

Have you ever been trapped in a cave with a rhoetosaurus outside with diarrhoea? Well let me tell you, it’s not funny.

PLOP! PLOP! PLOP! Ploploploploploplop…

‘It’s getting worse,’ whispered Phredde, holding her nose.

I peered out of the cave but there wasn’t much to see. Just big brown lumps of…well, if you think doggy doo is bad, just think what dinosaur doo is like. But not if you’ve just had your lunch. It almost made me glad I hadn’t had any.

‘Heh, heh,’ said Bruce to me, ‘you wanted apples.’

‘So?’

He pointed out of the cave. ‘Dinosaur apples!’

‘Yuk!’ said Phredde. ‘That’s not funny, Bruce.’

‘Oh, the pong!’ breathed Mrs Olsen, holding her nose.

‘It’s as bad as the time the school garbage collectors went on strike,’ said Miss Richards.

‘Worse. It’s as bad as the time the meat pies went bad at the tuckshop and then the toilets broke down,’ said Mrs Olsen.

‘No, no,’ said Miss Richards. ‘Do you remember when someone put Edwin’s sweaty joggers in the staff room fridge and poured sour milk into---’

‘Er, excuse me,’ I said. ‘But I think we have a problem!’

‘Of course we have a problem!’ yelled Phredde. ‘We’re trapped back in the Jurassic in a horrible little cave and I’ve used up all my magic and don’t have any lunch and there’s a rhoetosaurus outside and a pong inside and…oh…’ She caught sight of the brown tide slowly creeping over the dust and into our cave.

‘Exactly!’ I said. ‘In approximately six minutes that dinosaur doo is going to flood us out.’

PLOOP! Ploooooooooooooooooooooooop!

‘Or even sooner,’ added Bruce helpfully.

‘I knew we shouldn’t have added those socks!’ cried Miss Richards.

‘I bet it was Phredde’s hanky that did it,’ contributed Bruce.

‘No,’ said Phredde. ‘I bet it was your beetles.’

‘Hold it!’ I yelled. ‘We don’t have time for this! What are we going to do?’

Miss Richards quickly checked her laptop. ‘A rhoetosaurus has to have another vulnerable spot!’ she declared.

‘Think like a rhoetosaurus,’ I ordered Bruce. ‘Where would you feel vulnerable?’

‘Why do I have to think like a rhoetosaurus?’ argued Bruce.

‘’Cause you’re both reptiles,’ I said. ‘I’m not a reptile,’ said Bruce, affronted. ‘I’m an amphibian.’

‘Got it!’ screamed Phredde. She fluttered up and whispered in my ear.

I looked at her with admiration. Phaeries don’t have much imagination usually, but when they do come up with an idea it’s usually a doozy. ‘That’s a brilliant idea! Do you think you can manage it?’ I asked.

Phredde nodded bravely. ‘It’s better than drowning in dinosaur doo,’ she said.

‘Anything is better than drowning in dinosaur doo,’ added Bruce leaping back as the brown tide crept further into our cave.

‘Alright then!’ I ordered. ‘Find a rock! A big one! Bruce, help me scrape the goo off the flying carpet!’

I spread it out on the cave floor. We were far back in the cave now because the front of the cave was flooded with dinosaur doo, so it was pretty dark and gloomy. Bruce squinted into the dimness. ‘The carpet’s almost dry,’ he said, patting the magic rug.

I nodded and began scraping the mud off with my fingernails. They were going to look pretty revolting after this, but I reckoned that if we ever got back home Phredde could PING them better for me. And if we drowned in dinosaur doo, no-one was going to worry about my fingernails.

‘That’s about as good as I can get it!’ I panted. ‘Have you found a rock?’

‘Got one!’ called Miss Richards from the back of the cave. She and Mrs Olsen rolled a great dusty boulder out from the gloom towards us.

‘Do you think the carpet will be able to lift it?’ worried Phredde.

‘Dunno,’ I said. ‘But it’s our only chance.’

The teachers rolled the boulder onto the carpet.

‘Ready?’ I asked Phredde.

She nodded. Her face was white and her wings were buzzing like a wasp gone berserk, which is always a sign that she’s pretty terrified.

‘Take care!’ I said.

‘S-sure,’ said Phredde. She lifted her chin. ‘What can happen to me?’

Well, she could be swallowed by a rhoetosaurus or crushed by a falling boulder or drowned in dinosaur doo, but it didn’t seem helpful to tell her any of these things, so I just said, ‘You’ll be right!’ encouragingly.

The carpet with Phredde and the boulder on it lifted three centimetres off the cave floor.

‘Higher!’ cried Miss Richards.

‘I’m trying!’ yelled Phredde. ‘It won’t lift!’

‘Maybe if we give it a shove!’ I suggested.

Miss Richards and Mrs Olsen and I bent down and put our fingers underneath. ‘One…two…three…lift!’ ordered Mrs Olsen.

The carpet shot up over the dinosaur doo out the small slice of daylight left at the top of the cave.

‘How are you going?’ I yelled.

‘F-fine!’ came Phredde’s voice, a bit unsteadily. ‘I just have to get behind and lift its tail then…’

‘Gggzzzzzzarrrrrmmmmfff!’ shrieked the rhoetosaurus, as a large, dusty boulder rolled off the carpet and into its…

‘Got it!’ yelled Phredde. ‘And it’s blocked the diarrhoea and everything!’

‘VVVVmmmmfffftttt! Zzzzppppttttxxxxsssstttt!’ shrieked the rhoetosaurus, bouncing round and trying to see what had happened to its rear end.

‘She’s done it! She’s done it!’ Bruce and I joined hands and began to dance around the cave—but cautiously, as that brown tide was still creeping in fast.

Phut!!!!

Bruce and I stopped dancing.

‘You know,’ said Mrs Olsen, ‘that sounded just like

the noise of a boulder popping out of---’

AAAAAGGGGLLLE!!!!

There was the sound of large rhoetosaurus-sized feet galloping off into the distance. The flying carpet appeared at the lip of the cave again. ‘And that,’ said Phredde, ‘is the sound of a rhoetosaurus who’s had enough!’

‘Poor thing,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘They’re an endangered species too.’

‘How come?’ asked Bruce.

‘Well, there aren’t any in our time,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘So that makes them pretty endangered.’

‘Huh,’ I said, stepping back even further as the dinosaur doo edged towards me. ‘I think we’re pretty endangered too right now! Phredde, get the carpet down here NOW!’

All of 3.19 seconds later we were aboard the carpet, and heading out of that cave—fast.







Chapter 14
Fishing with Phredde

I felt like I’d never really appreciated fresh air before.

We flew over the swamps and into the pine forest—well, they looked like pine trees to me, the sort you’d hang lights on at Christmas, but Miss Richards consulted her laptop and said they were auracarias.

Anyway they were big and green and dark-looking, and underneath were ferns and other bushy things and all around us were hills with more aura-thingy trees and a soft blue mist coming down, so it looked like some twit had spilt flour which was wafting all over the landscape.

‘I wish I’d brought my cardigan,’ I said.

‘Well, it did say to bring jackets on the information sheet you took home,’ said Mrs Olsen, in a rather unnecessarily smug tone, I thought.

The information sheet had also said we were going to the Big Koala Wildlife Park, not the Big Jurassic Wildlife Park. But I didn’t say anything, firstly, because Mrs Olsen is my teacher and arguing with teachers doesn’t get you very far (i.e. basically only to the Principal’s door) and, secondly, because a crowded flying carpet is not a place to have an argument.

Miss Richards looked up from her laptop. ‘As a matter of fact,’ she said, ‘Australia is still joined to Antarctica now!’

‘Antarctica!’ exclaimed Phredde. ‘Where’s all the snow then?’

Miss Richards shook her head. ‘Antarctica in the Jurassic was a lot warmer than now,’ she said. ‘I mean than then…I mean than back in our own time,’ she sighed. ‘It does get confusing.’

I nodded. It wasn’t just confusing. It was cold and damp and the magic carpet smelt of dinosaur doo—or maybe we did—AND I WANTED TO GO HOME! Or at least to the Big Koala Park and have a chocolate milkshake with extra ice-cream and a hot dog with extra tomato sauce and…and…and anything extra the twenty-first century had to offer!

But it was no use turning into a wimp.

I swallowed bravely. ‘How about we go fishing?’ I suggested.

Miss Richards brightened. ‘What fun!’ she said. ‘I’ve always wanted to try to rig up a fishing line and hook out of everyday stuff!’

Fun! Phredde and I exchanged glances. I’d rather be playing my Nintendo or sailing my pirate ship or…or just about anything that didn’t involve being trapped in the past. But it looked like fishing was the only way I was going to get any lunch.

Well, you try fishing without a fishing line! Believe me, it is possible, because Phredde and Bruce and I did it—and Miss Richards and Mrs Olsen too, of course. But it took some work.

First of all, we found this river, winding its way through the not-quite Christmas trees and down to this big lake. It was a prettyish lake—you almost expected to find a caravan park along the banks, except caravan parks weren’t going to be invented for another 144 million years. But, like Miss Richards said, it also looked like the sort of lake that big Jurassic-type human-, phaery- and frog-eating monsters would love to make their home in. So we avoided the lake and brought the flying carpet down on the riverbank instead.

It was almost like a picnic ground, if you forgot that there was damp and squidgy moss on the ground instead of nice normal grass. And the flapping things up in the sky—but luckily a long way up—didn’t look like magpies or even seagulls, and no-one was going to cut down any of the trees behind us to sing ‘Jingle Bells’ under for another 144 million years.

Apart from that, it looked pretty good.

Miss Richards gazed around. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘First of all we need a fire. You three kids go and find some dry wood—there should be plenty under the trees and---’

‘Scream if you see any monsters,’ added Mrs Olsen.

‘Don’t worry. We will,’ I promised.

‘And we’ll,’ Miss Richards took a deep breath, ‘we’ll look up the laptop to see how to start a fire by rubbing two bits of wood together. I’ve always wanted to try that too!’

‘Oh, right,’ I said. Teachers like weird things sometimes.

So the three of us marched into the trees and Miss Richards was right, there was lots of dry wood. But eight armloads later (which isn’t really heaps of wood because phaeries and frogs can’t carry much and I was getting tired), Miss Richards and Mrs Olsen still hadn’t worked out how to get a fire going, even though Miss Richards was rubbing two sticks together like mad.

‘Maybe they have to be modern sticks,’ I suggested. Miss Richards glared at me.

‘Maybe if you just rubbed a bit faster,’ put in Mrs Olsen.

Miss Richards glared even more.

‘Maybe it’d be easier to use matches,’ added Phredde.

Miss Richards started to glare at her then stared instead. She dropped the sticks. ‘You have MATCHES?’ she shouted.

‘Sure,’ said Phredde. ‘Remember?’ she said to Mrs Olsen. ‘You said that we had to bring a jacket in case it rained and a hat in case it didn’t and matches to light the barbecue at the Big Koala Park?’

‘Why didn’t you say…?’ began Miss Richards, then just grabbed the matches instead.

Well, a lot of words I’d never heard later (librarians must learn some really interesting words from all those books they work with) and in another twenty minutes (it still took a while to get that fire lit), the flames were blazing up into the mist and it was warm and, let me tell you, even the Jurassic looks better when you don’t have goosepimples.

It was going to look a lot better when we had some tucker too.

Miss Richards suggested we all tie our shoelaces together and then she made a hook out of one of Mrs Olsen’s bobby pins (luckily she wears this bun at the back of her neck that needs lots of bobby pins because we broke the first two we tried to turn into hooks) and Bruce zapped a nice fat beetle to use for bait.

Ten minutes after that Miss Richards pulled in our first catch of the day.

We looked at it.

‘It’s…it’s nice and big,’ said Phredde encouragingly.

‘And it’s sort of fish-like,’ I added.

‘The tentacles are probably full of protein,’ added Miss Richards bravely.

Phredde and I threaded a big, long, thin stick through its mouth and out its bum and we took turns holding the stick over the fire till the fish—well, thing—was cooked. Till it was black in some spots and smoking in others and smelt cooked anyway. It didn’t actually smell of fish, but then we were in the Jurassic and there weren’t any chips or tomato sauce to eat with it either.

The fire died down to glowing coals. We looked at the, er, sort-of-fish.

‘I’ll try it first,’ said Miss Richards. She broke off a bit of tentacle and chewed it bravely. We watched her, just in case she turned blue or something.

Miss Richards swallowed. We waited to see what would happen.

Miss Richards took another bite, so I did too, and so did Bruce and Phredde.

I chewed, then kept on chewing. After a while I managed to swallow.

‘That was…um, delicious,’ I said bravely.

‘Yeah,’ said Phredde. ‘Especially the tentacles.’

‘Tasted just like chicken,’ said Bruce.

‘But you hate chicken,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ said Bruce. ‘That’s why I said it tasted like chicken.’

I took another bite. ‘It’s really not too bad,’ I said. ‘Not once you get used to it.’

Bruce looked around for some beetles or mosquitoes. But the beetles had all gone—maybe they didn’t like the mist—and maybe mosquitoes hadn’t been invented yet because there weren’t any of them either. So Bruce took another tentacle and began to chew it.

‘By the way,’ he asked Miss Richards, ‘what are we eating?’

Miss Richards shook her head. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Remember that we only know what animals were around in the Jurassic from fossils. No-one has found any fossils of this creature yet.’

‘Wow!’ I said. ‘We’ve discovered a new species. Can we name it?’

‘I suppose so,’ said Miss Richards doubtfully.

‘How about Prudence-osaurus?’ I suggested.

‘I like Phredde-osaurus,’ said Phredde.

‘Bruce-osaurus sounds better,’ argued Bruce.

‘Well, I caught it,’ Miss Richards pointed out modestly. ‘So it should be librarianosaurus.’

We gazed at the remnants of the librarianosaurus, smoking gently on the fire. ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘I bet this is the first barbecue in the world! We’ve invented the barbecue too!’

Mrs Olsen looked hungrily at the librarianosaurus.

‘You could try some too,’ suggested Phredde.

Mrs Olsen shook her head. ‘Thank you, Ethereal, but vampires just can’t digest meat. Or fish. Or librarianosaurus I suppose either.’ She sighed deeply. ‘I’ll just have to stay hungry till we get back home.’

‘But what if…’ I began, then stopped. I didn’t even want to think about not getting home.

I didn’t want to think about what might happen if Mrs Olsen got really hungry either. I mean, okay, she and her family had a really cool arrangement with the abattoir so they got the bl…, er, red stuff and the butchers got the meat, but I wondered if even a super nice teacher-type vampire like Mrs Olsen might start looking hungrily at our necks if she went too long without a decent meal of, er, red stuff.

‘Well, how are we going to get home?’ demanded Bruce, gnawing a librarianosaurus bone.

‘I have an idea,’ said Miss Richards slowly.

‘What?’ I asked.

‘How about Bruce and Phredde try to PING together? Two small PINGs might just make a large enough PING to get us back.’

Phredde looked at Bruce then shrugged. ‘It’s worth a go,’ she said.

‘Anything is worth a go,’ I added, looking round at the not-quite Christmas trees and the rippling lake in the distance. I had a horrible feeling those ripples were not caused by the breeze because there wasn’t any. Breeze I mean.

‘Alright,’ said Miss Richards. ‘Phredde, you and Bruce hold hands and---’

‘No way!’ said Phredde.

‘I’m not holding hands with anyone,’ added Bruce. He glanced at me. ‘Well, almost nobody, anyway.’

‘Alright,’ said Miss Richards hastily. ‘I suppose it doesn’t matter if you hold hands or not. But when I say three, PING. Alright? One, two, three…’

PiNg!!







Chapter 15
Forward in Time

I looked around.

Gum trees! Lovely tall, white-trunked gum trees! I had never been so happy to see a gum tree in my life! I was so happy I could have hugged one, but I didn’t because I’d have looked like a total dork in front of everyone.

The river had gone, and the rippling lake too, and every one of those dismal-looking trees (I didn’t think I’d ever feel really friendly about Christmas trees again). And there was grass! Sort of tufty, not really lawn-type grass, and I bet it had never seen a lawn mower. But it still looked just like the bush-type grass you’d expect a Big Koala Wildlife Park to have.

‘Home!’ I yelled. ‘You did it! Phredde, Bruce, you did it!’

‘It was nothing,’ said Bruce modestly.

‘Yes it was,’ said Phredde. ‘I’ve never worked so hard at a PING in all my life!’

‘Never mind,’ I said ‘We’re back! Let’s find the others! And the kiosk and the souvenir stall.’

‘We might even see a koala,’ said Mrs Olsen hopefully. She looked around. ‘Which way should we go?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Miss Richards. ‘How about we just jump on the carpet and fly in a circle? That way we’re sure to come to the entrance of the park somewhere.’

‘A slow circle,’ Mrs Olsen added to Phredde. ‘We don’t want to accidentally zap back into the past again.’

Nothing much makes Phredde embarrassed, but she did look a bit pink then. ‘I don’t have enough magic left to PING us anywhere, remember?’ she said. ‘Look, I am sorry about taking us into the past. I mean, I didn’t mean to…’

I stared. I’d never heard Phredde sound so apologetic before.

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘It was kind of interesting.’

‘And the prehistoric beetles were delicious,’ said Bruce.

‘I’m sure it was very educational for us all,’ said Mrs Olsen firmly.

‘I never thought I’d get to practise my karate on a rhoetosaurus,’ added Miss Richards.

Suddenly a rumbling broke the tree-and-breeze-type silence around us. For a second I thought it might be another rhoetosaurus galloping towards us, but then I remembered I didn’t have to worry about rhoetosauruses any more. We were home—well, at the Big Koala Park anyway.

And the noise was just my tummy rumbling.

‘Let’s get going!’ I said. I didn’t add, let’s find the kiosk and get a triple-decker hamburger with extra beetroot and a banana milkshake, but that’s what I was thinking.

So we climbed aboard the flying carpet again. It was a bit of a squash with five of us—Phredde can normally perch on my shoulder, but flying carpets get a bit breezy and she might have blown off, especially without any magic to divert the wind. So I was squashed between Miss Richards and Bruce, which made me kind of wish he’d change back into a phaery prince, ’cause frogs are sort of squishy to squash up to. If we ever started seriously going out, I decided, I’d have to ask him to magic himself into human, er, phaery form, but maybe big phaery form—maybe he could fix it so I was the only one who saw him like that too.

‘Last one to see a koala is a snot bucket!’ yelled Phredde happily, as the carpet rose above the tufty grass and began to zoom forwards. It was a sort of sedate zoom though, without Phredde’s magic behind it.

It’s kind of fun flying a magic carpet through the trees, especially when you don’t have to worry about a rhoetosaurus bobbing out at you. In fact, I decided that riding a flying carpet was the best way ever to go through a Big Koala Park.

‘Hey, there’s a koala!’ yelled Bruce, pointing to the branch of a gum tree.

Phredde snorted. ‘Koalas don’t have tails, dumb dumb.’

‘Manners, Ethereal,’ said Mrs Olsen warningly.

‘Sorry,’ said Phredde, not sounding sorry at all. ‘But look at it! That’s not a koala! It’s got a long furry tail and a great big nose.’

‘It’s a possum,’ I said.

Miss Richards flicked open the laptop so it stuck into my back. ‘Actually I think it’s a tree kangaroo,’ she said. ‘How interesting! You only find them up in North Queensland these days.’

‘These days?’ I asked.

‘Well, according to this they may have once lived all over Australia.’ She peered at the tree kangaroo. At least it was doing what koalas do during the day. In other words, nothing much at all. In fact it was asleep. ‘I always thought that tree kangaroos were much smaller than that. This must be an extra large specimen.’

‘I think it’s great how you know so much,’ said Bruce admiringly. A bit too admiringly, I thought.

‘It’s just a matter of knowing how to look up the information,’ said Miss Richards. ‘You know, you should think about being a library monitor, Bruce, like Prudence and Ethereal. Any time you want to---’

‘Hey, there’s some kangaroos!’ I yelled, glad to have an excuse to interrupt the conversation. Bruce was starting to sound just a bit too keen on Miss Richards.

‘They’re pretty weird-looking kangaroos,’ said Phredde dubiously. ‘Their faces look all flat.’

‘Maybe someone bashed them on the nose,’ suggested Bruce.

‘Huh!’ said Phredde. ‘Who’d bash a whole mob of ’roos on their noses?’

‘Well, some people are pretty sick,’ argued Bruce. ‘I mean, they hurt things just for fun.’

‘You know, I’m getting just a little concerned,’ interrupted Mrs Olsen worriedly. ‘We’ve been flying for ten minutes now and there’s no sign of the park gate or the buses.’

‘Or the kiosk,’ I added.

‘Or any koalas,’ put in Phredde. ‘How anyone—any frog can think a tree kangaroo is a koala…’

‘Maybe…just maybe…we haven’t got all the way back to the present. I mean the future…’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘I don’t want to worry anyone, but I think that possibly---’

‘Hey! There’s a koala!’ I yelled. Then I stopped. ‘Oops, no it isn’t. Koalas don’t have tails.’ ‘Or spots,’ said Phredde.

‘Or giant fangs,’ added Bruce slowly, just as the ‘koala’ leapt off its branch onto the back of one of the flat-faced kangaroos.

The kangaroo gave a high shrill scream. The other ’roos stared, then bounded off through the scattered trees.

‘Cowards!’ yelled Phredde. ‘Why don’t you stay and help your friend?’

The bounding ’roos took no notice.

‘We’ve got to save that kangaroo!’ I screamed. ‘Phredde, lower the carpet!’

‘No!’ shrieked Mrs Olsen. ‘It’s too dangerous! What would your parents say if I brought you back from a school excursion all ripped up by a…a…’

‘A spotted marsupial lion or leopard!’ announced Miss Richards behind me, as the laptop dug into my ribs again. ‘Thylacoleo carnifex. They roamed most of Australia except the arid centre from about one million years ago almost till modern times. It had…or has…powerful jaws to crush its prey…’

‘I can see that,’ I said shakily. The leopard’s jaws were round the ’roo’s neck now, as its claws dug into the ’roo’s head and chest.

‘And knife-like teeth to rip the flesh apart.’

‘Uh, yuk,’ said Phredde.

I shut my eyes. Mrs Olsen was right. There was nothing we could do. But at least we didn’t have to watch it.

‘Hey, cool,’ said Bruce. He considered. ‘It looks more like a leopard to me.’

‘Shut up, Bruce,’ I said crossly. Boys! And that goes for frogs too, I thought.

I opened my eyes squeamishly. The ’roo was on the ground and the lion—or leopard—was having breakfast…lunch…afternoon tea…

‘Let’s get out of here,’ I said urgently.

‘Yes,’ said Mrs Olsen from the front of the carpet. She was looking a bit strange. Maybe she was just hungry, I thought. After all, she hadn’t had any lunch and all that bl…, er, red stuff, must have got her tummy rumbling too.

Great, I thought. Trapped in the past on a flying carpet with a hungry vampire and my boyfriend—well, okay he’s not a boy and not exactly a boyfriend either but you know what I mean—sucking up to our librarian and my best friend who has lost her PING.

Mrs Olsen gazed a bit wistfully at the bl…, er, red stuff on the knife-like teeth of the leopard. ‘We should just travel a bit further. Just…just to make sure we’re not in the twenty-first century,’ she said.

Well, it seemed pretty obvious to me, but Phredde zoomed the carpet off. And we kept looking for signs of civilisation, like take-away pizzas and traffic jams and electric power poles.

There wasn’t a single pizza joint to be seen. Instead we saw trees, lots and lots of gum trees, all pretty straggly looking, and what Miss Richards said were casuarinas but looked more like shaggy upside-down brooms with such bad dandruff they were going bald. The ground began to rise and the trees got shorter and stockier till they finally disappeared and the brown rocky gullies trickled with sad little seeps of water till finally there was no water at all, just…

‘Ice…’ whispered Phredde.

‘A glacier,’ corrected Miss Richards.

Actually, the glacier looked pretty cool.13 It was more blue than white and stretched right up the hill onto a mountain which was all blue-white too. Blobs of white snow broke up the blueness and a cold, dry wind gusted down onto our faces.

‘You know,’ said Mrs Olsen slowly, ‘I am almost sure there isn’t a glacier at the Big Koala Wildlife Park. In fact, there hasn’t been one in Australia for over tens of thousands of years…’

‘We haven’t seen any signs of smoke either,’ added Miss Olsen.

‘No barbecues?’ I said.

‘No Aboriginal inhabitants,’ corrected Miss Richards. ‘So we are probably over 100,000 years in the past, before humans came here.’

‘Oh,’ I said. The glacier was really spectacular (and noisy too—it sort of cracked and groaned). But I was in no mood to appreciate the glories and wonders of nature. (Yuk. Amelia used that phrase in her last science essay. Doesn’t it make you sick?)

And a glacier was no place to spend the day—or the night. As Miss Richards said, we had to find a suitable campsite and rig up some sort of shelter before it got dark and even colder—seeing we could be here for a while.

So Phredde turned the carpet around and we zoomed despondently back to the lowlands. The trickle of icy water from the glacier became a creek again, then the creek became a river—a pretty shallow river, twisting and winding its way through the hills. Then the river grew straighter and the ground got flatter, and as we landed on the grassy riverbank I tried to be thankful that at least it was grass, not moss or ferns or mud, but it didn’t help much.

I was cold and hungry and I wanted my mum and my dad and my own little bed in my own little castle—well, actually it’s a great big bed made out of rose petals and our castle is pretty enormous but it sounds better if you say they’re little. It made me sound more sad and lonely somehow, which I was, even if I had my two best friends with me plus our teacher and a librarian and her laptop.

‘Well, everyone,’ Mrs Olsen was trying to sound brisk and cheerful, ‘the first thing we need to do is build a shelter for tonight, just in case it rains.’

‘Out of what?’ asked Bruce.

‘Out of…er, palm fronds,’ suggested Mrs Olsen.

Bruce shook his froggy head. ‘There aren’t any palms. Just gum trees. I don’t think gum-tree branches will keep the rain out. And we don’t have an axe or anything to cut them down with.’

‘How about we find a cave again?’ I suggested.

Miss Richards shook her head. She had her laptop open again. ‘It might take us days to find a cave. We were lucky last time. Besides, this isn’t limestone country now and that’s where you find caves. No, I think what we need to do is build a wattle-and-daub hut.’

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

Miss Richards suddenly got a bright gleam in her eyes. ‘See those dark-trunked trees? They’re wattles, or acacias. But even young gum trees will do,’ she said enthusiastically. ‘You just snap off the young trees, so we won’t need an axe, and we can strip bark off the larger trees for the roof.’

‘Wow, Miss Richards. You are cool,’ said Bruce. ‘Huh,’ I said, and began to look for baby gum trees.

Well, I hate to say it, but it worked. Sort of, anyway. Just in case you’re ever trapped in the bush without an axe or a fully operational flying carpet to get you back to civilisation—or a speeding phaery has landed you well in the past—all you need to do is break off a few hundred baby trees.

First of all, you choose a flattish spot well up the hill from the river, in case it decides to flood during the night and take you with it.

Then you choose five big trees that are sort of growing in the right place for four corners with one extra tree near one of the corners because that holds the door. Then you pile the baby trees one on top of another to make the four walls, splodging them thickly with wet clay from the riverbank mixed with dead grass and stuff (which makes a real mess) so they don’t fall over and to fill up the cracks. And make sure you leave the door bit open or you’ll have to use your flying carpet to get in and out through the roof.

Which brings me to the roof bit: because mud washes away in the rain, the roof needs to go right out over the walls to protect them. When your walls are higher than you are—which is pretty short if you’re a phaery but pretty high if you’re a librarian—you put lots more baby trees across the four walls for some beams, then lay strips of bark across them.

Don’t try to get the bark off the trees with your fingernails or you won’t have any fingernails. Just hope you have a librarian around who’ll find a few sharp stones or jagged bones to use like knives, but once you slice into the bark it peels off the tree really easily. (Except it has to be the right sort of thick bark, and don’t take more than one strip from any one tree because you’ll kill the tree.)

And finally you’ve got a hut that will keep out the wind and the rain and spotty leopards—you hope, anyway.

We were all pretty proud when we’d finished. Even if it wasn’t a castle it was still a pretty good effort for a kid, a phaery, a frog, a teacher and a know-all librarian.

We were also muddy, hungry and very, very tired.

Phredde glanced up at the sun, which was still plodding across the sky. ‘This day has gone on forever,’ she said.

Miss Richards nodded. ‘I think we must have arrived in this time early in the morning,’ she said. ‘It’s taken us at least six hours to build the hut.’

Six hours! My tummy rumbled in sympathy.

‘I need food!’ I said.

Miss Richards nodded. She’d been consulting her laptop all day and had more or less taken over as leader. ‘There’s food all around us!’ she said.

‘There is?’ I peered round: nope, no pizzas swinging from the trees, no hamburgers growing on the bushes. Not even a cheese and tomato sandwich with beetroot and pickled cucumbers on one of the rocks.

‘See?’ said Miss Richards. ‘That green stuff by the edge of the river is watercress. Of course, it’s a bit muddy at the moment but you can swim out to the middle of the river and wash it clean. There’s plenty there for all of us.’

‘Oh yummy,’ I muttered.

‘And those are kurrajong fruits. My notes say they’re a bit tasteless but they’re full of vitamins. If we dig up the roots, too, we can roast them on the fire like potatoes. Of course they’ll be a bit tough…’

Roots…green stuff…

‘I’d rather have a sausage and pineapple pizza with olives and sundried tomatoes,’ I said.

‘I think I’ll stick to mosquitoes,’ said Bruce. ‘There’s sure to be some when it starts to get dark.’

‘I never touch green stuff,’ said Mrs Olsen.

Phredde just said, ‘Errk.’

‘Oh,’ said Miss Richards. She thought for a moment. ‘Well, we could fly back to the spot where we saw the leopard. It may have left enough of the kangaroo—they’re called procoptodons, if anyone is interested (I wasn’t), and see if there’s enough meat left for a barbecue.’

Well, leftover leopard-chewed procoptodon wasn’t sausage and pineapple pizza, or even a chicken kebab with tabouli and sliced onions and lots of garlic sauce. But it was better than weeds and dry-looking berries.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Barbecue it is.’

Mrs Olsen sort of sighed. She had this really hungry look. Normally you can hardly see her fangs at all, but now they were sticking out more than ever.

Phredde and I flew off on the carpet to get the meat, while the others built up a big fire by our hut and Miss Richards started weaving a basket out of stringybark to collect berries in. She’d seen some wild raspberry bushes while we were coming back from the glacier, she said, but we really did need a basket to carry them in.

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ said Bruce helpfully. I noticed he didn’t offer to help us bring back the meat.

The leopard had eaten most of one haunch of the flat-faced ’roo (the haunch is all that meat just up from the leg) but there was still plenty left for us. We looked round carefully in case the leopard was guarding its leftovers, but it must have slunk off somewhere for a drink or something, because there were no savage-looking animals around.

Phredde kept the carpet hovering a few centimetres off the ground while I hauled the carcass aboard. The carpet was looking a bit the worse for wear by now. It looked even grottier with a big slab of dead kangaroo on it.

The fire was burning brightly when we got back, which was a good thing as it was finally starting to get dark. About a zillion stars were bursting out all over the sky, a million times brighter than in our time—I suppose because there wasn’t any smog to tarnish them.

‘And no bright lights either,’ said Miss Richards. She’d stuck four sticks in the ground and had built a sort of table from fallen dead branches all tied together with vine on top of them, and she’d got Bruce to haul over great armloads of bracken and pile them up in the hut for our beds too, so we didn’t have to sleep on the bare ground.

Now she was busy with a big round rock, grinding up kurrajong tree roots into a sort of paste. ‘Bright lights really drain all the colour from the stars,’ she added.

‘You know just about everything,’ said Bruce, a bit undeservedly, I thought. After all, she did have her laptop…

It took a while to separate the kangaroo meat from the bones and skin. A messy while. What with bits of kangaroo gunge sticking to my arms and fingers, not to mention a blob on my nose, and mud and sweat and a few smudges of dinosaur doo, I was pretty stinky.

‘I need a swim before dinner,’ I said.

Phredde sniffed under her arms. ‘Me too,’ she said.

I waited for Bruce to say ‘Me too’ too—Bruce is always ready for a swim. But he’d hopped off to dig up a few more roots for Miss Richards.

So Phredde and I took the flying carpet and went swimming by ourselves.




13 I didn’t mean that to be a pun, but it’s pretty good isn’t it? Cool—glacier. Get it?









Chapter 16
A Swim Before Dinner

You know something? It’s a bit spooky jumping into a strange, dark river 100,000 years in the past.

Phredde and I stood on the riverbank and stared at the water.

‘You go first,’ I suggested.

‘No, you,’ said Phredde.

‘I said it first,’ I said.

‘Yeah, but you’re bigger than me. You’ll make a great big splash and scare away…well, anything that needs scaring.’

I gulped. ‘Miss Richards said it was perfectly safe. She said there haven’t been any big tentacly things or crocodile-type things for ages. She said we just had to be careful not to dive in case we hit our heads on a rock, and to keep together in case one of us gets a cramp and…’

Actually, I think Miss Richards had been more interested in grinding up kurrajong roots than in what Phredde and I were doing, and Bruce had been more interested in helping her, and Mrs Olsen had been more interested in staring at the bl…, er, red stuff, oozing out of the meat…

In the end we jumped in together.

‘It’s cold!’ yelled Phredde, and then she blinked. ‘No it’s not,’ she added. ‘I thought it would be cold as ice because of the glacier, but it’s nice and warm.’

I trod water beside her. ‘It’s funny,’ I said, ‘it’s cold in some spots and warmer in others. It smells a bit funny too. Not really bad—just funny.’

I flung myself back and began to backstroke. The last of the light was fading from the sky, and I could see a bright star beaming away on the horizon—like it didn’t know there was only us to see it. I suppose my eyes had gradually got used to the darkness, because I could see the trees up on the hills too, and a big roundish mountain behind them.

It was pretty nice actually. Warm, soft water getting me all clean, and just me and Phredde and no-one else—except for Mrs Olsen and Bruce and Miss Richards—for thousands of kilometres and a 100,000-odd years.

Maybe humans hadn’t even been invented yet, or evolved, or whatever it was, and we were the only people in the universe, unless there were some aliens crashing their spaceships a few lightyears away. Which meant if we had to stay here forever then Bruce was the only bloke in the world—or he would be when he stopped being a frog. Which meant that he and I…

I suddenly wondered exactly how old Miss Richards was. If she’d left school at eighteen, then three years at uni and one year working…

I thrust the thought away.

‘You know,’ I said, turning over and splashing my version of breaststroke through the water (which means you keep your head out the whole time and don’t get your ears wet and you can talk to your friends), ‘it’s nice to be able to swim without worrying about a prehistoric monster nibbling your nose.’

‘Yep,’ said Phredde. She was doing phaery backstroke (which means leaning back and letting your wings work like fluttery propellers). ‘Hey, there’s a rock here. I can stand up in the middle of…oooop!’

The rock slowly rose in the water, tumbling Phredde off. You’ve never seen a phaery backstroke so fast. I switched from breaststroke to overarm to get me out of there then. Six strokes and 2.5 seconds later (it was a pity there was no Olympic selector timing us) we were up on the riverbank. ‘What was that?’ breathed Phredde.

The rock grew bigger and bigger, and then it grew a head as well, with two beady eyes and two big horns.

‘That’s not a rock,’ I said. ‘That’s a turtle.’

‘But it’s BIG,’ said Phredde, gazing at it.

The turtle stared at us with its tiny black eyes then submerged again.

‘Um, what do turtles eat?’ asked Phredde casually.

‘Don’t know,’ I said. ‘I don’t think they eat humans.’

‘What about phaeries?’

‘Don’t know that either.’

‘We’ll have to ask Miss Richards,’ said Phredde. ‘Huh,’ I said.

We considered giving the flying carpet a rinse, but that would have meant it would be too wet to fly and we’d have to trudge back to the hut, so we didn’t.

The sun was sitting on the horizon like a great big glowing orange (I must remember to use that in my next essay) as we flew through the gum trees. I bet my nose would have found our way back even if we’d forgotten how to get there. That roast ’roo smelt good.

Phredde landed the carpet and we trudged—okay, I trudged and Phredde flew—over to the fire. By now Miss Richards had arranged chair-like rocks for all of us. They even had soft little bark mats on them so our sit-upons didn’t get too cold and numb on the hard stone.

The ’roo was roasting on a spit over the fire and little drops of fat were sizzling as they met the flames. My tummy suddenly remembered how hungry it was. Okay, it wasn’t nice tame sausages or chops from the butchers, but right now I didn’t care.

Miss Richards handed me a hard little cake. I sniffed it. It smelt…well, given I hadn’t eaten for 144 million years, it smelt pretty good.

I took a cautious nibble. The cake was hot and burnt my tongue, but my tongue decided it was in a good cause.

‘Ot is ip?’ I asked.

‘Just kurrajong roots ground to a paste, mixed with some native raspberries for sweetening and a little procoptodon fat,’ Miss Richards said casually. ‘And I found some edible wattle seeds and Bruce helped me grind them into flour,’ she smiled at Bruce over the flames, ‘and I baked them into a sort of flat bread on the rocks.’

Chunks of roast procoptodon in wattle-seed pancakes with chopped watercress is almost like chicken kebabs on Lebanese bread with garlic sauce and tabouli. Well, actually, it isn’t much like it at all, but I was hungry and it wasn’t that bad.

The air grew cooler, but it was warm around the fire. I was just reaching for my third not-really-kebab when Phredde whispered, ‘Look over there!’

I looked. By now I was expecting a herd of who-knows-what-osauruses or fanged leopards about to leap onto us and try to eat us, but it was just the herd of procoptodons grazing beneath the trees. They looked peaceful and sort of cute, even if they did have flat faces. I hoped they wouldn’t recognise their friend on our spit, and it looked like they didn’t. Up in the trees some animals that looked like possums—maybe they even were—chattered and raced along the branches. Down the hill the river glinted as the moon rose and---

‘Wombats!’ whispered Phredde.

Well, they didn’t look like wombats to me—their noses were too long and they had stripes and silly little tails,14 but they were eating grass just like proper wombats, so as far as I was concerned it didn’t matter if they looked like tiny rhinoceroses in disguise.

Suddenly Bruce’s tongue darted out and speared a mosquito. (That’s one good thing about having a barbecue with Bruce—no flies or mozzies survive to crawl on you.) He’d also eaten some of the roast ’roo, just to keep us company, but he’d done pretty well on insects too.

‘I sort of like this place,’ he said, burping happily.

‘Bruce! Manners!’ said Mrs Olsen. But she said it a bit absent-mindedly. She was gazing wistfully at the herd of flat-faced ’roos. Her fangs glinted white in the moonlight. ‘I wonder,’ she said hesitantly, ‘if anyone would mind if I…just had a little taste you know…a tiny, tiny suck at their jugulars…’

‘You want to vampirise the ’roos?’ I asked.

‘Not enough to hurt them,’ said Mrs Olsen hurriedly. ‘Just a snack here, a neck there. They’ll hardly know they’ve been vampirised.’

I looked at the others. Miss Richards was busy tying up bark pillows with lengths of thin green vine. ‘I don’t mind,’ she said.

‘Me neither,’ said Bruce.

Phredde shrugged. ‘She has to eat something!’ she whispered.

‘Be our guest,’ I said to Mrs Olsen. ‘Er, the ’roos’ guest anyway.’

‘Don’t look,’ said Mrs Olsen, blushing. ‘Oh, how I hate to do this!’

She darted off into the darkness. There was a thud, of the vampire-meets-kangaroo-neck sort, then a long drawn out sigh.

Mrs Olsen had found her dinner.




14 Probably Neohelos—Jackie.









Chapter 17
At Home 100,000 Years Ago

You know what? A bracken bed—even with a stringybark pillow—in a mud hut isn’t nearly as comfortable as your own bed in your own castle.

The bracken was scratchy and the ground below hard, and it was cold too, even with the bracken fluffed up all round and over me like Miss Richards suggested.

On either side of me I could hear Phredde or Bruce or maybe it was Miss Richards rolling over as they tried to get comfortable, and outside strange creatures plodded or munched or grunted or sometimes screamed in a terrorised way that shut off fast as something guzzled them.

Only Mrs Olsen seemed to have no trouble sleeping. She’d come back from her dinner hunt sort of bloated and now lay flat on her bracken bed with a big smile on her face and a dribble of bl…, er, red stuff on one side of her mouth. She burped occasionally in her sleep, the happy burp of a teacher who’s vampirised a whole herd of flat-faced ’roos.

‘Phredde?’

‘Mmm?’ said Phredde.

‘Are you asleep?’

‘No,’ said Phredde. ‘What’s wrong?’

We’re trapped in who knows when and our teacher has gone feral and I think my boyfriend—well, frogfriend—has a thing for older women. Well, older librarians anyway. ‘Oh, nothing,’ I said, sniffing back a tear. ‘I’m okay.’

‘I’m okay too,’ whispered Phredde.

You know what? It’s funny, but after that I fell asleep.

The dawn chorus woke us up. You know the dawn chorus—it’s when all the little birds go tweet, tweet, tweet, and sing their little hearts out on the branches outside your bedroom window, while Mr Sun starts his long journey through the sky. (That bit was in a kid’s book Mum read me when I was small. The things they put in kids’ books sometimes!)

Our dawn chorus wasn’t like that at all.

First of all there was a sort of booming squawk, like an emu was having its toenails pulled out with rusty pliers, and then a few screams like a mob of piranhas were catching and eating every little birdie in sight. (If piranhas can skeletonise a cow in ten minutes, it makes you wonder how long they’d take to skeletonise a librarian—no, no, Prudence! I told myself. It’s WRONG to think of throwing librarians in the moat, and anyway the castle moat is at least 100,000 years away.)

Well, what with the shrieking and the booming—and a very few tweet, tweet, tweets—we all woke up, except for Mrs Olsen, who just lay there on her back with her hands crossed over her chest. She still had a smile on her face too.

‘Should we wake her up?’ I whispered.

Miss Richards shook her head. ‘Vampires normally sleep during the day,’ she said. ‘I think it’s the fresh blood that’s done it. She’s reverted.’

‘Reverted to what?’ I asked.

‘A fearsome bloodsucker who stalks the night,’ said Bruce hollowly.

I looked at Mrs Olsen. She did look different lying there.

‘You’re right. Let’s leave her alone,’ I whispered.

Phredde nodded and we all tiptoed out.

The remains of the ’roo were still hanging on the spit where we’d left them. The ’roo didn’t look nearly as tasty this morning. In fact, it looked sort of disgusting, with prehistoric flies crawling all over it.

‘Yum. Breakfast!’ said Bruce. He hopped over to the dead fire, and zapped his tongue away at the flies.

Phredde and I looked away.

‘How about some fresh fish?’ suggested Miss Richards. ‘After you went to bed last night I made a fish trap out of supple young branches tied together. It’s a really clever design—the fish swim into it one way then it gets so narrow they can’t turn around and swim out.’

Well, I couldn’t care less about fish-trap designs, but I did feel like some fresh fish. So the three of us wandered down to the riverbank—okay, Miss Richards and I wandered and Phredde fluttered through the rising mist like a cartoon that had got lost from Hollywood.

We had a swim before we checked the traps, in the hope we might manage to scare a few more fish into them, and also because the water felt nice.

‘See?’ I said after Miss Richards had jumped in after us. ‘I said it was warm!’

Miss Richards nodded thoughtfully. ‘I wonder if there are any thermal springs near here.’

‘What’s a thermal spring?’ asked Phredde, fluttering just above the surface of the river so she could kick water in my face when I wasn’t looking.

‘Places where warm water rises from deep underground. They’re often associated with volcanic activity.’

‘Volcanoes!’ I yelled. I gazed around, but there wasn’t any smoke rising from the hills or great red lava flows coming towards us. ‘I thought there weren’t any volcanoes in Australia.’

‘Not for about 7000 years around here,’ said Miss Richards.

‘But we’re more than 100,000 years in the past so there might be some volcanoes now…’

‘I don’t think you need worry.’ Miss Richards rolled over and began to backstroke happily across the river. ‘Places like the North Island in New Zealand have hot springs, but there’s only a volcanic eruption every fifty years or so.’

‘Every fifty years!’ I squeaked.

‘Not across the whole island! Really, it’s quite safe! Just enjoy the warm water. It’s probably flowing down from a hot spring miles and miles away anyway.’

I took another good look around. But the horizon still seemed volcano-less. So I started to think about breakfast instead.

It wasn’t really a surprise when it turned out Miss Richards’s fish traps had worked. She’d tied a vine onto them before she’d thrown them in the water and then tied the other end of the vine15 to a tree so they didn’t float away. All we had to do was haul them up and there was our breakfast gazing up at us.

I was a bit afraid that 100,000-year-old fish would still have tentacles, but they looked normal enough, googly eyes and gaping mouths and fins and stuff. You know, like fish.

So Phredde and I looked the other way while Miss Richards bashed them on the head with a rock so they died quickly instead of suffocating up here in the fresh air, then we threaded a long stick through their lips (which was pretty yuk, but the alternative was carrying slippery dead fish in our hands—triple yuk) and hauled them back to camp. There were about a dozen of them, all soft and slippery and scaly.

‘Now, if we hold the fish over the flames on green branches,’ Miss Richards was saying, ‘the scales will singe off, then…aaaarrrrkkkk!’

The aaaarrrrkkkk! was because SOMETHING suddenly leapt out of the tree, onto the cold fly-crusted carcass of the roasted ’roo. Then it turned and snarled at us.

‘The leopard!’ whispered Phredde, her wings buzzing as she shot up into the air and out of the leopard’s reach. ‘It’s come to get its ’roo back!’

The leopard turned to us and snarled again. You could see it had definitely worked out who’d stolen its dinner while it was having a quiet drink by the riverbank—and who’d turned it into a barbecue too.

‘Er…maybe if we apologise!’ I whispered.

‘I don’t think prehistoric leopards understand English,’ croaked Bruce. He always croaks because he’s a frog, but this sounded even more croaky than usual.

The leopard gazed at us, one by one, as though working out exactly which one of us was going to be breakfast instead of its rather diminished kangaroo. Its gaze stopped at me. The leopard slowly padded forward, still staring at me as though working out which bit to chomp first.

‘Er, nice pussy cat,’ I said quickly. ‘Er, there’s a good little pussy cat. Why don’t you have some nice roasted ’roo bones and we’ll all be friends and…’

‘Grrrrrwwwwwlllll,’ said the leopard.

‘Look, really, I don’t taste nice, and there isn’t even any tomato sauce to put on me…’

‘Grrrrwwwwwllll,’ said the leopard.

‘Look…I…er…help!’ I screamed desperately.

The leopard took another step forward, and another…

‘Um, I’ll save you, Prudence,’ croaked Bruce bravely.

‘How?’ I muttered out of the corner of my mouth. ‘Zap a leopard with your tongue? Jump—splott—on its head? Bruce, you’re not the right shape for fighting leopards!’

‘I’ll PING myself into a tiger…’ began Bruce, then remembered. ‘I can’t PING anything, can I?’

‘Nope,’ I said. The leopard was almost within leaping range now. I wondered whether to run or climb a tree, but that leopard could climb, couldn’t it? And I was pretty sure it could run faster than me too.

‘Goodbye, Phredde, Bruce,’ I whispered. ‘Don’t try to save me! Save yourselves…’

‘No way!’ yelled Phredde. She suddenly dived on the leopard and landed plunk on its back. ‘Don’t you look like that at my friend!’ she shrieked, bashing it with her tiny phaery hands.

The leopard took no notice whatsoever.

‘Um, I second that!’ croaked Bruce. He leapt too, right onto the leopard’s head.

You’d have thought that leopard had berserk phaeries and giant frogs on its back every day. It kept its gaze fixed on me.

It crouched down, ready to spring. Its massive jaws opened…

I shut my eyes.

‘Ahhh haiii!’ yelled Miss Richards. I opened my eyes.

Miss Richards was hopping towards the leopard on one leg. The other was sort of hooked up next to her waist but, as I watched, it went zot! right into the leopard’s kidneys!

‘Grrwwlpp!’ the leopard snarled, and swung around towards her.

‘Great shot, Miss Richards!’ I yelled.

‘Haii uppp!’ Miss Richards charged again. I hadn’t seen her so angry since Edwin kept the Encyclopaedia of Fascinating Fishes out until it was three weeks overdue!

Zapo! Bam! Her left leg shot out this time and caught the leopard on the nose. The leopard went cross-eyed for a moment, trying to see what had happened, then stared at her with its big brown eyes.

‘Way to go, Miss Richards!’ yelled Bruce, leaping off the leopard’s back.

‘Yippee!’ shouted Phredde, flying up into the air again.

That’s when the leopard charged. One minute it was just crouching there, the next it leapt right over Bruce and onto Miss Richards even before she could get a karate leg up.

Luckily librarians have pretty fast reflexes. Miss Richards ducked back, so the first giant swipe of the leopard’s claws just ripped her blouse and skirt right down the middle. The leopard raised its claws again and…

Bong! Bong! Bong! Bong! Something with giant feet zoomed into the clearing.

BONGGGGGG! One large leathery leg—not like Miss Richards’s at all—kicked the leopard’s head.

The leopard dropped to the ground.

‘Wha---’ stammered Miss Richards, holding her

blouse together.

‘Glooop! Glopp, glopp, glooop!’

It was as tall as our school library. It had feathers too (well actually, our library doesn’t have feathers—but this did). It looked a bit like an emu on steroids, but even steroids wouldn’t make an emu as giant as this. Or as ferocious.

‘Gloop! Gloopp!’ the giant bird roared, glaring down at the silent leopard. For about two seconds it peered down at us as well, as though considering if we were worth a giant emu kick or not. Then it decided we weren’t. With one last scornful look at the leopard it grabbed the ’roo carcass in its massive beak then strode off with it through the trees, leaving a stunned librarian, a shaky kid, an amazed phaery, a frog with its mouth open and a dead-looking leopard behind it. We listened to the thud of its footbeats slowly dying away, and a final booming: ‘Gloop! Glopp!’

‘Wha…what was that!’ stammered Phredde shakily.

‘A prehistoric superhero?’ I whispered. ‘But with feathers.’

Miss Richards fumbled with her laptop. Her face was white and bleeding a bit where the leopard had scratched it. She looked pretty stunned too. ‘That,’ she said, as she scrolled down the screen, ‘was a Bullockornis planei, otherwise known as a mihirung or thunder bird or…’ she gulped, ‘a Demon Duck of Doom!’




15 Probably young wonga wonga vine or clematis—Jackie.









Chapter 18
The Demon Duck of Doom

It was like those days back in the library when we were in kindergarten, all of us crowded round the librarian while she read us a nice story. A bit like it anyway. Well, okay, it wasn’t like it at all.

Instead of a nice school library with carpet on the floor and posters and kids’ artwork all round the place and a nice school tuckshop just outside and pizza bars down the road, we sat on our stone seats 100,000 years ago with a mud hut behind us while Miss Richards read to us from the computer screen. ‘The Demon Duck of Doom was two metres high,’ she read.

‘Sounds about right,’ muttered Bruce.

‘And weighed about 300 kilograms.’

‘Who the heck is going to haul one of those onto the scales and weigh it!’ whispered Phredde.

‘These gigantic flightless birds…’

(I sighed in relief. The thought of one of those flying over us was a bit…well, terrifying…)

‘…roamed Australia from 25 million to about 30,000 years ago, or even as late as 6000 years ago. They were one of the biggest birds that ever lived.’

‘Oh, goodie,’ muttered Phredde. ‘At least there isn’t a bigger one around.’

‘There is considerable discussion, however, about what they ate. Some authorities believe they were grass eaters, others that they preferred fruit, while some believe they were carnivores either killing their prey or scavenging dead meat that other beasts had killed.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘we’ve answered that question. Ducks of Doom like barbecued, flat-faced ’roo carcasses. And they don’t like leopards.’

I peered down at the body of the leopard. It hadn’t moved. Somehow I suspected that it’d never move again. Not under its own steam, anyway.

‘Poor pussy cat,’ I whispered.

‘Poor pussy cat!’ cried Phredde. ‘That pussy cat was going to eat you for breakfast. And it wasn’t even going to barbecue you first!’

‘Well, yeah, I know,’ I said. ‘But even leopards have to live. And we did steal its dinner.’

Phredde snorted. ‘You are much too soft-hearted,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ said Bruce. But he said it pretty nicely.

Miss Richards closed down the laptop to save its batteries and looked speculatively at the spotty leopard. ‘That fur coat really is very pretty,’ she said. ‘I wonder…It’s pretty simple to tan skins you know. You just scrape off all the membrane.’

‘Yuk,’ I said.

‘Then soak it in water that you’ve boiled wattle bark in…’

‘Double yuk.’

‘Then peg it out so it doesn’t dry out of shape and rub oil into it every day to keep it supple. But a really quick way is just to rub brains into the skin after you’ve scraped the fat off…’

‘REALLY, REALLY yuk!’

‘And then dry it over a smoky fire.’ She looked down at her tattered blouse and skirt. ‘It’s worth a try…’

After that, Phredde and Bruce and I built up the fire again. (‘Better keep it going this time,’ muttered Phredde, ‘in case we run out of matches.’) Then we cooked the fish by holding them over the flames on green branches, just like Miss Richards told us to. The scales sort of singed off that way—well, most of them, anyway. We were too hungry to care.

As a matter of fact, freshly caught fish cooked over an open fire tastes about a zillion times better than even a sausage and pineapple pizza with extra cheese, and it wasn’t just because we were hungry. I ate four fish and they were big ones and even Phredde ate a whole one herself, which was really something when you think it was nearly as big as she was. (Sometimes I think phaeries have magic stomachs. They can eat almost as much as we can.)

Miss Richards ate some fish too, but in an absent-minded sort of way, because she kept looking at the leopard skin and muttering, ‘Now, if I just cut there…and sew there…’

‘Should we save any fish for Mrs Olsen?’ asked Phredde, glancing towards the hut.

I shook my head. ‘Let her sleep,’ I said. ‘Anyway, vampires don’t eat fish.’ Not when they have the entire prehistoric world to vampirise, I thought. But I didn’t say it.

After breakfast we sat around the remains of the fire and plotted.

‘The first thing we need to do,’ I said, ‘is work out how to get home. Don’t you think so, Miss Richards?’

‘Mmm?’ said Miss Richards. ‘Sorry, Prudence. I was just thinking that if I could chip a hole in a long, thin bit of bone I could use it as a needle to sew with. And animal sinew would be an excellent substitute for cotton thread…’

‘Well, how can we get home?’ said Phredde practically. ‘I can’t PING us back and neither can Bruce.’

‘Then we’re stuck here till you get your next magic allowance on Saturday,’ I said gloomily. ‘A whole five more days in the past!’

Phredde looked at Bruce and Bruce looked at Phredde.

‘Um,’ said Bruce, ‘I thought you would have realised. How can our parents give us our magic allowance if we’re back here?’

My heart did a flip-flop and sank through my tummy. ‘You mean we’re stuck here? For good?’

‘Maybe our parents will find us,’ said Phredde hopefully. ‘They can PING back here and…’

‘If they can find us,’ said Bruce gloomily. ‘They don’t even know we’re back in the past! They might just think we’ve gone to Phaeryland…and even if they think of looking back here, there’s an awful lot of past to search. It’d take forever—even with magic.’

‘Oh,’ I said. My heart was somewhere down near my toes by now. I tried to think what to suggest next. I mean in any normal adventure story the kids would work out a way of travelling through the jungle or desert, or stealing a spaceship, to get home. But no matter how far we travelled we’d still be in the past.

‘I don’t suppose there’re plans for a time machine on your laptop?’ I asked Miss Richards hopefully.

‘What did you say, Prudence? I really should start getting the skin off that leopard if it’s going to be any use at all. No, I don’t have plans for a time machine. No-one does…I did see a diagram for an excellent animal trap though. You dig a pit and cover it with branches then chase the animals over it…I wonder if…’

Well, we weren’t coming up with a plan to get home, and Miss Richards seemed pretty preoccupied. So (just in case riding the carpet so soon after breakfast made me carpet sick) we went for a walk instead.







Chapter 19
Eggs!

It was an okay walk. I mean, my favourite sort of bushwalk is down a nice smooth footpath with an ice-cream shop at the end of it with one hundred and fifty flavours of ice-cream including passionfruit and banana (my favourite) and super-size banana splits with chocolate sauce and something fizzy in a paper cup.

But no-one was going to invent ice-cream for 98,000 years16 (Phredde and I did a project on the history of ice-cream last term).

We wandered down through the trees to the riverbank and gazed down through the clear water at Miss Richards’s fish traps. (There were fish in them already.) A few big birds flapped lazily along the shallows when they saw us, but neither Phredde nor Bruce nor I knew enough about big flapping birds to know if they were normal-type flapping birds or prehistoric ones.

We splashed our faces in the water to get rid of any remains of breakfast, then mooched along the riverbank. We didn’t talk much. I think all three of us were thinking about our parents—I was even missing Mark and really worrying how he was coping without me to fix things between him and Tracey—and our homes. I was even missing school and that’ll tell you how homesick I was.

But the walk was okay. A cool, dry breeze blew in our faces (sometimes it had a funny smell too, a bit like the water in the river) and the riverbank was pretty smooth and grassy mostly (Bruce said he thought the river must flood sometimes and that kept the banks clear), with lots of pretty white flat flowers, like some dopey flower girl had danced in front of us scattering them all over the place. Here and there were more of the droopy Christmas-tree-like things, their roots half in the bank and half in the water, and sometimes little creeks with big dark-green trees and ferns in their gullies meandered down to meet the river.

Like I said, it was pretty good, but we didn’t find an ice-cream shop. All we did find was…

‘Someone’s compost heap!’ said Phredde, winging her way just above my right shoulder. ‘Look!’ She pointed up one of the little gullies. She was right—there under one of the tall really dark-green trees was what looked like someone’s lawn clippings and autumn leaves all raked up and left in a big neat pile.

Bruce stopped hopping and stared. ‘That’s impossible!’ he said. ‘We’re the only people here!’

‘Well, someone must have made it,’ said Phredde practically.

‘Or some thing,’ I said. I walked up to the pile and prodded it with my toe. Faint ripples of warm air were rising from it. Something jiggled in my memory. We’d read about something like this last term…

‘Hey, I know what it is!’ I exclaimed.

‘What?’ asked Phredde.

‘It’s a brush turkey’s nest! They lay their eggs on the ground but instead of having to sit on them for weeks to keep the eggs warm while they hatch, they scrape up all this dead grass and leaves and muck over the eggs. All the leaf muck heats up as it starts to rot and that keeps the eggs warm while the parents are off doing other stuff.’

‘Really?’ Phredde didn’t sound very interested and Bruce was darting his head this way and that searching for gnats in the gully.

‘Don’t you see what this means?’ I cried.

‘Nope,’ said Phredde. She fluttered over the compost heap and peered down at it.

‘Eggs for lunch!’ I yelled triumphantly. I shoved some of the leaves away and, sure enough, there was a pile of great big eggs, just sitting there. So there, Miss Richards, I thought. I can find bush tucker too!

I glanced over at Bruce to see if he appreciated it, but he was zotting a few beetles crawling up the tree.

Phredde wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t like eggs much,’ she said, ‘except for egg and lettuce sandwiches and we don’t have any lettuce. Or bread. Or margarine or pepper or…’

‘Well, they’ll make a change from barbecued flat-faced ’roo and fish!’ I said, exasperated. ‘And I like eggs anyway!’ I looked round for something to carry them in, but carry bags don’t grow on trees—not without genetic engineering anyway—and Miss Richards’s bark carry bag was back at camp. I was just loading a few eggs into my tracksuit top (they were too big to carry all of them) when Phredde coughed behind me. ‘Um…Pru…’

‘Look,’ I said without turning round. ‘I know you don’t like eggs, but Mum is always going on about how we need a varied diet, and eggs are really good for---’

‘Pru!’ interrupted Phredde urgently. ‘I think you need to put those eggs down NOW!’

‘But I told you, I like---’

‘Pru!’ croaked Bruce. ‘Back off!’

I looked round, just as a goanna plodded down the gully, its beady eyes fixed on my eggs.

Goannas are cute, right? About as long as your arm, like a dragon that’s been shrunk in the wash. Well, this goanna was sort of like that.

Long, flat head. Long, fat tail and stumpy legs. But this goanna was…

‘It’s enormous!’ I breathed.

‘Yes!’ hissed Phredde, as the minibus-sized goanna thudded towards me. ‘And I think it wants those eggs! So let it have them!’

Mum is always saying I need to control my temper. I suppose she’s right but sometimes anger just gurgles up inside me like lava in one of those volcanoes I was keeping an eye out for. And I feel I have to let it out or I’ll explode and there’ll be bits of Prudence floating all over the place.

This was one of those times. One fruitcake monster after another had attacked us and we’d run away or PINGed ourselves out of trouble—AND I WAS SICK OF IT!

I took a step towards the goanna. ‘Look, buster,’ I yelled, ‘these are my eggs! I fruitcake well found them first! And if you don’t like it you can lump it!’

‘Hiss,’ said the goanna, casually sending a boulder or two crashing down the gully with its big stumpy feet. Luckily they missed us.

‘Pru!’ shrieked Phredde. ‘Leave it! We don’t want the fruitcake eggs!’

‘I don’t care!’ I screamed. ‘Look, mate,’ I yelled at the goanna, ‘I’m human! Get it! Humans rule the world! Well, we’re going to in 100,000 years’ time! And giant goannas are going to be extinct, which means I’m a zillion times smarter than you. Just because you’re bigger than me doesn’t mean you’re better, because humans are going to…’

‘Hiss,’ said the goanna calmly.

All at once I began to think that maybe bigger was quite an advantage, no matter how smart we humans were. In fact if I’d been really smart I’d have backed off more than two paragraphs ago…

‘Er,’ I said, ‘maybe I should apologise.’

Like Bruce said, animals back in prehistoric times don’t speak English. The goanna didn’t seem to recognise an apology at all.

‘Hiss,’ it said again. I could smell its breath now. Giant goannas don’t use toothbrushes or floss their teeth—in fact dental hygiene hadn’t improved noticeably since the Triassic. And giant goannas do have teeth—two sharp rows of them like big fat needles with little bits of decayed gunk in the gaps…I suddenly wondered if giant goannas liked eating Prudences as well as eggs.

I backed off slowly…slowly, slowly. For a moment I thought I was going to get away with it when suddenly whump, I tripped over a rock and went bumdown onto the damp dirt of the gully.

The goanna loomed closer…closer, closer…All at once it bent its head and began gulping down the giant eggs like me and Phredde and Bruce didn’t exist.

I pushed myself backwards on my sit-upon till I was well clear of the goanna and stood up. My bottom hurt and I bet it was all muddy too, and the eggs in my tracksuit top had smashed or rolled back into goanna reach. There was only one still whole. I supposed it had landed in something soft. I picked it up absent-mindedly and we backed off even further till we were well away from the gully and back on the riverbank. Through the trees we could still hear ‘Glop! Glop! Glop!’ as the goanna guzzled down the massive eggs.

‘Those were my eggs,’ I muttered.

‘Actually,’ said Phredde, ‘they were the brush turkey’s eggs.’

‘Well, the brush turkey shouldn’t have left them!’ I said. ‘I found them! That fruitcake goanna had no right to…’

Bruce sighed. ‘Look, are you going to go back and attack a seven-metre goanna with your bare hands or will we go back to camp and have some lunch?’

Well, put like that I realised I didn’t really want to risk becoming little bits of decayed gunk between a prehistoric goanna’s stinky teeth. And food did sound pretty good, and I didn’t really like eggs all that much and, anyway, I still had one.

‘Okay, lunch,’ I said.

I looked down at my egg. It was the biggest one I’d ever seen—more like a small football than an egg—and sort of leathery too. ‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘this egg is probably big enough for all of us.’

‘I wonder if Mrs Olsen has woken up yet?’ said Phredde.

I thought she probably hadn’t—not after vampirising a whole herd of flat-faced ’roos. I also wondered what would happen if Mrs Olsen went totally feral and vampire-like. But there was no point mentioning that to the others.

So we wandered back along the riverbank, and I kept my egg cuddled close in case another giant goanna saw it and tried to make off with it. We got back to the fish traps without anything interesting happening at all—well, apart from seeing an echidna the size of our school garbage bins digging up the leaves under the dark trees in a gully and a sort of furry rhinoceros tearing down tree branches and chomping them up. But at least no monstrous beast tried to eat us, which made a nice change.

We stopped at the fish traps. My hands were full of giant egg, but Phredde and Bruce hauled the traps up. There were more fish than we could eat, even if Mrs Olsen woke up and decided she was a fish eater instead of a vampire and, to be honest, I was pretty sick of fish already. So we tossed most of them back and hoped they had enough brains not to swim into any more fish traps.

The camp looked…different…when we got back.

First of all someone—Miss Richards I supposed—had strung long lines of vine between the trees. These were hung with long balloon-like things filled with grass, and five great big animal skins flapped in the dry breeze too.

Even the fire looked different. Miss Richards had surrounded it with even more neatly piled up stones, and on the stones rested a giant-turtle shell filled with stew, steaming gently by the coals.

It smelt pretty good too. But there was no sign of Miss Richards.

‘You don’t suppose a leopard has eaten her?’ whispered Phredde. ‘Or a giant goanna or a furry rhinoceros or a…’

‘Is that you?’ The big untrimmed furry skin that now hung in the hut doorway was pushed back, and there was Miss Richards. Well, it looked a bit like Miss Richards, anyway.

‘Wow!’ said Bruce.

The neat blue skirt was gone and the sensible white blouse. In their place Miss Richards had sort of twined the leopard skin around her. Tight around her.

‘That is so cool!’ said Bruce. His mouth hung open.

I glared at him.

‘I…er…mean the short skirt will keep her cool,’ added Bruce hurriedly.

As well as the leopard skin Miss Richards wore a necklace of spiky fish bones. She’d put a flower in her hair too. Only her shoes were the same. She strode over to us.

‘Er, you’ve been busy,’ I said weakly.

Miss Richards grinned. Somehow she looked happier than she’d ever looked in the library back home. ‘I decided to use the flying carpet,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before!’ She nodded over at the skins on the line. ‘I managed to find quite a few fairly fresh leopard kills. The skins are hardly chewed at all. They’ll make great blankets.’

‘What are those balloons?’ I asked guardedly.

‘Oh, those are animal guts. You rinse them out and stuff them with grass and when they dry out we can store roots and berries and other things in them. And I found the old turtle shells a few gullies away. We can use one as a big cooking pot and use the other to heat water to have hot baths in as soon as I make some soap. We don’t want to pollute the river with soap suds.’

We nodded silently, our eyes wide. I half expected her to add that she’d invented a flush toilet too, but she didn’t, so I supposed I’d have to keep using the bushes and big soft leaves where I hoped no-one was going to walk.

‘What’s in the turtle shell now?’ asked Phredde. She almost looked like she was drooling. Well, it was going to be our first decent meal apart from barbecued ’roo and fish in about 144 million years.

‘Just some wallaby meat I caught in my pit trap,’ said Miss Richards airily. ‘It looked like a nice tender wallaby. Then I dug up some yam daisy roots—they’re a bit like a sweet potato, but nuttier—and I found some bush tomatoes too, and some wild plantain leaves. The stew should taste quite good.’ She finally noticed I was carrying something. ‘What’s that Prudence?’

‘An egg,’ I said. ‘I thought we could have it for lunch.’

It sounded a bit silly saying that now, what with the stew bubbling in the turtle shell and all the fish and I could see there was even a little pile of oval-shaped orange and purple berries17 for dessert in a long bark bowl neatly tied at the end with a plait of dried grass.

‘What a good idea, Prudence,’ said Miss Richards kindly. ‘I’m sure it will be very nice.’

‘I’d rather have stew,’ said Bruce eagerly.

Phredde kicked him discreetly in the ribs. ‘You’ll eat Pru’s egg and like it!’ she hissed.

‘But…’ began Bruce. Then he saw my face. ‘Um, yes, a bit of egg would be delicious,’ he said.

I nodded miserably.

In the end, though, everyone forgot about my egg. Except me of course. I put it down near the fire and we sat on our stone seats with the stringybark cushions and drank our stew from paperbark bowls that Miss Richards said had taken no time at all to make and picked the lumps of meat and veg out and ate them with our fingers. (I remembered my plastic spoon in my school bag in the hut, but it seemed a pity to disturb Mrs Olsen and, anyway, one plastic spoon wasn’t much use with the four of us.)

Then we ate our berries, which were okay if you like flavoured cardboard, and Miss Richards had made us mistletoe cordial by soaking the sweet flowers in river water, while she had a good hot cup of river mint tea.

‘That was a great lunch!’ said Bruce at last. ‘Even better than mosquitoes!’

‘Almost as good as gryphon and blueberry pizza,’ agreed Phredde.

Miss Richards smiled. It was a really pretty smile and her fish-bone necklace looked really good too. (My school tracksuit felt like I’d worn it for two days and slept in it and got it stained with dinosaur doo and swamp mud and spotty leopard bl…, er, red stuff and brush turkey egg, which I had—I mean, I felt a real mess.)

‘Why don’t we heat up some water for baths now?’ she suggested. ‘And I’ll show you how to make bush soap. You boil up ashes and water then pour the liquid into melted fat and stir it with a stick till it mixes together and you’ve got liquid soap! You can wash your hair too, Prudence,’ she added kindly.

I hadn’t thought what my hair looked like. I touched it gingerly. It felt all dusty and oily and probably had dinosaur doo in it too, despite my swims. Suddenly I was glad there weren’t mirrors back in prehistoric times—though if I said that to Miss Richards, I thought sourly, she’d probably knit me a mirror out of paperbark or something.

I was just going to agree that yeah, maybe a hair wash might be nice, when suddenly I noticed…

‘Hey!’ I said, ‘my egg!’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Phredde comfortingly. ‘We’ll eat it for dinner.’

‘Maybe I can use it to make a wattle-seed raspberry cake,’ suggested Miss Richards. ‘If we can just find a really big termite mound or ants’ nest we can hollow out a place for the fire in the bottom half and dig out an oven in the top half and then we can cook cakes and…’

‘No-one’s cooking my egg!’ I yelled. ‘Look!’

Phredde peered over my shoulder and Bruce hopped over and…

‘Wow!’ said Bruce.

‘It’s hatching!’ cried Phredde.

It was too. I suppose the warmth of the fire had done it. The giant egg was rocking from side to side, like whatever was in it had been dosed with itching powder, then suddenly the shell was ripped open by a tiny claw. A little head poked out, with a great strong beak and glaring beady eyes.

‘That doesn’t look like a brush turkey to me!’ decided Phredde, flying up above us all to get a good view.

I stepped over to it, just as the little bird’s long sharp toe ripped the rest of the shell to shreds. ‘It’s not a brush turkey at all!’ I yelled. ‘It’s a baby Demon Duck of Doom.’




16 See The Fascinating History of Your Lunch if you want to know the history of ice-cream and fizzy drinks and pizza.

17 Probably kangaroo apple berries (Solanum aviculare)—Jackie.









Chapter 20
A Baby Demon Duck of Doock

The baby Demon Duck gazed up at me. ‘Quack?’ it boomed, stepping out of the shreds of its shell. ‘Quack? Quack?’ It jumped up onto my jogger and rubbed its fluffy head against my leg. It came up almost to my knee.

‘Oh, how cute!’ cried Phredde. ‘It thinks you’re its mum!’ She fluttered down to pat its downy head.

‘Quack!’ snarled the baby duck. It pecked at her finger viciously.

‘Ow!’ screamed Phredde, flapping quickly up out of range. ‘That hurt!’

‘Careful!’ I warned. ‘Demon Ducks of Doom are meat eaters, remember.’

Bruce hopped hurriedly away.

‘Well, you tell your duck that my finger isn’t a nice juicy kangaroo steak,’ said Phredde, angrily sucking her hand.

‘Quack!’ said the baby Demon Duck, gazing adoringly up at me. ‘Quack!’ It felt pretty good actually, as no-one else had been gazing adoringly at me lately. Not that I wanted them to, of course, because that would have been totally yuk and soppy, but just a little bit of adoring gaze would have been okay.

‘Quack!’ said the duck again.

‘This is fascinating! Let me have a look at it!’ said Miss Richards. She stepped over to the baby duck and reached towards it.

The baby duckling raised its long clawed foot. ‘Quack!’ it growled. Suddenly Miss Richards’s nice new leopard skin skirt was ripped right down the front.

‘Oops,’ I said. I picked the duckling up and let it cuddle into my neck. ‘Maybe you’d all better just let me handle it.’

‘Quack,’ agreed the duck, opening its mouth wide. ‘Quack, quack, quack!’

It sounded like it was trying to tell me something. All at once I realised. It was hungry!

‘Oh, you poor hungry little baby!’ I crooned. ‘Do you want something to eat then? Well, don’t worry, Prudence will find you something.’

I heard Bruce making pretend sick noises behind my back but I ignored him.

‘As long as it doesn’t think it’s having the rest of my finger for lunch,’ Phredde warned.

‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘There’s plenty of stew left.’

I carried the baby duck over to the turtle-shell stew pot and sat back on my seat. The stew was cooling now, so it was easy to pick out lumps of meat. The baby duck gulped them all down. It really was cute, in a funny sort of way. Its legs were all long and bare and leathery and its tongue was long and leathery too, and its wings were short and stumpy and covered in downy feathers just like its body—but its beak was really massive. I mean when you looked at this bird you thought mutated vulture, not budgerigar.

‘What are you going to call it?’ asked Phredde, landing carefully out of reach of the giant beak.

‘Ah…you’re not going to keep it, are you?!’ Miss Richards sounded a bit worried.

‘Of course I am,’ I said. ‘Look at the poor little baby! It’s all alone!’

‘Quack,’ said the duck, gulping down another kilo chunk of stewed wallaby. It looked around for more.

‘Sorry!’ I said. ‘That’s the end of the stew.’

‘Quack!’ said the duck threateningly. It peered hungrily at Phredde and Bruce.

Bruce hopped back even further.

‘See, there isn’t any more!’ I said, tilting up the turtle shell to show the duck it was empty.

‘Quack,’ said the duck. It sounded pretty determined.

‘Maybe it’d like a fish,’ suggested Phredde briskly.

I held a long slippery fish out to the duck. ‘Do duckie wuckies like fishy wishies?’ I asked.

‘Quack,’ said the duck decidedly. I hauled my hand away just in time, as the fish disappeared down the duck’s throat. It seemed like Demon Ducks of Doom liked fish as well.

‘Maybe you could call it Garbage Guts,’ suggested Bruce.

‘Huh!’ I said.

‘How about Yuka,’ offered Miss Richards. ‘My cat back home is called Yuka.’ For a moment she looked really wistful. ‘She’s a really lovely cat. I hope someone tells my mum I’m missing so she goes over to my place to feed her,’ she added. ‘Yuka’s very intelligent but she hasn’t learnt to use a can opener yet.’

‘I think you should call him Fang,’ said Phredde, with a dirty look at the duck. The duck shot her an even dirtier look back. ‘Quack,’ it snorted.

‘I think I’ll call him Cuddles,’ I decided.

‘Cuddles!’ exclaimed Bruce.

‘Yes, because he’s all soft and cuddly. Aren’t you, Cuddles, precious?’

‘Quack,’ agreed Cuddles, snuggling into my neck and looking at Bruce as though crunching frogs for lunch was an even better idea than fish.

Well, six fish later Cuddles went to sleep on my lap. I didn’t want to disturb him—I mean, he was only a baby—so I sat there stroking him while Phredde and Bruce helped Miss Richards build a sort of verandah onto the hut to keep us dry if it rained when we wanted to eat dinner.

After that Miss Richards dug a toilet pit and put up a bark screen around it for necessary privacy (which was a really good thing because I was running out of bushes) while Phredde and Bruce took the carpet to look for lots of soft dry leaves for toilet paper. And then Miss Richards showed them how to make bush soap, while she heated water for a bath.

It was quite interesting watching them.

Cuddles was still asleep, so I put him down carefully on my stringybark cushion while I had a bath with soap and washed my hair. What with Cuddles and being clean I was feeling much better, and I felt even more fantastic when Miss Richards darted into the hut and came out with this really cool leather-type skirt and narrow top.

‘Is that for me?’ I asked.

Miss Richards nodded. She really was pretty nice. ‘To wear while your tracksuit is drying,’ she said.

I stared at them. ‘What are they made of?’ I asked. I’d never seen leather like that before. It looked almost like it was transparent, but it wasn’t, and sort of scaly, and it glistened a little in the sun.

‘I think it’s a giant python skin,’ said Miss Richards. ‘That’s a really massive sort of snake. I found it lying over a tree branch. Snakes get rid of their old skins as they grow, but this is so thick and enormous it must come from a really big snake.’

‘It’s not poisonous, is it?’ I asked suspiciously.

Miss Richards smiled. ‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘Only poison glands are poisonous and, anyway, pythons swallow their prey whole. They don’t poison them.’

I made a mental note to keep clear of any giant pythons. ‘Well, er, thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ll just go and try them on.’

It was dark and a bit dusty inside the hut (Miss Richards had said we’d try to make some paint tomorrow to brighten it up). Mrs Olsen was still snoring softly on her bracken bed. Somehow in the darkness her skin looked whiter than ever and her lips redder, and the fangs gleamed sharp and white as they protruded over her bottom lip.

I tiptoed in so as not to disturb her, and slipped off my grotty tracksuit, and tried on the skirt. It was a bit tight and itched a bit, but otherwise it was a perfect fit and so was the top. I stroked it. I’d always wanted a leather skirt and a leather jacket, but when I’d asked Mum if I could have one for my birthday she’d just yelled ‘NO! NO! NO! NO!’ and Dad had said he didn’t think I was quite old enough yet.

Now it looked like I’d got one after all.

To be honest, I’d rather have been back home in our castle with Mum and Dad and poor old Mark even if I had to wear a frilly dress with lace and ruffles and die of embarrassment when anyone looked at me (well, almost, anyway). But if I had to be stranded in the distant past these were pretty great clothes to be stranded in, and I wished more than ever that I had a mirror.

I pushed the ’roo-skin door aside and stepped out into the sunlight again. ‘Well, what do you think?’ I asked.

‘Wow!’ said Phredde enviously. ‘Hey, can I have a leather outfit too, Miss Richards?’

‘Sure,’ said Miss Richards cheerfully. ‘I made Prudence’s first because her tracksuit gets dirty faster than phaery clothes. But I’m sure I can finish yours tonight.’

‘Wow,’ breathed Phredde again.

Bruce didn’t say anything. He just stared at me and somehow I didn’t think he was so keen on older women any more, even if they could dig wallaby traps and build mud huts and bake wattle-seed cakes and catalogue a library full of books and manage the school’s computer system.

‘Quack!’

‘Cuddles! You’re awake!’ I ran over to him just as he started to make a beeline for Miss Richards. After all, she had just made me the coolest outfit I’d seen in 144 million years and it seemed a bit ungrateful to let my baby duck eat her.

And then it was time for dinner.







Chapter 21
Mrs Olsen Goes Hunting

It was a pretty good dinner. Not as good as sausage and pineapple pizza of course, but I was getting used to prehistoric cooking.

First of all we had freshwater mussels—they’re a bit like oysters—cooked in a broth with what Miss Richards said were lemon-scented backhousia leaves. (They looked like ordinary old gum leaves to me but they did smell lemony.)

Then Miss Richards did a stir-fry in the turtle shell with waterlily pods and tree-fern fronds and more bush tomatoes and witchetty grubs. (Miss Richards said witchetty grubs taste like chicken, but they’re much squishier. At least they looked a bit like stir-fried chicken so it wasn’t too yuk at all.) And then we had bullrush-pollen cakes sweetened with wild raspberry juice baked on the hot rocks by the fire, but Miss Richards said they’d be much nicer once we found an ants’ nest tomorrow and got our oven dug out so she could do some proper baking. Maybe we might even manage pizza with a ground wattle-seed base and bush tomatoes and sundried wallaby instead of salami. Then she got all thoughtful and said if she could just work out how to catch a giant echidna18 she could milk it and maybe make some cheese, because pizza without cheese isn’t really pizza at all.

And Cuddles sat on my lap and ate more witchetty grubs than any of us and some freshwater mussels and all the fish that happened to have swum into the fish trap by mistake. I think some of them maybe were the ones we had let go at lunchtime too. Fish don’t have many brains. (I know because I looked.)

Then Mrs Olsen woke up. The first thing I knew about it was Cuddles suddenly trying to hide under my snakeskin top, but there wasn’t enough room so he hid his head under my armpit instead.

I looked round to see what he was scared of. So far Cuddles hadn’t been scared of anything!

There was Mrs Olsen, standing in the doorway. But she didn’t look much like the Mrs Olsen we’d had as our teacher all year.

This Mrs Olsen looked taller somehow, and her cheeks looked thinner and her skin whiter and her eyes really dark and shining like the night, except they didn’t have stars or a moon in them or anything like that. And her lips were red as bl…, er, red stuff and her teeth were long and white, especially when she smiled at us.

‘Hello, everyone!’ she cooed.

It didn’t sound like Mrs Olsen either. It sounded more like something you’d hear on one of the late-night horror movies Mum won’t let me watch so we have to sneak out of bed and peer round the door while Mum cuddles into Dad and hides her eyes at the gory bits.

‘Er, are you hungry?’ I asked.

I realised at once that this was the wrong thing to say. The new-style Mrs Olsen smiled her bl…, er, red smile at me.

‘Why, yes, Prudence, how kind of you to ask. I am hungry,’ she said, all soft and creepy-like.

‘There’s some stir-fry left,’ offered Phredde.

Mrs Olsen’s smile grew wider and even weirder. ‘You know, I don’t really feel like stir-fry, Ethereal. You know what I do feel like?’ She sort of glided towards me as though her pants suit had turned into a long black velvet cloak. ‘I feel like…’

Suddenly she lunged and grabbed Cuddles from my lap.

‘Hey! You leave Cuddles alone!’ I yelled. ‘Don’t you dare vampirise him!’

Mrs Olsen opened her mouth. Her fangs glinted in the firelight. She lifted Cuddles higher and…

Cuddles bit her nose.

‘Ow!’ yelled Mrs Olsen. She dropped Cuddles and held her nose. Suddenly she didn’t look vampire-like at all.

‘Quack,’ said Cuddles. He sounded annoyed. He climbed back up onto my lap and glared at Mrs Olsen. ‘Quack!’

‘Oh, I am sorry,’ said Mrs Olsen, and now she sounded like her old self again. ‘What was I thinking of? I’m so ashamed! It’s the fresh blood you see. It…it does something to me.’

Yeah, turns you into a horror movie leftover, I thought, but I didn’t say anything, because she did look embarrassed.

‘I’ll just go and have a quick snack of kangaroo,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘Or maybe a few wombat necks.’

‘There’s a giant echidna out there too,’ said Bruce helpfully. ‘Maybe you could vampirise that.’

‘Yes, yes, anything,’ said Mrs Olsen. She was really upset. ‘Oh, I do hope you’ll forgive me, and forget all about this…this unpleasantness.’ She bounded off into the night.

I looked at Phredde and Bruce and Miss Richards, and they all looked at me. Then Miss Richards cleared her throat. ‘Would anyone like another bullrush-pollen cake?’ she asked.

‘Quack,’ said Cuddles. And we never referred to it again.




18 Don’t try to milk an echidna unless you’re really hungry or studying echidna ecology. I’ve tried milking them, so believe me. Besides, the echidnas don’t like it—Jackie.









Chapter 22
Night-Time

I dreamt of home that night. Were Mum and Dad frantic? Were they calling the police every ten minutes to see if I’d been found? I mean Mum and Dad just don’t handle stress well, like that time the ogre chased me home.19


Were the police combing the Big Koala Wildlife Park looking for clues? Were Phredde’s mum and dad and Bruce’s mum and dad PINGing all over the world and Phaeryland looking for us?

And what about poor Mark? This was a crisis in my brother’s life and I should be there for him. I wanted to be there for him. I wanted to be HOME!!!!

I stifled a sniffle under my ’roo-skin blanket. There was no point being a wimp about it. Tears wouldn’t get me 100,000 years into the future. I just needed to get a good night’s sleep so I’d be bright and fit the next morning to cope with milking giant echidnas and digging out an ants’ nest oven and making prehistoric paint out of ochre and echidna milk and roasted limestone if we could find some and all the other yuk stuff Miss Richards said went into it. But it wouldn’t be yuk at all, I told myself firmly. It would be fun. You hear me, Prudence. FUN. And besides, my two best friends would be there too.

The moon made a bright yellow splodge under the ’roo-skin door, so I could almost pretend it was an electric light on in the hall back home in our castle. And if I shut my eyes tight I could imagine I really was home and the gentle shuddery feeling wasn’t a herd of grazing giant kangaroos thudding past our hut or an earthquake from all that volcanic activity Miss Richards said not to worry about, but Mark practising on his drums and the bracken bed was really…was really…

Finally I did fall asleep.




19 See ‘Phredde and the Ogre’ in Phredde and a Frog Named Bruce.









Chapter 23
Exploring

So I woke up to my second morning 100,000 years ago. It hadn’t been such a bad night, once I’d got to sleep. The ’roo-skin blankets kept me warm, even if they were a bit clammy still, and hard around the edges, and Miss Richards had suggested we put down sheets of paperbark to cover the bracken mattress, so it was hardly scratchy at all.

I was even getting used to sleeping in the same room, er, hut, as the others. But I was still homesick. It was like a great big heavy lump of bullrush-pollen cake in my inside, but the bullrush cake was digested and gone by now and the homesickness remained.

I really wanted muesli for breakfast, or maybe banana muffins and passionfruit juice. But all there was was fish—again—and more bullrush cakes with wild-bee honey (they don’t sting like ordinary bees according to Miss Richards). After we’d finished eating, Miss Richards steered the flying carpet to these droopy old native cherry trees and we picked some native cherries for dessert. (Native cherries aren’t as good as real cherries, because they’re tiny, but they’re sweet and red and okay when there isn’t any iced watermelon around or bowls of fruit salad with lots of chopped rockmelon and banana.)

We didn’t bring Mrs Olsen, because she was asleep again. She still looked pretty vampire-like—I mean real vampire, not nice-teacher-who-has-an-arrangement-with-the-abattoir-type vampire—but I reckoned she’d come to herself a bit when Cuddles bit her.

Cuddles enjoyed breakfast too.

‘That duck is getting fat,’ said Phredde darkly, as Cuddles finished off his fourteenth fish.

‘He’s just a baby,’ I said defensively. ‘He needs lots of food to grow.’

‘Burp,’ said Cuddles, grabbing another fish from my fingers and giving Phredde a nasty look.

‘Maybe if you don’t feed him much he won’t grow so big,’ suggested Bruce.

‘Quack,’ said Cuddles, giving Bruce his best ‘maybe I’ll have a giant frog for dessert’ look.

‘On second thoughts,’ added Bruce hurriedly, ‘maybe you should feed him as much as he likes.’

‘Quack,’ agreed Cuddles, satisfied.

‘You know, he is going to be a little bit of a problem when he gets bigger, Prudence,’ Miss Richards pointed out.

‘A great big bit of a problem,’ spluttered Phredde. ‘Like two metres of Demon Duck of Doom problem.’

‘But he’ll be really tame by then,’ I argued. ‘Won’t you, little Cuddles?’

‘Burp,’ agreed Cuddles, as he peered down to see if there were any more fish in the basket. There wasn’t, so he waddled over and shoved Phredde off her seat and lay down on her stringybark cushion. Two seconds later he was asleep.

Phredde glared down at Cuddles. ‘That duck is a pest,’ she said.

‘He’ll learn manners when he gets older,’ I said. ‘It’s just like a puppy. They wee on the carpet for the first couple of weeks and then they learn to behave themselves. I’m sure Cuddles will learn not to shove you off your seat.’

‘Or steal my fish,’ muttered Phredde.

‘Look, I told him he was naughty and he shouldn’t eat your breakfast!’ I said. ‘He won’t do it again.’

‘He’d better not,’ said Phredde. ‘Or he’ll…’

‘I know,’ said Miss Richards brightly. ‘Why don’t you three take the flying carpet off and hunt for more fruit for lunch? I want to experiment with banksia candles so we have some light at night, and then maybe I’ll plait some more stringybark to make hammocks and then…’

‘You couldn’t knit a TV out of stringybark too, could you?’ asked Bruce brightly.

‘Um, no,’ said Miss Richards.

‘Pity,’ said Bruce.

‘What sort of fruit should we look for?’ I asked. I mean, apart from native cherries and kurrajongs and kangaroo berries, the only fruit I could recognise was in big piles in the supermarket.

Miss Richards opened her laptop. She was being pretty careful with it now, as there wasn’t much battery capacity left. ‘See?’ she said. ‘Look for those trees there. Those are sandpaper and Port Jackson figs—you’ll find them in the wet gullies—and those bushes with little purple fruit are boobialla, and you know what kangaroo berries look like and native cherries.’

‘Sure thing,’ I said.

We left Cuddles sleeping because he looked so cute I didn’t want to wake him up, and also because Phredde and Bruce didn’t want to share a flying carpet with a Demon Duck of Doom who might wake up feeling hungry.

So after Miss Richards had warned us a few times about not trying to tackle any giant goannas and keeping well clear of leopards and stuff like that, and had given me some bracken tea so I didn’t get flying-carpet sick (she’d looked up bush remedies too on her laptop), the flying carpet finally rose over the campsite.

Actually our new home looked pretty good, with the hut and its new verandah and the stone fireplace and seats and turtle-shell bath. It was hard to think it had all just been tussocky grass and trees a couple of days ago.

We flew down the river but there wasn’t much to see except big shaggy things like bears but with long tails and noses, and something like a wallaby except it was tearing the head off a rat and gulping it down. And what looked like a wolf but there weren’t any wolves in Australia, were there? Anyway, I was glad we were up in the air and it was down there.

After a while the river got bigger and bigger and then we came to a wide bay with big sandbanks across it. And then a beach, which looked pretty much like any beach with big curling waves, except there were no high-rise resorts or hamburger shops, or bright umbrellas, dead thongs and bits of styrofoam boxes among the seaweed. Then we flew up the coast just because it was pretty scenic, and I’d never flown along a beach on a flying carpet before, and I reckon Miss Richards’s bracken tea must have worked because I didn’t bring my breakfast up once.

Finally we remembered that we were supposed to be looking for fruit for lunch so Phredde swung the carpet inland.

‘How about we land there?’ she asked, pointing to the big round mountain we’d been able to see from our campsite. It was pretty bald-looking on top, and all covered in red dirt and rocks with funny yellow crystals around them, and it had a funny hole in the top too, like a big shallow dish with some water in it, but lower down there were more trees than you’d think could possibly be crammed onto a mountain slope. They were big bushy-looking trees too, and even if they weren’t in one of the wet gullies Miss Richards had talked about they still looked like a few sackfuls of fruit might be dripping off their branches.

‘Okay by me,’ said Bruce.

We landed on the grassy slope just above the treeline. I stepped off the carpet and stretched. ‘Hey, this is nice,’ I said. ‘Look, you can see the hut and everything! It’s warmer up here too.’

‘Mmm,’ said Phredde. ‘Maybe we could have a nap before we head down and pick some fruit.’

I looked at her more closely. She looked great, of course, because Miss Richards had finished her snakeskin skirt and top too (actually mine itched like heck, but I wasn’t going to say so because it looked so cool), but she did look tired, with black smudges under her eyes. I glanced at Bruce. It’s hard to tell if frogs are tired or not, but I thought he might be. I suddenly wondered if they were both as homesick as I was. Maybe they hadn’t been able to sleep last night either, and they probably felt even more lost than me because they’d lost their PING. All at once I felt guilty that I’d even half wished that they were just like me. They were my two best friends and now I wished like anything they had their PINGs back, and it wasn’t just because then they could PING us home.

‘I wouldn’t mind a nap either,’ I confessed.

‘Me too,’ said Bruce. He grinned. ‘At least up here we don’t have to worry about giant goannas or leopards leaping down on us.’

‘Nope,’ I said, gazing around at the bare red dirt and yellow crusted rocks. ‘This is probably about the safest spot in the world.’

It had a pretty good view too. From here you could see way down the coast and all the trees and blue hills and mountains inland, with here and there the glint of white of snow and glaciers. It was really cool, except like I said it was actually pretty warm.

I knelt down and felt the soil. ‘Hey, the ground’s hot!’ I said.

‘Must have heated up in the sunlight,’ said Phredde sleepily. ‘G’night.’ She rolled up the flying carpet for a pillow and ten seconds later she was asleep.

I lay down with my head on the carpet next to her. I suppose I must have fallen asleep pretty quickly, because the next thing I knew someone was shaking me awake.

‘Go away,’ I muttered. ‘It’s not time for school yet.’ The shaking continued. I opened my eyes crossly, then opened them wider.

No, I wasn’t in my bed at home, and, no, Gark our butler wasn’t trying to wake me up to get into my school uniform (not that he wanted to get in my uniform—just to make sure that I was ready for school in time. You know what I mean). No-one was shaking me either.

Weird. I sat up. Someone had been shaking me, I was sure, but there was no-one around. I glanced down at Phredde and Bruce. They were both asleep, Bruce with his froggy mouth open and Phredde all curled up like a butterfly in a leather skirt and top and purple joggers with silver laces.

But there was no sign of anyone else.

I yawned and gazed out at the view. It still looked great, but there was a funny haze in the air, almost like it was thick and shimmering. It smelt peculiar too, like the water in the river and the way the breeze had smelt sometimes, but even more so…

I sniffed again. Rotten eggs, that was it, like the time Phredde and I left a dozen eggs out in the sun for three weeks then threw them at the castle walls just to see what rotten eggs did smell like, because books are always telling you they smell pretty bad. Well, books are right (and Mum was furious), and the air round here stank of rotten eggs too.

Maybe some dumb bird had left its nest for too long and the eggs had gone bad and then fallen out of the nest and crashed on the ground, I thought. Or a Demon Duck of Doom’s compost heap hadn’t worked and…

The ground rumbled slightly below me. That was what had woken me up, I realised! Maybe there was a herd of giant kangaroos down among the trees and their bounding around had made the earth shake.

I peered down, but couldn’t see anything. The ground shook again. The rotten egg smell grew stronger.

Things were getting weirder and weirder…







Chapter 24
The Volcano

Bruce blinked and sat up beside me. ‘Can you smell something?’ he asked.

I nodded. ‘It’s pretty yuk. I’m scared!’ I admitted.

‘Oh, Pru!’ said Bruce, ‘I just want to say…’ He edged closer and I think he was going to put his arm around me…

…And then the ground REALLY shook and down, deep in the earth, a rumble grew louder, louder, louder…

‘Help!’ I screamed. ‘It’s an earthquake!’

Phredde sat up with a start. ‘Pru!’ she shrieked.

The shaking grew even stronger, battering us about like we were on board a ship on a really rough sea. For a second my tummy wondered whether it should be seasick in spite of Miss Richards’s bracken tea, then realised that no! This was not the time to be sick!

Bruce stared around, his froggy nostrils dilating. ‘It’s not an earthquake,’ he yelled, ‘it’s an erupting volcano!’

‘But…but…’ I stuttered. Then suddenly it all fell into place—the bare mountain with its hole in the top, the yellow crystals around the rocks,20 the too-warm ground underneath us…

A wisp of steam threaded its way through the soil just by my hand. It was HOT!

‘Let’s get out of here!’ I yelled, scrambling to my feet. ‘Everyone onto the carpet! Now!’

The steamy ground heaved below us as we struggled to roll out the flying carpet. We’d just got it spread out when the ground ripped apart next to us. Rocks and grass and soil crumbled into a gaping wound.

‘Up!’ I yelled as I grabbed hold of Phredde and Bruce. ‘Get this thing flying.’

Then suddenly we were up, but it wasn’t the carpet that had got us there, because the whole mountain exploded in a great burst of gas and the carpet was screaming up into the air with us grasping at its edges. Rocks and dirt were flying past us and the air was so thick with smoke my eyes were streaming and I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t breathe at all.

‘Phredde!’ I gasped, clinging onto the carpet with all my might.

‘I can’t get the carpet going!’ sobbed Phredde. ‘It’s out of control!’

‘Then PING us out of here!’

‘But I can’t!’

‘Try! Please! It’s our only hope! You and Bruce together…maybe you have a tiny bit of PING left!’

‘But…’ began Phredde. ‘Okay, okay, I’ll try…’ Suddenly her hand grabbed mine. At least, I thought, if I’m going to die I’ll be with my best friend. My best friends. I clasped Bruce’s froggy foot in my other hand.

‘PING, PING,’ I shrieked, but it wasn’t a real shriek because there was no air in my lungs to shriek with. It was just a croak, even worse than Bruce’s.

I shut my eyes. The carpet heaved and bucked below me. Phredde’s hand was warm and Bruce’s was cold and the air was sizzling at my skin and dirt singed my face and…

You can hear a phaery’s PING, but I felt this one. It came from Phredde and it came from Bruce but it was such a little PING, it wouldn’t take us anywhere at all, and we had to get away, away from the volcano, we had to get home—and not just me and Phredde and Bruce but little Cuddles and Mrs Olsen because she was a pretty nice teacher even if she was a vampire and Miss Richards because I kind of liked her again now and…

‘PING, please, please PING,’ I breathed desperately. I tried to help them. Okay, I was just a human and they were phaeries but maybe if I concentrated, maybe some of my energy could seep through my hands, they were my best, best friends and I didn’t want them to die. I had to help them, help them, help them…

The PING seeped through my bones and round my head. All the world was PING. And suddenly it burst out all around me and everything went…

PING!




20 Probably sulphur—Jackie.









Chapter 25
Koalas

I opened my eyes.

‘Are we dead?’ I asked.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Phredde beside me shakily.

‘Me either,’ said Bruce.

I let go of their hands and looked around. ‘Mrs Olsen!’ I said weakly. ‘What are you doing here? And Miss Richards!’

Miss Richards blinked. ‘I…I just suddenly was here!’

‘Where’s the volcano!’ I demanded. ‘Where’s all the poison gas and rocks and…’

All I could see were gum trees and blue sky and grass under our feet. There wasn’t a sign of hurtling airborne boulders or spewing lava or…‘What’s happened?’ I cried.

‘You PINGed!’ said Phredde wonderingly.

‘But…but I can’t!’ I stammered.

‘You must have!’ said Bruce. ‘I felt it! You grabbed my hand and then you PING!ed with us…’

‘I felt it too!’ cried Phredde. ‘The three of us PINGed together!’

‘But…but…’ I said. I tried to PING up a banana and blueberry thickshake with extra ice-cream but nothing happened. ‘See, it doesn’t work!’ I said.

‘Maybe it only works when you do it with your friends,’ said Miss Richards gently. ‘When you really absolutely need to…’

‘Like…like if we’re going to be blown up in a volcano?’ I suggested faintly.

‘Something like that. Yes,’ said Miss Richards.

I considered this. Maybe she was right…

‘Where…where are we?’ said Phredde. She still sounded pretty shaky. ‘Where’s the hut? And the river?’

‘Where’s Cuddles!’ I yelled, suddenly frantic.

‘Quack,’ said something behind my back. Cuddles waddled up and pecked my knee viciously to say hello. I scooped him up. ‘You’re safe too!’ I cried. ‘But where are we?’

Suddenly I saw it. It was in a tree and it wasn’t doing much at all. Just eating a gum leaf like it was wondering whether to fall asleep or not…

‘Hey!’ I yelled. ‘There’s a koala!’







Chapter 26
An Interesting School Excursion

Yes, it WAS the Big Koala Wildlife Park. Somehow Phredde and Bruce and I had PINGed us all back to our own time and to the right place.

In fact it was EXACTLY the right time, because just then the school buses drew up and no-one had noticed we’d been missing at all, because we hadn’t gone yet. (Yeah, I know it’s confusing, but time travel is like that. If you really think about it I’m 144 million years old now, but don’t tell Mum because there’s no way she can fit 144 million candles on my next birthday cake and she’d really hate to be even older than that and because she’s my mum she’d have to be…)

Of course everyone was a bit surprised to see Miss Richards there because she was supposed to be back in the library at school. They were even more surprised to see her wearing a ripped leopard-skin miniskirt, and to see me and Phredde in snake-skin skirts too. (You should have seen Amelia’s face—she was so jealous.)

And everyone was really well behaved all day, even Edwin, because Mrs Olsen still looked, well, vampire-like and even when she smiled her fangs sort of shone and you really, really didn’t want to get on her bad side.

But apart from that it was a pretty good excursion and the koalas were cool even if they didn’t do much (they were a bit of a letdown actually after rhoetosauruses and a Demon Duck of Doom). And I had three hamburgers and a sausage roll and two milkshakes from the kiosk.

Cuddles liked hamburgers and milkshakes too. In fact, he had even more than me. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have any money to pay for them, either (I’d left my school bag back in the Jurassic) because the lady at the kiosk said sort of nervously that the little bird could have all the hamburgers he wanted, and so could I, but please get him to stop eating the tables.

And then we went home.







Chapter 27
Home to the Castle

I had to explain to Mum how come I’d lost my tracksuit and come back with a leather skirt and top, of course. I think she believed me, especially when Cuddles started kicking down the kitchen door till Gark fed him a leg of lamb and two banana cakes and half a dozen lettuces and a cucumber and three tomatoes. (Cuddles really loved tomatoes.)

‘So he just followed me home from 100,000 years ago!’ I finished. ‘Can I keep him, Mum? Please? He’s just a baby and he doesn’t have anywhere else to go because his mum is 100,000 years away!’

Mum looked at Cuddles a bit warily. ‘Well, I don’t think the dog pound or the RSPCA would accept a Demon Duck of Doom.’

‘Just a baby one,’ I put in.

‘Even a baby one. So I suppose we’ll have to keep him.’

‘Quack,’ said Cuddles happily, inspecting the video to see if he could eat it.

‘But I don’t know what your father will say,’ finished Mum.

‘He’ll say what he said when I gave him the jaguar and the giant sloth and the piranhas!’ I said happily. ‘He’ll just gasp a bit and then he’ll say—“Great, Prudence, great. Just what we need.”’

‘Quack,’ agreed Cuddles, crunching up the video.

I left Cuddles in the kitchen finishing off the potatoes and a couple of watermelons and the garbage bin, and climbed the tower stairs to find Mark. I’d got a present for him.

It was this really great idea I’d had during the afternoon at the Big Koala Park and Phredde’s mum had PINGed it up for me when she came to pick us up, because somehow the flying carpet had got lost in the explosion and Phredde still couldn’t PING till she got her next allowance and we didn’t have any money to get a bus home because my school bag was still 100,000 years away. (I’d tried PINGing again too, but it still hadn’t worked. I guess Miss Richards was right. I could only PING with my friends if I really HAD to.)

‘Hey, Dog Breath,’ I yelled, ‘I’m home!’

‘So what?’ said Mark’s voice behind the door. He sounded depressed.

I opened the door and there was Mark, lying on his bed (he has a doggie basket too for when he’s a werewolf) and looking miserable.

‘I’ve been thinking about you and Tracey,’ I said.

‘There is no me and Tracey,’ said Mark sadly. ‘She never wants to see me again!’

‘Look, cheer up…’ I said.

Mark shook his head. ‘I’ll never be happy again! She had the longest whitest fangs of any werewolf I’ve ever met,’ he mourned. ‘And the glossiest coat and the fluffiest tail and the prettiest paws and…’

‘No, Mark, really,’ I said.

‘What?’ muttered Mark.

‘I’ve got something for you. It’ll fix everything up.’

Mark looked vaguely hopeful. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s in the corridor,’ I said. ‘It won’t fit in your room.’

Mark hauled himself off the bed and peered out into the corridor. ‘What the…!’ he exclaimed. ‘Where did you get THAT, Pruneface?’

‘Oh, I saw one like it back in the Jurassic,’ I said airily. ‘And I got Phredde’s mum to PING up one just like it.’

‘I’ve never seen one as big as that!’ breathed Mark. ‘It’s awesome, Pruneface, simply awesome.’

‘It’s not bad,’ I said airily. ‘Do you think Tracey will like it?’

‘Like it! It’s the biggest bone in the world today!’ he sniffed. ‘And the smelliest!’ he added admiringly.

‘Well, we didn’t have any fridges back in the Jurassic,’ I confessed. ‘And you’d smell too if you were a 144-million-year-old dinosaur bone.’

For a moment I thought he was going to ask exactly what I’d been doing back in the Jurassic. But you know brothers—they’ve got one-track minds. ‘I bet Tracey has never even smelt a bone as pongy as that one!’ cried Mark. Suddenly he looked at me a bit worriedly. ‘You’re sure you can spare it, Pruneface? I mean, it’s such a super awesome bone.’

‘I can spare it,’ I assured him. ‘I hardly ever eat dinosaur bones.’

‘Okay!!!’ Mark dashed to the mirror, combed his hair, inspected his teeth—normal-size teeth today because he wasn’t a werewolf at the moment—then dashed out into the corridor and began tugging the dinosaur bone down the stairs.







Chapter 28
Not Quite the End

(Because who knows when we’ll have our next adventure.)

Well, that’s the end of that story. Mum said I had to keep my snake-skin skirt and top for really special occasions, but she didn’t say what they were. And Dad built Cuddles a special Demon Duck of Doom house down in the rose garden, except it isn’t a rose garden any more because Cuddles ate the rose bushes and six bags of fertiliser and the spade.

And that night, as I was brushing my teeth for bed (it was even good to have a toothbrush again—believe it or not, dental hygiene had become much more important to me since I’d seen the mouths of those who didn’t brush or floss), I looked out the window and there, up on the castle turret in the light of the full moon, were two werewolves, their heads close together, howling contentedly at the sky.

I smiled. Mark was happy again and so was I, and I had the two best friends in the world, and it didn’t matter if I couldn’t PING all the time, like them.

In fact I didn’t even think about PINGing again till we were down that secret tunnel with the skeleton and…

But that’s another story.21





21 See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.








Author’s Notes

A Few Weird Animals in this Book

The Demon Duck of Doom (aka thunder bird, mirihung, Bullockornis planei): These grew to two metres high or more, and weighed about 200-300 kilos. The name ‘Demon Duck of Doom’ was given to them by Walter Boles of the Australian Museum, who has studied the petrified brain of one of them. The Tjapwurong people of Western Victoria called giant birds like these ‘mirihung paringmal’ and had an oral tradition (history passed on in stories) about these giant emu-like birds who were alive when volcanoes were still erupting in Victoria—at least 6000 or 7000 years ago.

Spotty leopard or lion: Thylacoleo carnifex, a bit smaller than a modern leopard, with knife-like teeth and a long tail. Its back feet were like a possum’s so it could probably climb trees—but I don’t know if it was spotty or not! Modern native cats can have faintly spotty fur, so I decided to give the leopard in this story spots and soft fur as well and call it a leopard instead of a lion (it isn’t really either a lion or a leopard).

Long-nosed wombats: Neohelos ranged from the size of a big dog to the size of a hippopotamus and, of course, had long noses.

Giant tree kangaroos: Bohra paulae. Imagine a possum the size of an Alsatian dog with a long nose and a pouch and a really long tail, and you’ve just about got it. Modern tree kangaroos eat leaves and new shoots and fruit and blossom; maybe giant tree kangaroos ate lots of these, or maybe they ate other food too.

Flat-faced kangaroos: Procoptodon pusio. These looked like modern kangaroos that someone had punched in the face. Their arms were longer, and like wallabies (and humans) they could probably use their arms and hands to pull down vines and branches and pick up fruit.

Giant kangaroo: Procoptodon goliath (or short-faced giant kangaroos). (My reference doesn’t have the h in goliath, a common enough misprint.) Really big kangaroos with flat faces. They had a large single toe on each foot, and each hand had two long fingers with large claws.

Giant goanna: Megalania prisca. Seven metres long and weighing about 600 kilos. It probably looked pretty much like modern goannas, except for its size.

Furry rhinoceros: Zygomaturus trilobus. Think of a wombat crossed with a rhinoceros and the size of a cow.

Rhoetosaurus: About fifteen metres long and weighing probably twenty tonnes. They had a short, stiff tail and a very long neck.

Paracyclotosaurus davidi: A 2.5-metre-long amphibian with a wide mouth that lurked under the water to suck in passing fish—or kids lost from the twenty-first century!

Giant echidna: Zaglossus ramsayi. They probably ate worms and beetles as well as the ants and termites that modern echidnas mostly eat today.

Giant turtle: Meiolania platyceps. About two metres long with spiky horns and a spiked tail and powerful claws. It probably lived on land as well as on the water.

How extinct animals lived

The main problem with finding out how extinct animals lived is that they’re dead—you can’t just go and have a look! All we have are fossils of their bones or their footprints and sometimes eggs. So scientists have to work out what shape they were and what sounds they made and what they ate either by examining the bone structure and working out where muscles and tendons would have gone, or by looking for modern animals which might live the same way.

I decided to give the marsupial ‘leopards’ in this book spots because modern quolls have spots, and they also live in Australian forests and eat meat—but the marsupial ‘leopards’ might have been bright orange with purple feet for all we know (probably not, though, as most animals blend in with their environment so fierce animals can’t see them too easily and eat them—or, if they are fierce animals, so their dinner doesn’t notice them too soon as they sneak up and pounce).

There’s no evidence either that Demon Ducks of Doom hatched their eggs like brush turkeys do, in mounds of leaves. They might have laid them in termite mounds, like goannas, or the male Demon Duck might have looked after the eggs, like modern emus. But while Demon Ducks looked a bit like emus, they are more closely related to geese and ducks, so I decided not to base their behaviour on emus.

If you decide to study thunder birds, you may come up with a much better idea of how they lived!

More information

If you want to know more about Australian prehistoric animals (which are often really different from the American or European ones that you see in Hollywood movies) or Aussie volcanoes or how to survive in the bush if you’re suddenly stranded there by a flying carpet out of control, zap down to the library. You may not find Miss Richards, but there will be someone who can point you to the books that’ll tell you what you want to know!22

(If you are interested in all Aussie animals, alive or prehistoric, the Australian Museum’s magazine Nature Australia is a great place to start! Ask your librarian for a look at that too!)

P.S. Miss Richards was a whiz at survival skills, but five of you really can build a wattle-and-daub hut in six hours (I’ve done it). And once you know what to look for, finding all sorts of bush tucker to stuff your face with doesn’t take long either—and it’s much more fun than shopping in a supermarket!

All the ‘bush tucker’ in Phredde and the Leopard-skin Librarian grows on our place (except for the fish—pity, I like fish!) and an hour’s foraging gives me heaps to eat.

P.P.S. You can milk modern echidnas, but I don’t recommend it. The echidnas don’t like it, you don’t get much milk, and it tastes peculiar!




22 If you’re lucky she (or he) will be wearing fake leopard skin.
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For those who came in late…



Prudence: A normal schoolgirl who lives in a magic castle and has a fairy, sorry, phaery, as her best friend. She likes feeding her piranhas, sailing her pirate ship and making sure her mum doesn’t find out what she and Phredde get up to.



Phredde: A 30-cm-high phaery. Her real name is The Phaery Ethereal but unless you want your kneecaps kicked by a furious phaery, DON’T call her this unless you’re a teacher, parent or someone even Phredde acknowledges it’s not a good idea to kneecap! Likes any adventure that doesn’t involve wearing glass slippers or handsome princes.



P.S. That’s PHAERY, buster, not fairy. Don’t call Phredde a ‘fairy’ if you value your kneecaps.



Bruce: A handsome phaery prince. Or he might be if he hadn’t decided to be a giant frog instead of a kid. (A Crinea signifera, if you want to be precise. Ask Bruce if you want to know more about Crinea signifera—or better still, look it up in the library, because Bruce will tell you EVERYTHING.) Bruce likes catching flies and collecting recipes for mosquito pizza. Holds the interschool record for the long jump and the high jump at the Athletics Carnival.



P.S. Don’t called Bruce a fairy either. He won’t kneecap you but you might find dried flies in your muesli.



Mrs Olsen: Pru, Phredde and Bruce’s teacher. Also a vampire, but don’t worry, she and her family have a friendly arrangement with the abattoir—the butchers get the meat and the vampires get the bloo…, er, red stuff. Keeps her coffin with the art supplies in the storeroom.



Mark: Pru’s older brother. Also a werewolf every full moon, a trait inherited from his father’s side of the family. (Great Uncle Ron is also a werewolf.) Answers to ‘Dog’s Breath’ but don’t try it if you can’t run fast. Likes chasing cars, football. His favourite snack food is corn chips and corgis.



The Phaery Splendifera: Phredde’s mum. Loves crosswords, honeydew nectar and racing magic carpets. Wants her darling baby Ethereal to marry a nice handsome prince when she grows up. DO NOT mention this to Phredde.



Amelia: In Pru’s, Phredde’s and Bruce’s class at school. You don’t really want to know anything more about her.



Edwin: The same goes for Edwin.



Mr Ploppy Bottom: Oops, sorry, Plothiebotham. Relief principal while Mrs Allen is recovering from the volcano exploding and Cuddles eating the boys’ toilets. He’s sooo nice—or is he?



Cuddles: Pru’s Demon Duck of Doom, or Dromornis stirtoni. She’s three metres high. Cuddles followed Pru home from 100,000 BC (see Phredde and the Leopard-skin Librarian). Eats footballs, goalposts, video players, and the boys’ toilets.



Shaun the vampire: Also a kid and star footy player from Batrock Central School. He has…um…old-fashioned habits! And he eats his prey…live…


From Bruce’s Diary
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Saturday

First day of school holidays.

Sat on lily pad.

Ate flies. Hopped around a bit.

Bored.

Ate mosquito pizza for dinner.



Sunday

Second day of school holidays.

Ate flies.

Swam in fish pond. Hopped around a bit.

Bored.

Ate stir-fried beetles for dinner.

Watched a video on South-American frogs. Wasn’t as fascinating as I thought it would be. Tried using dead flies instead of popcorn in the popcorn popper. Mum upset about the mess.



Monday

Third day of school holidays.

Bored.

Sat on lily pad. Zapped flies. Decided fresh flies are juicier than popped ones. Hopped around a bit. Tried a cockroach for dessert but didn’t like it much.



Tuesday

Fourth day of school holidays.

Mum yelled at me, just because I said I was bored again. Told me to go and spend the day with Pru and Phredde. Then I told Mum I never, ever, ever want to see Pru again. And that goes for Phredde, too!

Mum said I should visit Aunt Gladioli in Phaeryland. Stormed off to my room. Well, hopped, anyway. It’s hard to storm off when you’re a frog. Am never going to Phaeryland again! Phaeryland reminds me of Pru! How could she have done THAT to me…



Chapter 1
The Trouble with Frogs—and Giant Hairy Gorillas
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‘The trouble is,’ I said, ‘that he’s a frog.’

‘He’s a really nice frog,’ said Phredde.

‘He’s still a frog.’

‘He’s tall and kind and good at football.’

‘For a frog,’ I said.

Phredde and I were sitting on an iceberg in Phredde’s back yard. You never know what you’re going to find in a phaery’s back yard. Worn-out volcanoes. Unicorn horns. Troll teeth or a snot mountain, which means the troll has blown his nose.

The iceberg was left over from the time the three of us decided to build an igloo. (Magic icebergs never melt.) Phredde PING!ed up the snow and Bruce and I…

I stopped that memory in its tracks. I was NEVER going to think about Bruce again.

Not much, anyway.

‘But Bruce has always been a frog,’ Phredde pointed out.

‘No, he hasn’t! He was born a phaery, just like you. He just LIKES being a frog.’

‘Well, he’s been a frog ever since you’ve known him,’ said Phredde reasonably.

‘I don’t care,’ I said. ‘All I asked was, could he please stop being a frog for my birthday party. And then he hops in…’ I gulped. ‘He didn’t even bring me a birthday present.’

‘You didn’t give him a chance to,’ Phredde pointed out. ‘You just yelled at him and then you did THAT to him.’

‘He’s lucky I just did THAT!’ I said and stood up. ‘My bum’s getting cold. Come on, let’s go.’

‘Where to?’ asked Phredde, fluttering up above my left ear, her hair going zing, zang, zongle in the sunlight. When you’re a 30-centimetre phaery it takes a lot to really stand out, but with Phredde’s hair all glowing silver, gold and purple and her hot-pink joggers with silver laces, well, fireworks don’t have half the zing that Phredde does.

‘Don’t know,’ I said glumly. ‘Anywhere.’

‘We could go on your pirate ship and hunt ogres.’

‘No.’

‘Would you like to PING! over to Italy and see if Mount Vesuvius is erupting?’

‘No.’

‘I could PING! us back to Ancient Egypt and we could visit King Narmer1.’

‘Did that last week.’

‘We could…we could…’ Phredde sounded stumped. Phaeries don’t have much imagination, which is a good thing as they could PING! up all sorts of things if they did. But mostly they don’t think of them.

‘Let’s just walk,’ I said. So we did.

It was okay in Phredde’s garden. Phredde’s mum had got cousin Pinkerbelle and her boyfriend, Mr Prince the landscape gardener, to design it. So there were pink flowers everywhere AND pink rose bushes—the nice, well-behaved sort not the clambering, blood-sucking sort that had attacked us way back when Phredde and I met Bruce for the first time2.

But I wasn’t going to think about Bruce, I told myself. I wasn’t going to think about him at ALL.

Of course, being a magic garden it never ended. After the flower beds there were trees that had pink flowers too. There were even pink flowers in the grass.

Every now and then there were things that Phredde’s mum didn’t want in the house—well, castle—any more, or that Phredde had grown out of, like Phredde’s old teddy bear (it waved to us from the sandpit). We caught a glimpse of Phredde’s old rocking horse galloping among the trees (I nearly stood on a pile of tiny rocking-horse droppings), and a giant gorilla with blood-red eyes heading straight towards us…

‘Phredde!’ I squeaked.

‘What?’ Phredde had fluttered up to one of the trees and had her nose in one of the big pink flowers. Anyone else would have thought she was sniffing its scent but Mrs Olsen had given us a lesson about the birds and the bees last term and it had got Phredde REALLY interested in what bees got up to in their spare time…

‘There’s a giant gorilla with blood-red eyes heading straight towards us!’

Phredde froze.

‘How big a gorilla?’

I calculated. ‘Oh, about the size of a three-storey building.’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde flatly, hovering just above my nose. ‘That gorilla!’

‘What do you mean, THAT gorilla? Tell me it isn’t dangerous,’ I pleaded. ‘Tell me the gorilla is just a joke you PING!ed up and let loose when you were finished with it. It’s really a sweet, kind, three-storey gorilla and…’

‘Well,’ said Phredde slowly. ‘I did PING! it up.’

‘Yes?’ I encouraged her.

Phredde gulped. ‘It used to be a toy. You know, cute and cuddly. It was the first thing I ever really PING!ed all by myself. You see there was this movie on TV…’

‘Let me guess. King Kong?’

‘That was it. And…’

‘You PING!ed up KING KONG and now he’s loose in your garden!’

‘Yes,’ said Phredde in a small voice. ‘I tried to PING! him away before Mum saw him but I was only a little kid and it mustn’t have worked. I must have only PING!ed him away sort of temporarily.’

‘GROAAAAR!’

That was the gorilla, not me.

‘Um, Phredde,’ I said.

‘Yes?’

‘I think you’d better PING! him away for good now.’

‘Well, I would,’ whispered Phredde. ‘But…’

I groaned. ‘How is it I can guess what you are going to say? You can’t PING! him away because…because…’

‘Because I can’t remember what spell I used to magic him up!’ wailed Phredde. ‘It was my first ever PING! you know!’

‘Phredde,’ I said.

‘Yes?’ said Phredde.

‘Run!’

So we ran.

Well I ran. Phredde fluttered like she was in the butterfly Olympics and the gorilla lumbered behind us. I could hear his footsteps—clump, clump, clump—and his great snuffly snorts too.

I was terrified! But not too terrified, if you know what I mean. When you’ve been pounded on by dinosaurs, faced a murderous Ancient Egyptian princess, pits of vipers and giant boa constrictors, you get a pretty good feeling that things will turn out okay in the end. You still run of course—I’m not that dumb. But any moment now something was going to save us.

Maybe a hero in a helicopter would swoop down from the sky!

Maybe a giant gorilla-eating slug was oozing along the path right this second!

Maybe there’d be a PING! and it would be Br…

Swat! The gorilla grabbed Phredde mid-flutter. Phredde screamed. It was a real scream, too, not a ‘Hey, this is terrifying but fun!’ sort of scream.

I don’t think I’d ever heard Phredde as terrified as that before.

I tried to work out whether I should stop and kick the gorilla’s big toe to make him drop Phredde, or just keep running to get help or maybe just dissolve into a small Prudence puddle because I was REALLY terrified now, when…

Zap!

Have you ever been picked up by a giant leathery toy gorilla hand? I bet you haven’t, because you’d probably be crunched, just like that gorilla was going to crunch me and Phredde. And once you’ve been crunched down a gorilla’s gullet you don’t do much reading.

(Mrs Olsen told us in first term about how gorillas were quiet vegetarians, but this was a giant PING!ed toy gorilla boy. And if you are wondering how I knew that the gorilla was a boy, well, he wasn’t wearing boxers, if you get my drift.)

It’s hard to breathe when massive gorilla fingers are squeezing the breath out of you, and the small gasp of air I managed to breathe in was pretty yuck. That gorilla never cleaned his teeth. I didn’t like to think what he’d been eating. Or who…

I didn’t like to think of that at all!

‘Phredde!’ I managed to squeak out the words.

‘Yes?’

‘I forgive you!’

‘For what?’ Phredde’s voice was pretty tremulous too.

‘For PING!ing up a giant, girl-eating toy gorilla when you were little.’

‘Why are you telling me that NOW?’

‘I don’t want your last thought being, How can Pru ever forgive me for this?’

‘My last thought is going to be, How do I get us out of this?’ shrieked Phredde.

‘Hey, that could be my last thought too!’ I called back. I know it sounds like we were being very brave, but I could see Phredde was terrified. I was nearly wetting myself…but it really does help things if you try to sound brave.

Well, it helps a bit. A very little bit.

Not much at all, actually.

For a second I wondered maybe if I did wet myself (or even do something worse) perhaps I’d be less appetising to a girl-eating giant toy gorilla. Or maybe he’d think kid doo-doo was like salt on a potato chip, and a doo-dooed Pru was really delicious.

And then I stopped thinking altogether, because the gorilla was holding us right up close to his beady black eyes, one in each hand. He was obviously trying to decide which one of us to eat first.

What do you think at times like this? Let it be me, so my best friend has another two seconds to enjoy the sight of HER best friend going down a gorilla throat!

There wasn’t time to think, much less decide. When it’s a choice between a 30-centimetre phaery with crunchy wings, or a nicely rounded girl with really good muscles from all that footy practice plus delicious watermelon stains down her T-shirt (Phredde had PING!ed up iced watermelon for a snack a half hour before)—well, there isn’t much of a choice.

The gorilla’s mouth came nearer, and nearer still. I could see his lips, black like shiny tyres. And then they opened. I could see his teeth. Long, yellow teeth—I was sure real gorillas didn’t have teeth like that—and a dark leathery looking tongue, too.

Then suddenly…Glump! I was inside, lying all crumpled on the gorilla’s tongue.

It was a wet tongue, sort of hard and squishy at the same time, a bit like bubble wrap made from sandpaper. I tried to sit up, but my head went bang against the roof of the gorilla’s mouth. It was pink and sort of ridged. Then the gorilla’s mouth began to close. I was forced down, down, down…

I didn’t even have time to say goodbye to Phredde, I thought, as I was crushed in that giant squishy mouth.

It wasn’t fair! Every other adventure had lasted DAYS, with plenty of time for rescue and last thoughts. This one had been just too quick!

Goodbye world, I thought. Goodbye, Phredde, Goodbye, B…

FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!





Chapter 2
FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG?
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‘Phredde?’

‘Pru!’

I blinked. That wasn’t gorilla gums up above me. It wasn’t even the inside of a gorilla tummy. It looked like an ordinary blue sky, with a few marshmallow clouds and Phredde hovering above me.

I sat up and checked myself. I seemed to be all there. No arms missing, all my toes. I hadn’t even lost a thong. And I was dry, not sodden with gorilla spit!

‘Phredde! How did you save us?’

‘I didn’t!’ cried Phredde. ‘One second the gorilla had crunched you up, then…’

‘He didn’t actually crunch me. He’d just glopped me and was about to crunch…’

‘There was this FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG! sound. And I was out of his fist and you were out of his mouth and we were here. Then you said Phredde? and I said, Pru! and…and here we are!’

‘You didn’t rescue us? Not even accidentally?’

Phredde shook her head. ‘You can’t PING! accidentally. Trust me. You know when you PING!. It’s…it’s like a sneeze all over you!’

‘Could your mum have fixed something up? You know, a Protect My Little Darling Phredde sort of spell that would be activated whenever you’re in danger?’

Phredde fluttered down beside me. ‘It can’t have been Mum. Or Dad either. That was a FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!, not a PING! Phaeries PING!’

‘Well, who FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!s then?’

‘I don’t know!’

I looked around, in case there were any FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!-type rescuers nearby. But there was only a little toy gorilla, lying in the flowery grass. I picked it up and handed it to Phredde. She took it gingerly.

‘I don’t think I want it now.’

‘Look,’ I said. ‘It’s YOUR toy gorilla. Take it home and lock it up where it won’t go eating people.’

Phredde nodded.

PING!

The toy gorilla vanished.

I looked at Phredde suspiciously. ‘It’s not going to come back and try to eat us again is it?’

‘No way,’ Phredde assured me. ‘I PING!ed it back inside my toy box.’

FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!

Suddenly there was a blanket in front of us where the gorilla had been lying. On the blanket there was a plate of sliced watermelon, iced, just the way I like it, chocolate cake, cut into BIG hunks just the way I like them too, sausage and pineapple pizza and tomato and olive foccacia with extra olives, and frozen bananas rolled in chopped peanuts, and a giant passionfruit sorbet and…

Well, just about all of my favourite foods. Plus pineapple crush to drink. I LOVE pineapple crush.

‘Phredde?’

Phredde shook her head wonderingly. ‘I didn’t do that either.’

‘You mean someone saved us from a giant gorilla and magiced up a perfect picnic and you have no idea who did it?’

Phredde nodded. ‘Yep.’

‘Oh,’ I said. I stared at the picnic.

This was weird! But, hey, whoever had put it there had saved us from the gorilla, hadn’t they? So I was pretty certain the picnic was safe to eat.

Wasn’t it?

So we ate it, just to find out.





Chapter 3
FLOINGGGGGGGGGgg!…Again
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Phredde’s mum swooped me home on their magic carpet. I burped gently all the way—that picnic had been good.

I trotted across our drawbridge, through the courtyard, along the Great Hall, into the Lesser Hall, across the Really Quite Small Hall, up the Grand Staircase and the Not-So-Grand Staircase and the Really Steep and Inconvenient Staircase that led to the Very Green Sitting Room where Mum did her crosswords.

‘Hi, Mum,’ I puffed. (You try jogging up three staircases after a giant picnic. I must remember to ask Phredde to ask her mum to PING! us some escalators.)

‘Hi, Pru,’ said Mum vaguely. ‘What’s a seven-letter word meaning big foot?’

‘Macropod,’ I told her. (Years of Mum’s crosswords mean I have a GREAT vocabulary.) ‘Where is everyone?’

‘Your father’s feeding the piranhas the leftover tomato salad, Gark is making triple-decker hamburgers with beetroot, lettuce and tomato for dinner and Mark is rolling in something foul up in the tower,’ said Mum, shuddering. My brother Mark is a werewolf—well, at full moon he is. I was guessing he had a hot date with his girlfriend tonight.

‘Yum,’ I said. (I meant the hamburger, not the stuff Mark was rolling in. Okay, I was full of picnic, but I’m always ready to go that extra meal.)

Mum glanced at her watch. ‘Go tell Mark dinner is ready, will you? And what’s a sixteen-letter word for slob?’

‘Slubberdegullion. Sure thing,’ I said. I galloped along the corridor and up the stairs, then up the tower stairs and along the battlements. (For those of you who don’t live in a magic castle, battlements are those great big high bits way up on the castle walls.)

And then I stopped, because I could see why Mum had shuddered. I mean triple yuck with sweet potatoes! It was FOUL! It looked like a big puddle of what looked like sheep guts mixed with chicken brains and garnished with troll’s boogies that someone had eaten then chucked up again. But it smelt a zillion times worse than even that.

I could see why Mark wanted to roll on it. Any werewolf smelling that bad was going to be HOT.

Except it wasn’t so hot for human-type sisters. So I edged my way along the battlements, keeping right to the edge so I wouldn’t step in the yuck. I still don’t know how it happened, but suddenly I slipped on something green and soft and slimy and…

‘HELLLLLLLLLLP!’

I was falling down, down the castle wall! And there was the moat below me full of piranhas! Even if they were full of tomato salad they’d still try to eat me, because I’d be squished and tomato like too by then and irresistible to a piranha and…

FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!

I blinked, and sat up. I wasn’t flying down the castle walls. I wasn’t being gulped by piranhas either. (Did you know it only takes piranhas ten minutes to skeletonise a cow? And three minutes to eat a sausage and pineapple pizza. I timed them.) I was back on the battlements lying in erk and…

FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!

Except it wasn’t erk. It was a bed of rose petals. My clothes weren’t erky either. They smelt like flowers.

‘Hey!’ Something hairy with long drooling fangs bent over me. ‘What have you done with my rotten corgi guts?’ it demanded.

‘Stop dribbling in my face, Dog’s Breath, or I’ll tell Mum who lifted his leg and did a you-know-what on the mat in the Great Hall.’ I sat up. ‘Is that what that stuff was? Corgi guts?’

‘I’d been keeping those guts specially for tonight!’ said Mark indignantly, sitting back and scratching his ear with his hind leg. ‘And now look at them. Rose petals! How can I go out smelling of rose petals?’

‘Look,’ I said, ‘it wasn’t me! I slipped in your blasted corgi guts and fell off the battlements! The next thing I knew I was back here, and your corgi guts were gone!’

Mark looked at me suspiciously. ‘Your mate Phredde PING!ed them away then.’

‘She isn’t here!’ I told him earnestly. There are times when it’s a good idea not to get on the wrong side of your big brother, especially when he’s a werewolf.

‘It was Bruce then!’

Well, to be honest, I’d wondered that myself. Maybe…maybe, I thought hopefully, Bruce had PING!ed himself invisible. Perhaps he was watching over me to keep me safe.

But Bruce goes PING!, I’ve never ever heard Bruce go FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG! I’d heard Bruce PING! a thousand times and he’d never FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!ed once.

And, anyway, I told myself sourly, Bruce would be happily hopping about zapping flies on a lily pond somewhere. Maybe he’d even found this cute phaery princess who really LIKED frogs, and they were both feasting on mosquitoes and dreaming of tadpoles.

‘No, it wasn’t Bruce,’ I said sadly, hauling myself to my feet. ‘Look, don’t fuss. I’ll give Phredde a ring and ask her to PING! over something really stinky. How about some million-year-old dinosaur guts? They’d be a zillion times stinkier than corgi guts.’

Mark brightened. ‘Hey, would you, Prune-face? Tracey will just love that. Thanks.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ I said bitterly. My big brother was going to be all happy with his girlfriend, but I was just…

I sniffed, and wiped a few rose petals off my nose. ‘By the way,’ I said. ‘Mum said to say that dinner’s ready.’





Chapter 4
Pru Tries to Work it Out
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I lay awake in bed a long time that night. I couldn’t sleep, and it wasn’t just because Mark and Tracey were howling on the battlements together. My big brother has no sense of music, and it isn’t any better when he’s a werewolf.

Who had rescued me? What sort of magic goes FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!?

And why was I worrying? It had saved me, hadn’t it? It must be a friendly FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG! if it had saved me.

But I just had this strange feeling that something was wrong. Something bad was going to happen. And soon.

Maybe, I thought, I was just feeling bad because I wasn’t talking to Bruce. Bruce and Phredde and I had been through a lot together. Flesh-eating rose bushes, deadly dinosaurs, mysterious tunnels back to Ancient Egypt. Well, one mysterious tunnel anyway. And maybe part of me was just a bit ashamed I’d done THAT to him at my birthday party.

But he deserved it!

Didn’t he?

Somehow I knew that something else bad was coming. Something even worse than not talking to one of my best friends.

So it was a really good thing I had a FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG! to protect me.

Wasn’t it?

Finally I fell asleep.





Chapter 5
Phredde Experiments
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That was the last day of the school holidays. Huh! Some holidays!

I suppose I should say ‘groan’ when I talk about school. But as a matter of fact school isn’t that bad. It’s pretty hot having a vampire as a teacher, especially when the relief teacher last term was snotty about phaeries and vampires and other ‘peculiars’ and Mrs Olsen let her fangs down and…

Oops. We all promised we wouldn’t say anything about that. And besides, the bloodstains came right out.

Anyway, I wasn’t exactly down in the glumps about school because if school gets boring Phredde can always PING! us away for a week or two. Then she can PING! us back again the same instant we left, just like the time Phredde and me and Bruce…

But I wasn’t going to think about Bruce, I told myself. I wouldn’t even LOOK at him, which is a bit difficult as he sits in front of me. And when Bruce zaps his tongue out for a fly it’s hard not to look.

I sat down hard on that thought. No B-type thoughts AT ALL, Prudence, I told myself.

Gark had cooked a special ‘first day of term’ breakfast—blueberry pancakes with yoghurt and raspberries for me and two-week old stinking fish heads with chilli sauce for Mark. Even if Mark was a human teenager again he always felt a bit werewolfish after a big night in the moonlight. He also stank a bit too—well, a lot actually.

It’s a sister’s duty to tell her brother things like that. So I did. Tactfully.

‘Phew!’ I yelled, holding my nose and racing for the door. ‘You pong!’

‘Tracey didn’t think so last night,’ said Mark smugly, pouring more chilli sauce on his fish heads.

‘But she was a werewolf too last night!’ I reminded him. ‘I bet she won’t be as keen on that stink when she sees you on the school bus this morning.’

Mark hesitated, a half-eaten fish head dripping in his fingers. ‘You think it’s too much?’

‘WAAAAAY too much,’ I assured him.

Mark sighed, spitting out a hot gust of dead dinosaur and fish heads. ‘I’ll go have a shower.’

‘And clean your teeth,’ I yelled after him, as I plunked myself back at the table.

Which left just me and Gark—who never talks as he was once a magpie and magpies don’t talk much—and fifteen blueberry pancakes with extra yoghurt and raspberries, just the way I liked them.

Mum staggered down halfway through breakfast, but she only has coffee in the morning till she wakes up a bit, which takes till about mid-morning. Then Dad bounded in after his morning jog, but he just has muesli and pineapple juice. That still left all the pancakes for me.

And Cuddles, of course. Did I tell you about Cuddles? She’s my Dromornis stirtoni, or Demon Duck of Doom because you try saying, This is my pet Dromornis stirtoni a few times and see what it sounds like by the third time.

Cuddles was just a cute little baby when me, Phredde and B…Phredde and I found her last term and 100,000 years ago. (We were trying to go on a school excursion to the Big Koala Wildlife Park but sort of lost our way—and time.) Cuddles has grown a bit since then. Last time I tried to measure her I THINK she was about three-metres high. I never actually found out her exact height because she ate the tape measure before I could be sure.

But Cuddles didn’t want any pancakes because she was happily eating the CD player—I think she likes the crunch. She just quacked a bit sadly when I hugged her goodbye. She’d got used to having me around during the holidays. We’d played catch-the-ball every day, which meant we’d gone through a lot of balls as Cuddles thinks balls are delicious.

Anyway, I went down the stairs and the NEXT lots of stairs and along the—well, you can fill in the rest, it takes TIME when you live in a castle—to the front door, er, front drawbridge.

And there was Phredde waiting for me on her Mum’s magic carpet.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Hop on!’

I checked behind me to make sure Cuddles hadn’t tried to follow me to school again. Mrs Allen, our Principal, got upset last time just because Cuddles ate the boys’ toilets. Cuddles said she was sorry—well, she burped really sorrowfully. (And that burp STANK. What do boys get up to in there? No, don’t tell me!)

So now Phredde comes to pick me up on the carpet, because even Demon Ducks of Doom can’t keep up with a magic carpet.

Not the way Phredde drives.

Phredde doesn’t have her driver’s licence yet. But you don’t NEED a driver’s licence for a magic carpet—she rang the traffic authority to check and the guy on the phone just said, Huh?. And she’s a much better driver nowadays. We hardly ever hit pigeons, and the cat we brushed by yesterday calmed down once it realised most of its tail was still there.

‘Phredde?’

‘Mmm,’ said Phredde, negotiating round a flock of sparrows. (You don’t want to scare sparrows on a magic carpet, not unless your mum wants sparrow doo-doo on her roses.)

‘I’ve been thinking.’

‘You banana-brained baboon!’ yelled Phredde, but that was at a cyclist who hadn’t seen her coming. ‘Try looking up above you now and again!’

‘Well, you see…’ I began. I told her all about the corgi guts, and me slipping off the castle battlements.

‘You think someone has put a bad luck spell on you?’ asked Phredde at last.

‘No! That giant toy gorilla thing could have happened to anyone, and the corgi guts were just an accident. No, I think someone is…is…I don’t know! I just wondered…’

‘Wondered what?’

‘Well, am I going to be rescued every time I get into trouble?’

Phredde grinned. I’d seen that grin before.

‘Only one way to find out!’ she yelled.

‘Phredde, no-o-o!!!’

‘Bonsai!’ yelled Phredde, which I think is what the dive bombers in World War II used to yell before they crashed. Suddenly the magic carpet was zooming up…up…up…

‘Phredde, take us back down!’ I shrieked, gripping the edges of the carpet to try to stay on.

‘No! We have to test this thing!’

‘But Phredde!’

‘Clap your hands!’ yelled Phredde.

‘Why!’

‘Don’t argue! Clap!’

When you’re flying 10,000 metres from the ground on a magic carpet and the driver yells at you to clap your hands—you clap!

‘Is this loud enough?’ I called, clapping my hands madly. ‘Phredde? Phredde? Phredde!!!’ I wailed.

But it was too late. Phredde—and the magic carpet—were metres ahead of me, accelerating wildly while I hung mid-air, for what seemed like a lifetime.

But it was only half a second.

‘Phreeeeeeeeeeeedde!!!’

It is a long way down from 10,000 metres (about 10,000 metres, actually). And it’s cold.

Down…down…down…I tried to keep a firm grip on my school bag. It had my onion and tomato foccacia in it, after all. But then I thought, if I’m crushed I can’t eat my foccacia. So I let it go and…

I looked down. That was a mistake. I could see the highway, roofs of houses, and the footpaths, and they all looked hard. They were getting closer and closer.

I looked up, hoping I would be PING!ed up to the clouds. But the clouds were getting further and further away. So were Phredde and the magic carpet.

‘PING! me up!’ I screamed. ‘Phredde, PING!’

A sparrow blinked at me as I shot past. I must have startled it, because I felt a splat on my nose. But sparrow doo-doo facials were the least of my worries now.

I stopped yelling ‘Phredde!’ and screamed, ‘HEEEEEEEEEELP!’

FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!

Suddenly I was back on the magic carpet. I wiped the sparrow doo-doo off my nose and glared at Phredde.

‘I heard it! I heard it!’ yelled Phredde gleefully.

‘Heard what? You could have killed me back there!’

‘Heard the FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG! And it was quite safe.’

‘It wasn’t safe!’ I yelled. ‘I was falling 10,000 metres to my death!’

‘You’d only fallen 8,453 metres,’ said Phredde calmly. ‘When you got to 9,947 I was going to PING! you back up.’

‘How do you know you can PING! that fast?’ I asked grumpily. ‘You could have warned me!’

‘If I had warned you then you wouldn’t have been scared and it wouldn’t have been a test!’ Phredde pointed out. ‘But now we know!’

‘Know what?’

‘That someone—or something—is looking after you.’





Chapter 6
The Strange Mr Ploppy Bottom
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We sat in Phredde’s favourite tree—the one looking over the hippo swamp3—and tried to work it out.

‘It’s not a phaery,’ said Phredde. ‘Because phaeries all PING!, they don’t FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!’

‘Can’t you just get your Dictionary of Magick Sounds and look up who goes FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!?’ I suggested.

‘Well, I could,’ said Phredde. ‘Except there isn’t a Dictionary of Magick Sounds.’

‘Well, someone needs to write one,’ I said grumpily. ‘But who else could magic me to safety except a phaery?’

Phredde looked at me patiently. ‘Lots of other people are magic,’ she reminded me. ‘Witches, wizards…Have you done any wizards a favour lately?’

I tried to think. I’d brought Mrs Parsnip’s cat back the week before. But if Mrs Parsnip was a wizard, I’d eat her cat. ‘Nope,’ I said at last.

‘Trolls?’ added Phredde thoughtfully. ‘Nope, they can only work magic on bridges and you weren’t on a bridge. How about a banshee? Or a leprechaun? Or an elf? Met any of those lately?’

‘Nope, nope and nope.’

‘A pooka? Kobold? Brownie?’

‘I don’t even know what any of those ARE!’ I wailed.

Phredde sighed. ‘Then how do you know if you’ve been nice to one?’

‘The only things I’ve been nice to lately are my piranhas. I fed them Mark’s leftover dinosaur bones. Hey, did you know a piranha can skeletonise a cow in ten minutes? Can you have magic piranha fish?’

‘You’ve already told me,’ said Phredde a bit shortly. ‘No, I’ve never heard of magic piranha fish.’

The hippopotamus began to holler then. (We used to have a volcano to call us into school, but there was a bit of an accident4.) So we straggled—well, I straggled and Phredde flapped—over to school assembly.

Everyone had that ho-hum, back-to-school look. You know, clean trackkie daks and dirty looks. Amelia had a new diamanté scrunchie and her usual smug smile, and Edwin looked like he’d spent the whole holidays watching Dumb and Dumber 1,786 times and…and I wasn’t looking for Bruce. I WASN’T. But you can’t miss a one-and-a-half metre high frog at school assembly. Except I did miss him, because he wasn’t there.

Not that I cared. Absolutely no way. Not at all. It’s fun waiting for school to begin every day, I told myself firmly, so I wouldn’t think of Br…things beginning with B. Instead, I wondered if a mysterious tunnel would open in the oval again. Or would a dragon attack the library? Perhaps a hideous zombie librarian would try to kidnap us this time.

Mum is right when she says school gives you all sorts of challenges that turn you into the adult you’re going to be. I’d never have even thought about how to stop a dinosaur’s diarrhoea if I hadn’t gone to school5.

Phredde and I lined up with the others. Or should I say I lined up and Phredde hovered, because when you’re only 30 centimetres tall, people tread on you. And you know what happens to your kneecaps if you tread on Phredde. So for everyone’s sake Phredde keeps her head more or less level with ours. Well, higher, mostly, so she gets a better view.

There was Miss Richards, all fit and tanned looking, and Mrs Olsen in her big hat and sunglasses standing in the shade, as vampires don’t like sunlight, and there was…

I stared. Phredde stared too. Because out the front where Mrs Allen should have been standing was a totally strange guy!

He wasn’t that strange—no rotting zombie flesh and no tentacles waving about his head. He just wasn’t Mrs Allen.

I knew Mrs Allen had threatened to resign as headmistress after the school volcano exploded last term. And then there was all that fuss about Phredde’s dragon. But we didn’t really think she would. How could Mrs Allen possibly want to work at a boring old school instead of ours?

The strange—well, normal but unknown—guy beamed at us. It was one of those Hello, kiddies. I’m your friend! beams that makes you want to puke. In fact, one of the kindergarteners did throw up, but that was just the banana smoothie he’d drunk before he got on the school bus that didn’t agree with him. (I know, because he throws up every single Monday. You’d think some kids would learn, wouldn’t you?)

The guy’s smile wavered a bit at the sight of the sick. And the smell. A banana smoothie is about the worst sick, smell-wise, you can get. Trust me, I get car sick—and magic carpet sick, and bus sick, and flying butterfly and dragon sick—so I know what I’m talking about. Then he clasped his hands in front of him in that fake, grown-up kind of way and said, ‘Hello, everyone. My name is Mr Ploppy Bottom.’

You could have heard a nit jump from one kindy kid’s head to another. It was one of those Hey, if we laugh are we going to get detention for ten years? silences. Plus, no one could really believe what they had just heard.

Ploppy Bottom? Some guy actually became a teacher with a name like Ploppy Bottom? And a replacement head teacher at that?

I put up my hand. ‘Er, sir?’

Mr Ploppy Bottom upped the wattage. That beam could have lit the library. ‘And what is your name, little girl?’

LITTLE GIRL! Okay, I’ll admit, I’m a girl. And I wasn’t as tall as him. But as Phredde can tell you, it’s not size that matters. It’s how hard you can kick those kneecaps.

But he was our new headmaster, so kneecaps weren’t an option. ‘I’m Prudence, sir,’ I said politely.

‘And what would you like to know, Prudence?’ The beam was so wide I could’ve counted every one of his teeth if I wanted to. Except I didn’t. They were mossy looking, like Mark’s feet that time he refused to wash them for three months. ‘You can ask me anything!’

‘Er…how do you spell your name, sir?’

‘P-L-O-T-H-I-E-B-O-T-H-A-M,’ spelt out Mr Ploppy, I mean Plothiebotham. ‘I will be replacing Mrs Allen while she is on holiday. In fact, you never know,’ Mr Ploppy Bottom flashed another smile, ‘maybe I’ll be here permanently!’ Then he paused and looked around the assembly. I could’ve sworn he was waiting for us all to clap our hands and trill6, Goody, goody!. I mean some adults have no idea.

‘Now I’d just like to say…’ he went on.

I shut my ears at that point. It was all blah, blah, blah, how a school is made up of friends all working together towards…

I spent my time studying everyone’s faces instead. You can always tell if someone is listening, because they blink more. And, no, I wasn’t looking to see if Bruce had arrived, not at all. Or not very much.

Then suddenly my ears flapped open, because Mr Ploppy Bottom was saying, ‘So there will be some changes. Just a few little changes. To start with, it’s now school policy to have free ice blocks at lunchtime.’

There was another startled silence. But this one was a Hey, did I really hear right? Whoopee! sort of silence.

‘Each child will be limited to six free ice blocks every lunchtime.’ Mr Ploppy Bottom looked us over kindly. ‘If you eat more than six, of course, you’ll have to pay for them.’

It took another three seconds for that to sink in. Then someone down the back yelled, ‘Yay!’ and the whole school joined in.

Mr Ploppy Bottom was eating up those cheers like they were ice cream. ‘And lunchtime will now last for two hours, not one,’ he added. ‘And this will be a homework-free term!’

The cheers were even louder now. But I didn’t cheer at all. There was something about this guy’s smile that made me itch.

‘Eating in class will be compulsory.’ In fact six extralarge pizzas will be delivered to each classroom every day.’

You could hardly hear him over the cheers now.

‘And Fridays will be a school work-free day!’ yelled Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘This Friday I have a little treat for you all. We’re going to have an interschool sports day!’

Even I felt like cheering now, despite the niggling feeling that something was wrong. I’m on the football team you see. So is Phredde and Br…a few other people. The team wasn’t so keen on having girls at first, but then they saw how Phredde can kick. She doesn’t even have to wait for the ball to touch the ground before she sticks the boot in and zammms!

‘It’s not a regular competition,’ beamed Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘This one is special! And I thought just to make it even more special, we’ll have a Halloween dance afterwards!’

My heart went flutter, flutter, flop at that. I know you don’t have to go to a dance with anyone, except all your friends, of course. And it didn’t matter to me at all if Br…someone didn’t ask me to go with him. Not that I would want to be seen dead with him if he was still a frog. But what if he took—my heart flopped even further—took AMELIA with him?

Then I realised Mr Ploppy Bottom was still speaking.

‘Now, I want volunteers to billet the visiting students for two nights.’

I put my hand up reluctantly. The last thing I felt like was having some strange kid staying with us. I mean I know we have lots of room in the castle—1,428 rooms to be exact, because Phredde and I counted them—I just didn’t feel like being jolly and friendly to a total stranger, when I wasn’t even talking to Br…one of my so-called friends. But I was in the football team, so it was my duty.

Mr Ploppy Bottom’s beam shone over the forest of hands like a lighthouse beacon. ‘Good! Good!’ he cried.

I realised Phredde’s hand was still in the air.

Mr Ploppy Bottom’s eyes fixed on her, then skidded away. People do that sometimes when they see someone who looks a bit different. You know, they don’t want to stare, so they don’t look at all.

‘Sir! Sir!’ said Phredde urgently.

Mr Ploppy Bottom ignored her. Just then Amelia’s hand shot up too.

‘Yes, little girl?’ Mr Ploppy Bottom asked Amelia kindly.

Amelia smirked. That’s her normal look, not specially for him. She’s the sort of kid who doesn’t even mind being called ‘little girl’. ‘Who will we be playing, sir?’

‘What a good question!’ Mr Ploppy Bottom said, and rubbed his hands with glee. ‘I’ve invited Batrock Central School to be our guests and our opponents.’

There was a gasp beside me. It was Mrs Olsen. ‘But Mr Plothiebotham!’ she cried.

Mr Ploppy Bottom smiled nicely at her. ‘Yes? It’s Mrs Olsen, isn’t it?’

‘Our school can’t play Batrock Central!’ cried Mrs Olsen.

Mr Ploppy Bottom’s beam faded a bit. ‘Why not?’

‘Because they are a pack of bloodsuckers!’ Mrs Olsen shrieked.

Mr Ploppy Bottom’s beam dripped right out and down through the oval. ‘I presume you mean they are vampires, Mrs Olsen…’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom warningly.

‘Yes, vampires!’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘Horrible, bloodsucking…’

‘Mrs Olsen!’ Mr Ploppy Bottom sounded more sad than angry, which is the worst kind of angry. ‘Just because people are…are…’

‘Bloodsuckers?’ suggested Mrs Olsen.

‘Exactly. Just because some people have a different national cuisine there is no reason to be prejudiced. Different cultures have much to teach us, and I would be very sad indeed if I thought that any teacher in my school could possibly—’

‘Mr Plothiebotham!’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘I am a vampire!’

Mr Ploppy Bottom took a step backwards, then forced his beam back onto his face. ‘Then you of all people should know how prejudice—’

‘It isn’t prejudice!’ interrupted Mrs Olsen.

‘Mrs Olsen!’ thundered Mr Ploppy Bottom. For a guy who wasn’t prejudiced, he didn’t seem to like vampires much either, not when they were right in front of him. ‘That is enough!’

‘But…’ she said.

‘There will be no prejudice in my school as long as I am Principal. And that goes for…’

And that’s when Bruce arrived.





Chapter 7
Bruce Arrives


[image: image10]



Bruce didn’t even look at me. He just hopped onto the end of the row with his school bag on his back, looking as though he’d spent the whole of the holidays…Well, I don’t know what he looked like he had been doing, but he didn’t look like he’d spent any time missing me. Not that I looked at him either.

In fact I was so busy NOT looking at him that I hadn’t noticed Mr Ploppy Bottom had stopped thundering.

He was staring at Bruce instead. His mouth opened once or twice—a bit like my piranhas when they’re hungry and want to skeletonise a cow in ten minutes—like he’d never seen a giant frog with a school bag on his back before.

And then he tore his gaze away and stared at Phredde. There wasn’t even a hint of his I’m your friendly-wendy beam left now.

‘You! Phaery!’ he thundered, pointing at Phredde.

‘Me?’ asked Phredde, surprised.

‘Is there any other phaery in this school?’ roared Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘No, I don’t think there is. Un-enchant this poor boy immediately!’

‘But, sir,’ began Phredde.

‘Now!’ yelled Mr Ploppy Bottom.

‘I can’t,’ said Phredde.

‘I don’t care what excuse you’ve got! I don’t care what you think this boy has done to you! I won’t—repeat, won’t—have any misuse of magical power in this school! Magic! Huh, you think you’re so powerful, don’t you! If you think that just because you have the powers to enchant some poor lad into a frog it gives you the right to do it, you have another think coming.’

‘But, sir,’ croaked Bruce.

‘While I’m Principal of this school there will be no misuse of magic,’ roared Mr Ploppy Bottom.

PING!

Mr Ploppy Bottom’s mouth stayed open, but no sound came out. At all.

‘Phredde!’ I hissed. ‘You can’t PING! a Principal!’

‘I didn’t,’ whispered Phredde.

‘It was me!’ Bruce said as he hopped up to the microphone. ‘I just want to say, it wasn’t Phredde who PING!ed me into a frog. It was me. I LIKE being a frog! And I apologise for PING!ing you but it was the only way I could shut you up long enough to explain.’

PING!

Mr Ploppy Bottom’s mouth opened and shut a few times, then he realised he could speak again. ‘Both of you!’ he yelled. ‘Detention! My office! Lunchtime!’ He turned on his heel and stamped off towards his office.

‘Detention?’ hissed Phredde.

‘Detention!’ croaked Bruce.

‘Blood-sucking vampires!’ whispered Mrs Olsen.

That’s when Cuddles arrived and shook things up a bit.





Chapter 8
Vampires! (and Cuddles tries to eat the boys’ toilets…again)
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‘Prudence…’

‘Yes, Mrs Olsen?’

Mrs Olsen sighed. ‘Prudence, I have told you before, pets are not allowed at school.’

‘Yes, Mrs Olsen.’

‘It was upsetting for poor Mr Ploppy Bottom, I mean poor Mr Plothiebotham, to be carried off in the beak of a gigantic…what is your pet again?’

‘She’s a Dromornis stirtoni, or Demon Duck of Doom, Mrs Olsen,’ I said. ‘And Cuddles SAID she was sorry.’

‘Did she?’ asked Mrs Olsen, interested. ‘I didn’t hear her.’

‘Well, she did quack,’ I explained.

Mrs Olsen sighed again, showing her vampire fangs. ‘That was after she dropped Mr Plothiebotham into the hippopotamus pond, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, Mrs Olsen,’ I said. ‘But Cuddles likes ponds. She would have thought Mr Plothiebotham could play with the hippopotamuses.’

‘I don’t think Mr Plothiebotham is very fond of hippopotamuses,’ said Mrs Olsen.

Or phaeries. Or vampires, I thought, no matter what he says. Or me, because he’d given me a detention at lunchtime too, which wasn’t fair, because I’d called Cuddles off right away. Well, almost right away. As soon as I’d stopped laughing, anyway.

‘Cuddles just wanted to eat the boys’ toilets again. I think she likes the taste.’ I said. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Olsen.’

‘All right, Prudence,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘The boys can use the infants’ toilets again. You can go back to your seat now. You’re quite sure Cuddles is back home?’

I nodded. ‘Phredde PING!ed her back to the moat. She’ll be happy there till I come home.’

For some reason the piranhas never try to skeletonise Cuddles. In fact they keep out of her way. Maybe Demon Ducks of Doom don’t taste as good as cows, or pineapple and sausage pizza, or Mark’s guinea pigs—but that was an accident. Well, almost.

I trudged back to my seat and looked around. It all looked normal, just like it had been last term, which was reassuring after Mr Plothiebotham.

There was the coffin, the storeroom and Mrs Olsen’s flask of blo…red stuff on her desk, and the blinds pulled down to keep the daylight out. And there was Phredde perched up on the back of her seat, Amelia looking studious even before there was anything to look studious about, Edwin with his mouth open and Bruce with his mouth open too, about to zap a passing fly…

I forced my gaze away.

‘Mrs Olsen!’ Phredde had her hand up.

‘Yes, Phredde?’

‘Why did you call the Batrock Central School a mob of bloodsuckers?’

Mrs Olsen’s face set like concrete. ‘That is none of your business, Phredde,’ she snapped. ‘Now, open your books to page…’

‘But, Mrs Olsen,’ persisted Phredde. ‘It is our business. If we’re going to play football with a mob of dangerous bloodsuckers we have a right to know!’

‘Nonsense!’ snapped Mrs Olsen. Then her face lost a bit of its concrete look. ‘But it is your business, isn’t it?’ she whispered. ‘Oh, this is so embarrassing. It is so terrible for a vampire to have to admit.’ Her fangs grew longer, till they were sticking out right over her lower lip, just like they always do when she’s upset.

Mrs Olsen sat down at her desk and shook her head. ‘The Batrock vampires have a reputation. They are…old-traditional vampires,’ she whispered. ‘They practise somewhat old-fashioned ways.’

‘You mean they lift their hats when they meet a woman and let girls through the door first?’ enquired Bruce.

Mrs Olsen shook her head. Her face was white. Well, okay, it’s always white because she’s a vampire, but now it was even whiter than usual.

‘You mean…’ asked Phredde nervously.

Mrs Olsen nodded. ‘Old-fashioned ways means sucking blood from living creatures! They hunt their prey! They turn into bats! Well…’ she admitted. ‘I too turn into a bat sometimes. There’s nothing wrong with a bit of a flutter now and then. But I do not sleep hanging from the rafters! I do not seize my prey and stick my fangs into their jugular! I do not suck their warm, sweet blood…’

‘Er, Mrs Olsen,’ said Phredde even more nervously. ‘I think we get the idea now.’

‘Blood!’ cried Mrs Olsen. ‘Warm, sweet bloo…’ She blinked. ‘I am so sorry,’ she whispered. Her Ruritanian accent was even stronger now. ‘I am forgetting myself.’ She took a deep gulp of the blo…red stuff in her flask. ‘Now, turn to page 22…’





Chapter 9
No Magic!


[image: image12]



‘Vampires,’ muttered Phredde hollowly.

‘Blood-sucking bats,’ I said, even more hollowly. I bit into my foccacia. It was pretty good, but even a black olive and sun-dried tomato foccacia with cheese and lettuce isn’t much comfort when you’re faced with a blood-sucking football team.

Or lunchtime detention.

‘Anyway,’ pointed out Phredde. ‘YOU have nothing to worry about. If any vampire tried to bite you whatever it is protecting you will FLOING! you to safety.’

‘Well, you can PING! any vampire that attacks you into a cockroach, then squash them,’ I told her.

Phredde brightened. ‘So I can!’ she said.

‘Hey,’ I said, cheering up. ‘Maybe whatever it is will FLOING! me out of detention!’

Phredde frowned. ‘Detention probably isn’t life-threatening enough for a FLOING!’

‘We’ll see.’ I felt definitely better now, and it wasn’t because I’d seen Bruce hop away when Amelia sat down next to him. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We’d better get up to Mr Ploppy Bottom’s office.’

Bruce was already there when we arrived. He was sitting on one of the chairs along the wall. Chairs aren’t designed for frogs to sit on, so his long shiny feet sort of hung over the seat.

‘Hi, Bruce,’ said Phredde.

‘Hi, Phredde. Er, hi, Pru,’ croaked Bruce, a bit nervously. I wondered if he was afraid I’d do THAT to him again. ‘Did you have a good holiday?’

‘It was okay,’ said Phredde. ‘A giant gorilla tried to swallow Pru but…’ I elbowed her in the ribs. ‘Um, it was fine,’ said Phredde, just as Mr Ploppy Bottom’s door opened a few centimetres and Mr Ploppy Bottom slid out into the corridor. He shut the door quickly behind him and pasted on his I-am-a-concerned-and-caring adult smile.

‘All here?’ he said, calm and friendly. ‘Good. Now, children…’

Children? Huh! You can have a pretty good idea what’s going to happen when grown-ups start addressing you as ‘children’.

‘I don’t want you to think of this as punishment,’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom, as kind and concerned-looking as can be. ‘This is just a little get-to-know-you talk. Do you understand?’

None of us said anything.

‘I said, do you understand?’ repeated Mr Ploppy Bottom. His smile had slipped a little bit.

‘Yes, Mr Ploppy Bottom,’ we chorused.

The smiled slipped a bit more. ‘That’s Plothiebotham,’ he said, not quite as kindly as before. ‘I want this to be a friendly school. Do you understand? I want us all to be equal here.’

‘Does that mean that us kids can go in the staff room and use the staff toilets and give teachers homework?’ began Bruce.

Mr Ploppy Bottom’s smile had headed back to the Jurassic now. ‘Of course not,’ he snapped. ‘Don’t be stupid, boy. I mean no one—do you understand me?—NO ONE is going to use magic in my school!’

‘No magic!’ gasped Phredde.

‘That’s right,’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom smugly.

‘But what if a giant slug oozes across the oval and is about to squash the library, or a volcano erupts and…’

Mr Ploppy Bottom gave a little laugh. ‘The chances of a volcano blowing up the school yard are highly unlikely!’

‘One did last term!’ Phredde informed him. ‘And I had to PING! everyone to safety.’

‘That is enough! If there is any rescuing to be done, I will do it! That is what being a Principal means. And you, boy,’ he said to Bruce. ‘You will stop being a frog! Immediately.’

You could have heard a feather drop off a Dromornis stirtoni.

‘Stop being a frog!’ croaked Bruce.

‘Yes,’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘Now!’

I held my breath. Bruce hadn’t even stopped being a frog for my birthday party, even when I’d done THAT to him! Was he going to do it just because a teacher told him to?

‘But I LIKE being a frog!’ cried Bruce.

‘I would like to be a rock star,’ snapped Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘But we can’t all have what we LIKE.’

The silence stretched some more. Then Bruce shook his froggy head. ‘I can’t,’ he said.

‘And why not?’

‘Because it’s against the new school rules,’ said Bruce smugly. ‘You just said no magic at school.’

‘Yes,’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom, puzzled. ‘But what has that…’

‘I’d have to use magic to stop being a frog,’ said Bruce reasonably. ‘And I wouldn’t want to break the school rules, sir.’

Mr Ploppy Bottom took a deep breath. ‘Very well. You may turn yourself out of being a frog in your own time. But you hear me well, boy. If you aren’t back to normal by the time Batrock Central arrive, you will not be allowed to participate in the game! Or the dance! Or anything!’

He suddenly seemed to remember he was supposed to be nice. The beam appeared like magic again, except of course it wasn’t magic because that was now against school rules. ‘Now off you run and get your free ice blocks. Dismissed.’ He scuttled back to his office, opened the door a crack, then slid inside.





Chapter 10
How Do I Tell Mum?
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Phredde and I stared at Bruce. Bruce stared at the floor.

‘I’ve been a frog every since I was a tadpole,’ whispered Bruce. ‘I can’t change back now! Maybe for an hour or two, okay…but not all the time I’m at school.’

‘But if you don’t you’re off the footy team!’ cried Phredde. ‘You’re our star player.’

‘I’m only the star player because I can jump higher than anyone else,’ muttered Bruce. ‘And zap the ball halfway across the oval with my tongue. If I’m not a frog I won’t be anyone’s star player. I’ll just be…’ his voice broke off.

I didn’t know whether to feel sorry for him, or angry with him. So I was both. Which meant I forgot I wasn’t talking to him because being two things at once takes up a lot of your brain.

‘Cheer up,’ I said. ‘Maybe the Batrock kids will vampirise the whole school and we won’t get to play football at all.’

‘Thanks,’ said Bruce emptily. ‘I think.’

And then the hippopotamuses roared and it was time to go back to class.



Nothing happened that afternoon. No ogres attacked, no Ancient Egyptian princess threw me into a pit of vipers. The blackboard didn’t turn into a blob of alien, kid-sucking jelly. We learnt the basics of trigonometry and Bruce swatted a few silverfish that had been dumb enough to hide in our textbooks—boy, can that tongue STRETCH—but I wasn’t interested in what Bruce did so I paid no attention at all, not even when he zapped a blowfly that landed on my pen.

We were all pretty quiet that afternoon. I guess the news that your school is about to be invaded by blood-sucking vampires has that effect. Even the arrival of the pizzas didn’t cheer us up much. Mrs Olsen kept muttering things like ‘How could he do it?’ and ‘Blood, blood! There will be blood everywhere! You’ll find the answers at the back of the book, Amelia. Blood!’

Finally the hippos roared again and it was time to go.

Cuddles was waiting for me in the castle moat when I got home. The piranhas looked glad to see me too. Their little toothy faces had a sort of hunted look.

‘Quack,’ said Cuddles, clambering out of the moat and showering me with dirty moat water and a few piranha tails.

‘Yeah, I’m glad I’m home too,’ I told her. And I was.

It had been a confusing sort of day. A new head teacher is bad enough, but what with a vampire sports day, not to mention the Halloween dance and Bru…other things, I was feeling pretty bushed.

I fed Cuddles her bag of doggie food (she’d quacked really loudly when she saw the ad for it on TV so I decided that she must like doggie biscuits. Mark reckons she actually wanted to eat the pack dogs that were on the ad going yum, yum, slobber, slobber by their bowls of doggie biscuits. That’s werewolf brothers for you. Mark just has to SEE a corgi and he starts drooling).

‘Quack,’ said Cuddles, pulling the bag out of my hands and eating that too, just as Mum came in.

‘How was school?’ Mum asked. (Adults are programmed to ask that question, if you ask me. I bet as soon as you turn twenty-one they slap a hi-tech computer thingie on your head that zaps your brain and pre-programs you to ask any person under eighteen How was school? as soon as you see them. You just count how many times some adult asks you that this week; then you’ll see I’m right.)

I gulped. How was I going to tell Mum that I’d accidentally volunteered us to billet a blood-crazed vampire that hunts its prey?

‘Er, Mum,’ I said.

‘Mmm? Gark is doing roast gryphon for dinner. Do you want mashed potatoes or baked potatoes?’

‘Both,’ I said. I like potatoes. I like roast gryphon too. Phredde’s mum sends one over sometimes—they get a couple delivered fresh from Phaeryland every week. Phredde’s mum says the frozen gryphons you buy in the supermarket these days have no taste at all. ‘Er, Mum, I said we’d billet this kid on Thursday night.’

‘Okay, I’ll tell Gark to make up the Very Orange Bedroom,’ said Mum. ‘Gark was going to do pizzas Thursday night. I don’t suppose you know if this kid is vegetarian? Gark can do a very nice eggplant and artichoke pizza.’

‘I’m pretty sure this kid won’t be vegetarian,’ I said honestly. ‘There’s a dance at school on Friday night. A Halloween dance. Er, I can go, can’t I?’

For one wonderful second I thought Mum might say, ‘No, I’m sorry, Prudence, we have to go and visit Great Aunt Agatha that night.’ Not that I have a Great Aunt Agatha. But maybe there was one hanging around that I didn’t know about.

But Mum just said vaguely, ‘Yes, of course. I’ll go and tell Gark about the potatoes,’ and wandered off.

I could have told her, of course. I could have said, Hey, don’t worry, Mum, I bet this kid’ll eat anything that’s going. Or sitting at the dining table. Or breathing. And Gark won’t have to worry about pizza because we’ll all be vampirised! But mums stress-out over the smallest little thing. I think it’s a thing that happens when you start to get old, like over thirty or something.

So I said nothing. Nothing at all.





Chapter 11
Preparing for the Bloodsuckers!
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The rest of the week was spent eating our pizza and free ice blocks, decorating the school hall with black and orange Halloween streamers, making papier-mâché pumpkin lanterns, training hard, and getting ready for the dance. Oh, yeah, there was a bit of school work in there too. But the REAL stuff was on the oval.

‘One-two, one-two,’ yelled Mrs Olsen from the sidelines. She’d taken over as footy coach. She didn’t know much about football but, like she said, she knew a heck of a lot about vampires. ‘One-two, one-two, pick your feet up everybody…’

‘But, Mrs Olsen, my feet are already off the ground,’ objected Phredde. She was flying while the rest of us were jogging. Well, except for Bruce. He was hopping instead.

‘Then keep those wings flapping!’ ordered Mrs Olsen. ‘Yours are going to be the only pair of wings we have on our side against all those vampire wings!’

I stopped jogging for a minute. ‘How come the Batrock Central kids can use magic if we aren’t allowed to?’ I puffed.

Mrs Olsen shook her head. ‘Prudence, Prudence, haven’t you learnt anything? Vampires aren’t magical creatures. A vampire can change into a bat because they’re a vampire. Vampires are no more magic than you are. Come on now! One-two, one-two!’

I began to jog again, but slowly, because I was thinking. And puffed too, of course. If none of us were allowed to use magic, then maybe my FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG! wouldn’t save me? And Phredde couldn’t PING! either, and neither could Bruce, so if the vampires attacked we’d be helpless.

Get a hold of yourself, Prudence, I told myself. No way were we helpless! Vampires didn’t like garlic, did they? And wooden stakes could stop them! We had lots of wooden stakes in the rose garden at home and as for garlic…

I grinned to myself. Those vampires were going to be amazed at what we cook up in Home Economics on Thursday afternoon!

The first step was to get the garlic.

‘Hey, Phredde,’ I said, ‘we’ve got to sneak out over the road!’ It was Thursday lunchtime and we’d just come out of class.

Phredde blinked at me. ‘Why?’

‘I’ll explain when we get there. It’s urgent!’ I hissed.

Phredde glanced around cautiously. ‘It’s not another zombie librarian7, is it?’ she whispered.

I shook my head.

‘Or are slime monsters about to devour the school foundations?’

‘Nothing like that! Just hurry!’

Phredde didn’t say another word till we were across the street. I peered back at the school, but no one seemed to have noticed we were gone.

‘Now what?’ asked Phredde.

‘PING! up a hundred kilos of invisible garlic into the Domestic Science room,’ I told her.

Phredde stared. ‘But it’s against school rules now to PING!’

Phaeries never break school rules. It’s just one of those things about being a phaery. ‘I know. That’s why I brought you over here. So we wouldn’t be at school.’

Phredde looked at me admiringly. ‘Hey, that’s clever. But why do you want a hundred kilos of invisible garlic?’

‘So we can put it in everything we cook for the dance. That way we’ll all stink of garlic and no one will get vampirised!’

‘Brilliant!’ cried Phredde.

PING!

‘It’s under the bench,’ she said. ‘I made it odourless as well as invisible. That way no one will notice it.’

‘Now THAT is brilliant,’ I said. ‘I would never have thought of that.’

Phredde grinned. ‘I bet you’re wondering how we’re going to know where the invisible odourless garlic is so we can use it?’

‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘No worries,’ said Phredde. ‘I just PING!ed it so that every time you or I wave our fingers like this,’ she said, as her fingers went fingle, fingle, fingle, ‘we’re adding half a cup of invisible garlic.’

Phredde zoomed up and leapt like a butterfly on twenty-seven glasses of cola. ‘I can just see those vampires’ faces!’ she chortled. ‘Bazookered!’

‘Phredde…’

‘They’ll be sick to their stomachs!’ cried Phredde. ‘Their fangs will ache just smelling the stuff! They’ll…’

‘Phredde…’ I tried to cut her off. But it was too late.

‘You two!’ roared someone from across the road. ‘My office, now!’

It was Mr Ploppy Bottom.





Chapter 12
Mr Ploppy Bottom’s Secret
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Mr Ploppy Bottom marched off across the courtyard. We trailed behind him.

‘Now we’re in for it,’ whispered Phredde, as we tiptoed down the corridor. ‘He’s just been waiting for an excuse to have a go at me. And you too, because you hang around with me.’

‘How can you say something like that?’ I asked sarcastically. ‘Mr Ploppy Bottom isn’t prejudiced. He HATES anyone who’s prejudiced. He’s a NICE man.’

In fact just about everyone else thought he was nice too. Even Mrs Olsen—she thought he was too nice to believe bad things about vampires. But she hadn’t seen the way he looked at Phredde and Bruce.

‘Yeah. And I’m Arnold Schwarzenegger,’ said Phredde flexing her sultana-sized phaery muscles.

I lifted my hand to knock on Mr Ploppy Bottom’s door. He mustn’t have shut it properly, because my knock pushed it open

‘What the…?’ Mr Ploppy Bottom stared at us with rage from his desk. ‘Who gave you the right to open my door!’ he yelled.

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ I began.

‘Sorry! I’ll make you sorry!’ shrieked Mr Ploppy Bottom. He leapt out of his chair and ran through the door, almost pushing us out into the corridor in his haste. He slammed the door firmly behind him.

I glanced at Phredde. She shrugged. What on earth was the matter with him? I looked at him carefully. He wasn’t a zombie, was he? Or maybe he was a werewolf and he’d been changing and didn’t want us to see.

But Phredde and I had had a good look at him. He’d just been sitting there, then he’d come straight out.

And Mr Ploppy Bottom hated anyone who wasn’t human.

But it didn’t make any sense—he’d invited a vampire school for a sports day!

Maybe…maybe there was something in his office he didn’t want us to see! But we’d just been in and noone saw anything suspicious.

Or had they?

But there was no time to think now, what with Mr Ploppy Bottom glaring at us. Then suddenly his glare faded, like he’d just remembered he was a kind, sweet man with absolutely no prejudice against phaeries or friends of phaeries at all.

The beam came back. It was a shaky beam, but it was there. ‘Now,’ he said more quietly, ‘exactly what were you two doing out of bounds at lunchtime?’

‘Um, um,’ said Phredde, with a helpless look at me. Phaeries are no good at all at thinking up excuses.

‘It was my idea, sir,’ I said truthfully. ‘You see, Phredde hasn’t got a mobile phone,’ which was true ‘and so she has to use magic to call her mum’ which was also true ‘but she can’t use magic in the school grounds,’ which was true, true, true ‘so I suggested we go over the road away from the school.’

Mr Ploppy Bottom twitched a bit at the word magic. But at least the beam stayed in place.

‘And did you call your mother?’ he demanded.

‘No, sir,’ said Phredde.

‘You saw us and called us back before she could,’ I said. And I hadn’t said a word that was a lie.

‘Hmmm,’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom. He stared at us for a long moment. I wondered what was going through his head. Detention for twenty years?

Then suddenly he smiled. And you know something? It was the first REAL smile I’d ever seen on Mr Ploppy Bottom’s face. It had a touch of malice and a touch of triumph and just a few drops of real anticipation, like you get when you’re about to turn your favourite TV program on and you’re imagining how much fun it’s going to be. That sort of smile.

But why, I thought, is he smiling like that now?

‘Well, I’m not going to punish you,’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘You know what you’ve done wrong. No, there is no need to punish you at all.’

It wasn’t the words. His words sounded fine, just a teacher giving a couple of kids a telling off. It was the sound of the words that chilled me; it gave me little shivers down my back. And the way he stared at us with those pale, pale eyes. And the smile, like he knew a wonderful secret and his best wish in the world was about to come true.

‘You can go now,’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘Don’t forget your yummy ice blocks!’ he added kindly. ‘And here, have a boiled lolly. Take two boiled lollies each!’

So we did. And then we went.





Chapter 13
The Bloodsuckers Arrive
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Bruce was still a frog that afternoon. Maybe he’d decided he was going to change back to normal phaery shape just before the footy match, I thought. Or maybe he was going to drop out of the team.

Or maybe he just hadn’t worked out what he was going to do. Not that I cared in the least.

It was fun making the stuff for the party, with no one else knowing Phredde and I were adding a kilo of invisible, odourless garlic every time we twiddled our fingers. It was mostly dips and stuff—carrot dip and beetroot dip, which I love.

‘Hey,’ I whispered to Phredde as I twiddled my fingers over the beetroot. ‘What if the vampires think the beetroot dip is congealed blood and eat a bit and swallow the garlic?’

‘Kapow, vampires!’ giggled Phredde. She shot a quick look around then twiddled her fingers over a bottle of raspberry cordial. ‘Garlic cordial too!’ she whispered. We helped put the food in the fridge. It’d be fine there till tomorrow night. And tomorrow we’d be too busy with the sports to cook anything.

Then suddenly school was nearly over for the day. It was time for the vampires to arrive!

Mrs Olsen glanced at her watch just as the hippos roared.

‘Time to go!’ she called. ‘But would everyone who’s volunteered to take a billet please stay behind? The…’ she shuddered, ‘the Batrock team should be here soon.’ Mrs Olsen shook her head. ‘They probably stopped for a snack on the way. A snack of hot, sweet bloo…’ She saw us staring and pulled herself together. ‘Oh, he’ll rue this day,’ she added (which is grown-up speak for Someone’s going to be sorry about this!) as we headed out of the Domestic Science room. ‘But do not worry!’ she assured us dramatically. ‘I will protect you!’ She swept down the stairs with her cloak flapping at her heels.

When we got out of class we found Mr Ploppy Bottom waiting for us in the playground. His beam shone out as soon as he saw us. ‘Not long to go now!’ he called, rubbing his hands together. ‘Another few minutes and our little visitors will be here!’

‘Yeah, fangs and all,’ muttered Phredde.

‘Mr Plothiebotham, I really think you do not realise how dangerous this is!’ protested Mrs Olsen. ‘I will of course do my best to protect everyone, but…’

Mr Ploppy Bottom’s beam grew so wide it looked like his face would split in half.

‘Now, now, no prejudice!’ he cried. ‘There is no need to be afraid of them, just because they have long white fangs and like to feed on living blood! Now, I’m afraid I must leave you! I have a meeting to attend.’ He gave what sounded like a giggle of glee. ‘Have a nice evening, won’t you?’

I watched him march off across the playground.

And then the bus arrived.

There were about twenty of us poor suckers—no, sorry, THEY were the suckers—who’d volunteered for billets. We huddled together under the big oak tree at the edge of the playground as the Batrock bus trundled down the road, avoiding the pot holes and stopping politely to let a couple of kindergarteners cross. They were probably saving them for a snack tomorrow, I thought bitterly.

It looked like an ordinary bus. You know, boring. Sometimes I think grown-ups could show a bit more imagination when they make things like buses. How about a round bus, or one with invisible steps? Or all covered with spikes? I mean that would be cool.

But this bus was just a normal rectangular blob of a bus, pulling a trailer covered with a tarpaulin. It stopped behind the school buses.

I stared. Phredde stared too. In fact every one of us stared.

The bus was empty.

Well, not empty, of course. There was a driver. They hadn’t vampirised him, probably because the bus would have run off the road. And there were seats and stuff like that.

Just no kids. Or teachers either, vampire or human.

‘Where have they all gone?’ I demanded. Maybe some vampire hunter staked them out on the way here…

The driver climbed down the stairs and trundled over to the trailer. He untied the knots on the tarpaulin—and suddenly we saw them.

Coffins.

They made my skin crawl even though I’m pretty used to coffins, with Mrs Olsen keeping hers in the storeroom. There were some coffins with dark wood, some with pale wood and one that was painted with monkeys and elephants. Another was bright pink with silver sparkles. Actually that one looked really cool even if it WAS a coffin.

Were the Batrock Central kids in the coffins? Vampires sleep in coffins, don’t they? I know, because Mrs Olsen has a nap in hers every lunchtime.

My feet had dragged me over to the trailer before I knew what they were doing. And, anyway, I thought, as I reached for the pink lid, if a blood-crazed vampire rose up and bit my neck the FLOING! would protect me.

Probably.

Almost certainly, in fact.

Only maybe FLOING!s don’t work on Thursdays and…

I opened the lid.

Pink satin. A purple silk cushion with silver lace. Boy, that would be scratchy, I thought. But there was no vampire.

I glanced up just as Mrs Olsen stepped over to the driver, still all dramatic and protective looking. ‘Where are they?’ she demanded. Then she stopped.

There was a noise inside the bus. A sort of chirping sound, like a mob of sparrows having a birthday party, but higher and sharper. Now there was a new sound, like dozens of tiny wings flapping.

A great black cloud of bats poured out of the bus. Well, in fact, it only LOOKED like a great dark cloud. There were really only one, two…ten, fifteen…twenty smallish bats, and one bigger bat.

The bats fluttered above us for about ten seconds. Then one by one they landed, in the oak tree, on the basketball ring, all upside down of course, because that’s the way bats perch. One even clung to the top of the bus door.

There’s so many of them, I thought. And we had only one vampire to protect us!

Then the biggest bat landed right at Mrs Olsen’s feet and all of a sudden FLOOSH—there was a vampire, wearing a black hooded cloak with red satin lining, black sunglasses, long red fingernails, red, red lipstick (at least I hoped it was lipstick) and big white fangs.

I thought I was used to vampires. After all, Mrs Olsen is one. But Mrs Olsen doesn’t look like a vampire. Apart from her fangs, anyway, and the coffin in the storeroom where she has her nap at lunchtime and recess, and her pale skin and the flask of blo…red stuff she keeps on her desk. And sometimes she wears a cloak but only if it’s really sunny and even then she mostly just shelters under an umbrella or a pretty sun hat.

But this LOOKED like a vampire.

The vampire stretched, then looked around. ‘Bother,’ she said to Phredde, who was hovering with her mouth open. ‘I’ve forgotten my sewing. Be a lamb would you and pop into the bus and get it for me? I’m making a patchwork quilt. Second seat on the right.’ She looked back at Mrs Olsen and held out her hand. And then she stopped, and stared.

‘Natasha!’ she cried.

‘Anna!’ shrieked Mrs Olsen.

All at once they were kissing each other’s cheeks, hugging and kissing some more, then FLOOSH they were two bats circling and squeaking at each other in these high-pitched, really happy batty voices.

Suddenly there was another FLOOSH and they were back again. It looked like Mrs Olsen had been crying, and there were tears on the other vampire’s face too.

‘Oh, Natasha, it has been so long,’ sobbed the Batrock vampire.

‘Three hundred years!’ sniffed Mrs Olsen. She turned to us. ‘We grew up together, just two little bats on the wind. And now she is here! Anna, Anna, what are you doing with these bloodsuckers?’

The other vampire laughed. ‘I’m their teacher! And, yes, the Batrock vampire families are a little old-fashioned, shall we say? But really, there’s nothing to worry about! Oh, Natasha, we have so much to catch up on!’

Mrs Olsen nodded. ‘Three hundred years! Come, Anna, I have a flask in the staffroom fridge! We have so much to talk about!’

Mrs Olsen smiled at us tremulously (another word I discovered while helping Mum do her crosswords). ‘I am sure the students will all be very nice,’ she told us.

The Anna vampire nodded. ‘Just ignore their old-fashioned ways,’ she said, ‘and you’ll be fine.’

I watched them stroll away, still yakking to each other. ‘Ignore their old-fashioned ways,’ I muttered. ‘How can you ignore a pair of fangs in your neck!’

‘So much for Mrs Olsen protecting us!’ cried Phredde. She was still holding the patchwork quilt, only half sewn together. A blood-red patchwork quilt…

It looked like we were on our own.





Chapter 14
Zac the Bat!
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I gazed around at the bats. They were still motionless, hanging from their branches and the bus door. Twenty tiny furry vampires. Blood-sucking hunters after live prey…

I gulped. I glanced at Bruce. How come he wasn’t edging closer to protect me! Of course I’d told him I never wanted to speak to him again, but he didn’t have to SAY anything to protect me! He was just sitting there, googly eyed as usual.

FLOOSH!

I blinked, but it happened too fast for my eyes to follow. One minute there was a bat on the bus door, the next millisecond a dark-haired kid with black cloak, sunglasses and fangs was standing in front of me, staring. Well, I thought he was staring at me. It was hard to tell exactly what was happening behind his sunglasses.

‘Excuse me, but may I ask you, who do you think you are perusing8?’ he snarled.

‘I’m not perusing anyone! You are!’

The kid looked around suspiciously.

‘If you’re looking for your teacher, she went thatta way!’ I told him.

‘Pardon me.’ He didn’t look like he was begging my pardon at all. He looked FIERCE. ‘I am simply establishing where you may have cached the stakes, or any other traditional and nefarious weapons of vampire destruction.’

I blinked. This kid was REALLY weird. Well, I thought, Mrs Olsen said they were old-fashioned vampires at Batrock Central. ‘Weapons of vampire destruction?’ I queried.

The vampire looked me up and down. ‘Your headmaster kindly dispatched a missive, warning us before we left. He indicated that this entire school was populated by vampire haters! So, if you do not mind my asking, where are the stakes and garlic?’

‘What? We don’t have any…’ I stopped. There were twenty-four sharpened tomato stakes in the girls’ toilet in the hall AND a hundred kilos of invisible, odourless garlic hidden in the snacks for tomorrow night.

So I just said, ‘Huh? Don’t try sticking your fangs into ME, buster!’

The kid’s face flushed red, which looked WEIRD on a white-faced vampire. ‘Golly gosh!’ he cried. ‘Consume human blood? Disgusting!’

‘What’s wrong with our blood?’ I demanded indignantly.

‘Um, Pru,’ whispered Phredde.

‘You pusillanimous alliophile9!’ the vampire declared. ‘I wouldn’t vampirise you if yours was the last jugular on Earth!’

‘Why not?’ I inquired hotly. ‘I bet I taste really good…yes, what?’ I asked, because Phredde was fluttering around my face insistently.

‘We don’t WANT them to vampirise us, remember?’ she hissed.

‘Oh. Right,’ I said hurriedly. ‘Yeah, I taste really boring.’

‘We do not consume human blood at all!’ stated the vampire angrily.

I relaxed a bit when I heard that. He sounded like he was telling the truth. ‘What do you eat then?’ I asked curiously. ‘Mrs Olsen said you eat your, um, dinner live.’

The kid’s eyes lit up. I mean they REALLY lit up. You could see the red glow behind his sunglasses. ‘Mosquitoes!’ he said eagerly. ‘Delicious live mosquitoes! Sadly, our journey was too hurried to dine on the way. Indeed, some of us are indubitably peckish! You couldn’t direct us to a nutritious patch of mosquitoes could you? Or blowflies? Even bush flies would be more than adequate, although…’

‘But bush flies don’t have the same zing as a juicy blowfly!’ Bruce hopped over eagerly. ‘I didn’t know vampires vampirised mosquitoes.’

The kid stared at him. ‘Pray’ (I hoped that was the pray he meant anyway—not prey), ‘what else would we vampirise?’

‘Us?’ offered Phredde.

The kid stared at her. ‘Golly gosh!’ he exclaimed in horror. ‘How did you form the impression we might vampirise you?’

‘Well, Mrs Olsen said you have old-fashioned ways,’ said Phredde defensively.

‘Indeed,’ said the kid. ‘We at Batrock do prefer old-fashioned manners and speech. And our dining habits might be perceived as a bit traditional too. But humans! Golly gosh! What kind of monsters do you think we are?’

‘Well,’ I said slowly. ‘I did think you were blood-crazed, savage beasts. That’s what Mr Ploppy Bottom said.’

‘Mr Ploppy Bottom?’

‘He’s our headmaster. The one who invited you here.’

‘Golly gosh!’ said the kid again. ‘What a heinous canard10! He was the one who informed us you were stake-wielding vampire hunters!’ He shook his head. ‘Indeed, it would appear that your headmaster is endeavouring to foment discord amongst us.’

Everyone blinked while I tried to work this out. (Thank goodness for all that vocabulary training with Mum’s crosswords!) ‘You mean the guy’s trying to make trouble?’ I suggested. ‘Yeah, I think you’re right. He seems as nice as pie, but underneath he’s a crawling maggot.’ I held my hand out. ‘My name’s Pru.’

The vampire grinned. Okay, he sounded a bit odd, but he had a nice grin.

‘It is an honour to meet you. My moniker is Zac,’ he said.

‘This is Phredde,’ I added.

‘And I’m Bruce,’ said Bruce eagerly. ‘Hey, how about we go mosquito hunting? There’s a really good colony in the ferns by the hippopotamus pond. You should taste mozzies after they’ve been feeding on hippopotamuses.’

‘Delightful!’ said Zac.

FLOOSH! Zac transformed into a small furry bat and fluttered around Bruce’s head.

I watched them leave, frog and bat together. It looked like it was the beginning of a beautiful friendship.





Chapter 15
Feeding with a Vampire
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My vampire was called Shaun. The vampire I was supposed to billet, I mean. I don’t mean HE was mine…Well, maybe I did hope Bruce might get jealous, but he and Zac were still down at the hippo pond when Phredde’s mum picked us up, so he didn’t even see that I took a bloke home.

There was something ODD about Shaun too. Not his fangs of course—I’d gotten used to them already. Just…

‘Golly gosh! Sumptuous11’. Shaun’s eyes were wide as he stared at our drawbridge. ‘It is surely the most splendiferous castle I have ever cast my eyes upon! Indeed, in addition, it is the first time I have ridden upon a carpet,’ he added, staring down at the piranhas. ‘Golly gosh, those wee small fish look famished!’

‘They’re my pet piranhas,’ I told him. I was a bit relieved Cuddles wasn’t about. People sometimes get the wrong idea about Cuddles until they get to know her. She isn’t really trying to eat them when she chews their feet. She just likes the taste of boots.

Mum was in the Smaller Ballroom cum TV room. She didn’t even look up as we came in. ‘What’s a nine-letter word meaning giant pimple?’

‘Carbuncle,’ offered Shaun, before I could get a word in edgewise.

Mum looked up. She stared at the fangs, the black silk cloak and the red eyes behind the sunglasses, then said carefully, ‘How very nice to meet you.’

‘It’s cool, Mum,’ I said. ‘Yes, he’s a vampire and no, he doesn’t have an arrangement with the abattoir like Mrs Olsen does, and yes, he does hunt his prey live, but it’s only mosquitoes. Phredde’s mum PING!ed his coffin into the Horribly Pink spare bedroom so you don’t have to worry about clean sheets. Is it okay if we watch TV before dinner?’

I could see Mum trying to work all this out. The thought processes of grown-ups slow down after they turn twenty-one. I just turned the TV on anyway. Shaun and I flopped down on the bean bags while Gark brought in some iced watermelon, frozen bananas with chocolate and nut topping and frozen oranges cut in half so we could eat them with a spoon.

And then it struck me.

‘Hey,’ I said to Shaun. ‘You can’t eat any of this, can you?’

I hadn’t even thought about what he ate when I thought he was a blood-crazed predator. Well, I suppose I HAD given it a thought—I’d thought he might try to eat me. But it had never occurred to me till now he couldn’t eat chilled watermelon.

A life without chilled watermelon! It didn’t bear thinking about!

But Shaun just shook his head. ‘There is no requirement for concern,’ he said. ‘Indeed, that is why we dine upon live prey! If a vampire becomes accustomed to dead blood from the abattoir that is all they are able to digest. But those of us who ingest live prey like mosquitoes and moths can thus consume anything for which we have an inclination! Golly gosh,’ he added. ‘This looks delicious.’

It took a while to work that one out. Luckily I can eat watermelon AND think at the same time. And it all seemed fine to me, once I’d got it straight. Mosquitoes stick their fangs into us. It’s fair enough if someone stuck fangs into them from time to time, too.

Dinner was cool. Gark went all out and made this massive pizza. It had EVERYTHING on it, including extra black olives, which are my favourite. This was followed by ice-cream sundaes with chocolate sauce, strawberries, raspberries, chopped crystallised pineapple, kiwi fruit, banana custard, passionfruit sponge cake, blueberry jelly with mandarin slices in it and cream with chopped nuts. Oh, and a wafer, all with a cherry on top. (It’s Phredde’s mum’s sundae recipe. They don’t have any calories if you eat them with a magic spoon.)

Oh, and old bones for Mark, even though he wasn’t a werewolf tonight. Mark likes bones.

As soon as dinner was over Mum and Dad got that polite let’s-be-nice-to-Pru’s-guest look on their faces.

‘Well, what will we do now?’ asked Mum brightly. ‘How about a game of Monopoly?’

Mum likes Monopoly about as much as she likes having her toes nibbled by my piranhas or having to drink decaffeinated coffee in the morning. But, like I said, she was doing her best.

‘Or Scrabble!’ suggested Dad hopefully.

Dad loves Scrabble, mostly because he can get a triple word score with a ‘z’ and an ‘x’ and two ‘w’s when the rest of us are trying to add an ‘s’ to ‘cat’. Dad had decided he really liked Shaun, especially after Shaun mentioned that his dad was a brewer with a particular interest in zymurgy (the study of fermentation). Now there was a word with which Dad could really clean up at Scrabble! It used all seven of the triple word-score letters!

But Shaun gave a discreet burp and shook his head. ‘Oh, I do apologise most sincerely!’ he cried. He gave a quick glance at me. ‘While Scrabble would indeed be scintillating, would it, mayhap, be permissible for me to venture upon the castle ramparts for a post-prandial promenade?’

‘Huh?’ said Mum.

‘He wants to go for a walk after dinner,’ I said.

Mum looked puzzled—she likes walking even less than she likes Monopoly—and Dad looked disappointed. He keeps hoping that SOMEONE will want to play Scrabble with him. But I realised what Shaun wanted at once—mosquitoes!

I leapt up. ‘How about I show you the battlements?’ I offered.

‘They’re great battlements,’ agreed Mark. ‘You should hear the echo when you howl from them.’

‘We’re not going to do any howling,’ I told him. ‘Just a…walk. Come on, Shaun. It’s this way.’

It was cold up on the battlements. I sat on one of the big lumpy stones and grinned at Shaun. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Turn into a bat.’

FLOOP!

Suddenly Shaun was gone. A small brown bat whizzed past my ear. Take that, bloodsuckers, I thought. It was time those mozzies were taught a lesson.

It was brilliant at first, then the stone got harder and harder under my bum and I got colder and colder. And it was getting boring, watching a bat zap round. Just as I was wondering if it would be rude to leave my guest and go and watch Batman on TV, or to see if my FLOING! was still working by jumping off the battlements suddenly…

FLOOP! Shaun was beside me.

‘Had enough mosquitoes?’ I asked him brightly.

Shaun nodded. ‘I’ve had my quotidian12 sufficiency,’ he said. ‘I just bethought…’

‘Bethought what?’

‘Perhaps you would care to accompany me upon a twilight flight?’

I was getting used to translating vampire by now. ‘Fly around and eat mosquitoes? No thank you!’ I shook my head politely. ‘Not after pizza and ice-cream sundae.’

‘You don’t have to consume mosquitoes,’ said Shaun persuasively. ‘Though they are very sapid13. Just a fleeting nocturnal flight.’

‘You mean…fly? Like a bat?’

‘Indubitably.’

‘But I’m not a bat!’ I informed him. ‘I hate to break it to you, but if I try to fly I’ll go whump, not whoosh!’ I didn’t tell him about the FLOING!. Well, what was there to say? I have this magic rescue device but, no, I don’t know how it works, or why, or if it’s even still there. ‘Humans can’t fly,’ I told him. ‘Not without jet engines and wings anyway.’

‘I think you may be under some misapprehension,’ said Shaun sincerely. ‘Humans are able to take wing if they hold hands with a vampire.’

‘Huh?’ Mrs Olsen had never mentioned this. But why should she, I thought. Teachers mostly don’t go flying with their students.

‘You mean, if I hold hands with you then I can fly?’

Shaun nodded.

‘But when you fly you’re a bat!’ I protested. ‘Bats don’t have hands!’

‘Claw-tip to claw-tip mayhap!’ Shaun grinned. He had a really nice grin, even nicer than Zac’s. Those fangs looked sort of cute. ‘Would you care to accompany me?’

What had I got to lose? My life—but I was pretty sure my FLOING! was working. My dinner, maybe—I get car sick and air sick and magic carpet sick and once I even got dragon sick and ALWAYS get giant butterfly sick. I’d probably get bat sick too. But what the heck! If I lost my dinner overboard I could eat another one.

‘Let’s go!’ I cried.

FLOOP!

What with FLOOP!s and FLOING!s and PING!s my life was getting pretty crammed with noises. And then I realised…

I was a bat!

A little squeaky bat! I knew I was little because the whole world looked BIG! And I knew I squeaked because I tried to shriek, ‘Hey, everyone, I’m a bat,’ and all that came out was, ‘Eek, eek, eek.’

And I was flying!

Up above the castle, so I could see our rose gardens and Cuddles eating a bag of cow manure (cow manure really does make roses grow, though not when it’s inside a Dromornis stirtoni). Higher and higher I flew. I could see the streets below the castle now, the traffic lights, the cars like tiny beetles, our school oval like a black blob and past it the lights of the library.

Tomorrow I’d be playing footy there against a mob of vampires. But tonight I was a bat, flying above it all.

And then we landed.

‘Are you still totally disinclined to sample a mosquito?’ asked Shaun.

I shook my head. ‘Thanks, but I’m still full of dinner.’ And I was. I had finally found a way of getting around that didn’t make me upchuck. ‘That was so hot,’ I added.

Shaun grinned. His fangs were white in the starlight. ‘It was an honour and a privilege,’ he said. Then he was a bat again, squeaking after insects in the night.





Chapter 16
Sports Day!
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Mr Ploppy Bottom was waiting for us at school. I mean WAITING. Shaun, Phredde, Janet (who was Phredde’s vampire billet) and I had no sooner slid off the carpet—which is no way as much fun as being a bat—and there he was peering at us out of his office window.

He stared at us and the vampires for a second. Then his face fell just like a sand castle some little snig has poured a bucket of water over.

I nudged Phredde. ‘Guess who was just looking over at us?’

‘Ploppy Bottom?’

I nodded. ‘I think he was hoping we’d hate our billets, instead of being friends.’

Phredde shook her head. ‘I just don’t understand it! Why invite them here if he hates vampires and phaeries?’

‘Maybe that’s it,’ I said slowly. ‘Maybe he hates phaeries and vampires so much he hoped we’d wipe each other out.’

‘Wipe out two whole FOOTBALL TEAMS?’ cried Phredde. ‘Someone would notice! We’d get WAY into trouble if we wiped out a whole football team. And he warned Batrock about us too. He wouldn’t have done that if he wanted us to wipe them out. We’re just kids anyway, not vampire slayers! It doesn’t make sense.’

Suddenly there were bats all over the place—Batrock had ‘changed’ for the sports day. I was already wearing my trakkie daks, and Phredde was wearing hers too, except hers were purple and silver instead of the school colours because she’d PING!ed them so they’d look like the school uniform if any teacher saw. It was old magic, so it wasn’t breaking Mr Ploppy Bottom’s new rule.

The first sports event was the races. Well, non-event really. You try racing against a bat! Even Phredde is no match for bat wings—unless she PING!ed of course.

We lost the high jump, long jump and the basketball, and even the shotput. The vampires changed back into human form for that. But vampires have super-human strength as well.

Then it was lunchtime. There were free ice blocks as usual, and a sausage sizzle as a treat for us kids. It was a treat for the vampires too as the sizzling sausages attracted lots of flies.

Shaun came over to me as I was guzzling my fourth sausage. He really did have a nice grin.

‘Golly gosh!’ he exclaimed. ‘Those flies were indeed most enjoyable! I don’t suppose you could be persuaded to accompany me in flight once more while we enjoy a small recess for luncheon?’

I looked at the flies hovering above the barbecue. ‘No thanks. I’m not into flies.’

Shaun shook his head. ‘I’m not entirely rasorial14 you know. We could just go for a flutter!’

I glanced at Phredde. She gave me a ‘go on’ look.

And then I saw Bruce. I’d expected him to be hopping up and down by the barbecue, zapping flies as fast as he could. But he mustn’t have been hungry, because he was sitting over by the science block with Amelia. Well, it was more like Amelia was sitting next to him, because she was yakking away, and he was looking over at me and Shaun. Except when he saw me looking he looked away.

Part of me wanted to pretend I really liked Shaun to make Bruce jealous. And I did like Shaun. But not like that. He was just someone to hang around with—literally. I mean, I’d tried hanging upside down too. It was fun.

And I didn’t want to make Bruce jealous. Being jealous hurts. Bruce had hurt me but that still didn’t make me want to hurt him back.

Not that much anyway.

So I shook my head. ‘I’d better get ready for the football game. But thanks anyway.’

I looked back at Bruce to see if he was still watching, but he’d disappeared.

So I thought about the football match instead.

This game was going to be it! If we didn’t win this then Batrock would have won EVERYTHING. And even though I thought the vampires were okay now, I didn’t see why they should feel totally superior just because they had super-human strength and could fly and were faster than speeding bullets and all that stuff.

It was all up to us.





Chapter 17
The Football Match


[image: image20]



I put on my footy boots down at the oval. Phredde fluttered down next to me, and pulled on her boots too. They were about the size of match boxes and were purple and silver to match her tracksuit.

‘This is the first time I’ve ever tied my own bootlaces!’ she informed me. ‘Bootlaces were one of the first things I ever PING!ed when I was tiny.’

I nodded sombrely. I was wondering how Phredde was going to cope in the football match without her PING!.

Phredde had never REALLY used magic in a football match before, because otherwise what was the point? She could just PING! the match and we’d have won before the match even started. But she’d always PING!ed little things, like magically zapping from one side of the field to the other or massing 200 kilos if someone tried to tackle her.

‘Where’s Bruce?’ I asked casually.

Phredde zoomed up fifty metres, looked around, then zoomed back down again. ‘Can’t see him,’ she informed me.

‘Just as I thought,’ I said gloomily. ‘He’s not going to stop being a frog, so he’s gone off somewhere. Anyway, if he wasn’t a frog he’d be no use anyway. The only training he’s ever done has been in frog form.’

The whole school had gathered on the hill above the oval now. Mr Ploppy Bottom sat with all the other teachers, beaming away as though this was the best fun he’d ever had since Santa gave him his first teddy bear.

We lined up ready to go on. I glanced over at the Batrock team and groaned.

‘What’s wrong?’ demanded Phredde.

‘How can you beat a team of bats at football!’ I brightened. ‘Hey, maybe bats can’t hold footballs.’

Phredde sniffed. ‘I bet they can,’ she said.

I looked back at the Batrock team. She was right. One of the bats was already holding the ball close to his furry little body. He gave me an excited squeak. Even at this distance I recognised Shaun’s grin.

‘All right, everyone!’ Mrs Olsen marched up and down the line in her giant mushroom sunhat. ‘I’m not going to pretend that this will be easy! Edwin, will you pay attention!’

‘Sorry, Mrs Olsen.’ Edwin stopped searching for the lost bit of his sixth free ice block that had fallen on the ground.

I glanced around swiftly. But there was still no sign of Bruce. ‘Excuse me, Mrs Olsen, but we’re a team member down,’ I told her.

‘What! Who isn’t here?’

‘Bruce,’ I informed her shortly.

‘Then someone will have to stand in for him.’ Mrs Olsen beckoned to Amelia. Good choice, I thought. Amelia’s not very fast but she’s really nasty. Just as long as she remembered to be nasty to the other side, not to us. And maybe, I thought hopefully, she’d fall over in the mud and someone would tread on her.

‘Just remember your tactics!’ cried Mrs Olsen. ‘Keep the ball low! Once it gets into the air they’ll grab it. Remember, bats rely on sounds bouncing off objects to see where things are! So move fast to confuse them! And whatever you do, keep your necks covered!’

‘But these vampires don’t vampirise humans!’ I pointed out.

‘That is true,’ agreed Mrs Olsen. ‘But bare necks excite any vampire! Don’t give them more of an adrenalin rush than necessary. Now get in there and go for the jugular!’ She coughed politely. ‘I mean, just go in there and try very hard.’

We jogged onto the oval and the crowd cheered. It felt great, even if we hadn’t done anything to cheer about yet. Mr Ploppy Bottom cheered the loudest. He even stood up and clapped his hands above his head. He really looked as if he was enjoying himself.

It doesn’t make sense, I said to myself. Doesn’t make sense at all.

And then there was no time to think. Just to grab the ball and run.

Ten minutes into the match, and no one had scored. In fact we were pretty evenly matched. Our ground tactics were better than theirs, and even in the air they didn’t have it all their own way. Shaun had just scooped the ball from Edwin (I think he’d been dreaming about his lost ice block) and was flying down the field when Phredde zoomed up like a berserker butterfly. (Berserkers were wild, frenzied Viking fighters.)

You can’t tackle a bat in mid-air. So Phredde just sat on his back and bounced up and down till he let the ball go.

And I was underneath to grab it!

I pounded down the field. Closer…closer…suddenly a bat landed on my head. Its wings slipped over my eyes.

I couldn’t see!

Did a bat sitting on your head count as a tackle? I passed the ball to Amelia anyway, because it’s hard to run in the right direction with bat wings over your eyes. She passed it to Jason…and a bat tried to intercept!

Then Phredde had the ball up in the air again. The crowd went wild!

‘Come on, Phredde!’ I screamed.

Half a dozen vampire bats darted towards her. Phredde zoomed higher, and higher still!

How high can bats fly? I wondered. How high can phaeries fly without their magic to help them?

Phredde was just a speck in the sky now. Then suddenly ZOOOM! Phredde arrowed down. The air cracked behind her as she broke the sound barrier.

And it was a touchdown!!!!!

‘Phredde, Phredde, Phredde!’ the whole school chanted. A flock of pigeons plummeted down onto the oval. They’d fainted from the impact of Phredde’s shock wave. The first-aid team raced out to revive them.

The score was four–nil! We were winning!

Edwin had the ball now! Could he convert the try?

I held my breath. You never know with Edwin. If Edwin’s paying attention he kicks like a kangaroo. But if he was still thinking about his ice block he might kick in totally the wrong direction.

Edwin took aim. I held my breath. It looked okay! He was even facing the right way!

The ball sailed over the goalposts!

The crowd was jumping so high I thought there’d be an earthquake when they landed. ‘Edwin! Edwin!’

Edwin looked like every ice block he’d ever dropped had jigsawed back together again! And his smile looked wide enough to eat them all.

And then…and then…before the ball plummeted to the ground behind the posts it changed direction. It sailed back across the goalposts and onto the ground. It bounced to the ground, right at Edwin’s feet, then stopped.

What had happened? And then I realised! The vampires had all fluttered their wings at the same time to make a breeze!

But we were still ahead!

The Batrock team were hanging upside down together under the goalposts, discussing their tactics. Now and then they cast dirty bat-like looks our way.

‘We rock! We’re the champions!’ I chortled.

‘Not yet we’re not,’ warned Amelia.

I nodded more seriously. Even Amelia looked good to me at the moment. ‘But we’re in with a chance! We can really show those mosquito-suckers what’s what!’

The ref blew his whistle. It was on again!

Batrock got the ball this time. A small dark-haired bat arrowed down to the goalposts, too fast for Phredde to catch him. He was going to pass right over our heads!

‘Amelia! Here!’ I yelled.

If there’s one good thing about Amelia, it’s that she thinks fast. She raced over to me. I heaved her up onto my shoulders (playing tag every afternoon with a Dromornis stirtoni gives you muscles) just as the dark bat flew over us.

Zap! Amelia reached up and grabbed the ball! She leapt down from my shoulders and careered down the field. Half a dozen bats flapped above her.

‘Hey, foul!’ roared Phredde. ‘Bat droppings in the eyes is foul!’

‘Really foul!’ muttered Amelia, wiping the droppings out of her eyes and trying to stagger on. But it was too late.

One of the bats swooped down and scooped the ball from her hands, then flapped madly towards the line. It was a touchdown!

The score was equal! But could they convert the try? Maybe bats are lousy kickers, I thought hopefully.

FLOOP! Suddenly there was a kid on the field instead of a bat. He steadied the ball then aimed and kicked.

It was a careless sort of kick. It’s not going to make it, I thought happily. It’s going far too wide.

Then my smile faded. Batrock were flapping their wings again. It wasn’t much of a breeze, but it was enough—the ball went over!

They were ahead!

‘Hey!’ I said. ‘Is that in the rules?’

The referee looked worried. ‘There’s nothing in the rules that says competitors can’t flap their wings on the field.’ He blew his whistle and we were off again!

I had the ball now, till a flying bat zapped me behind the knees. I passed it to Phredde, but the bats had her covered, three of them flying in formation above her. Phredde made a wild pass to Amelia, but a bat caught it in mid-air and went flying, down towards the goalposts!

Firrrp! Saved by the whistle. It was half-time!





Chapter 18
Will the Bloodsuckers Win?
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We all flopped by the sidelines while Mrs Olsen handed out orange halves and flasks of water. I was about to ask Phredde to PING! up some iced watermelon, then remembered. No magic. It was really boring living without PING!s.

Mrs Olsen was really worked up now. Even if her friend was the Batrock Central teacher, she wanted us to win! She kept sipping from her thermos flask as she strode up and down. ‘Now, this is the plan! Edwin, I want you to…’

‘Excuse me, Mrs Olsen,’ said Edwin.

‘What? Now, it’s really important that you…’

‘But, Mrs Olsen…’

‘Edwin, don’t interrupt! You have to make sure you…’

‘I’m going to be sick!’ said Edwin. ‘Gurrrp!’

And he was.

If you’ve ever wondered what six artificial ice-block colours look like all combined in one tummy then vomited up, I can only say…no, I won’t. You might never eat an ice block again.

We moved upwind a bit while the first-aid team took Edwin indoors.

‘Now what?’ cried Mrs Olsen. ‘We’ll be playing one team member down!’

‘Mrs Olsen!’ yelled Phredde, pointing behind me. ‘Look!’

I turned my head, just as a frog hopped out of the car park and down the hill towards the oval.

It was the biggest frog I had ever seen! Except for Bruce, of course. But this frog didn’t look like Bruce at all! It didn’t even look like a real frog! For a start, it was bright green with a yellow tummy, instead of shiny brown, and it had a big red fake-looking smile, and its skin looked flat and almost furry, instead of damp.

There was something weird about the way it hopped too.

It was getting closer, closer…the fake frog was almost on us now.

‘Hi!’ said the fake frog. ‘I’m sorry I’m late.’

‘Bruce!’ I yelled. I quite forgot I wasn’t talking to him.

‘The costume hire place was still ironing the frog suit!’ explained Bruce. ‘They wouldn’t let me have it till it was ironed.’

‘But…but…’ I said.

‘I TOLD them it didn’t have to be ironed for a football match,’ added Bruce. ‘But they insisted.’

‘But…but…’ said Mrs Olsen. She blinked behind her dark glasses. ‘WHY are you in a frog costume, Bruce?’

‘Because Mr Ploppy…I mean, Plothiebotham said I couldn’t play if I was using magic to be a frog. But I’m not a frog now. I’m in a frog costume.’

‘Couldn’t you just play without the costume?’ Mrs Olsen looked a bit out of her depth.

Bruce shook his bright green head. ‘I only know how to play football as a frog!’

‘Oh,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘That’s…’ She shook her head helplessly as the ref blew his whistle again. Half-time was over.

We trailed out onto the field. Those bats had a furry, determined look now. They knew we wouldn’t be easily beaten. Vampire bats aren’t used to losing. And neither are we, alliophobes15! I thought. I wondered if we should have had garlic instead of oranges at half-time. No, I thought, that wouldn’t have been playing fair.

The Batrock bats flapped about a metre off the field, their little vampire fangs gleaming in the sun. But one of the advantages of having a vampire as a teacher is that fangs don’t make you fret.

‘Ribbet. Ribbet.’ Bruce bounced up and down gently in the middle of the field. Somehow he sounded even more like a frog now, when he wasn’t a frog at all.

I was so glad to see him I didn’t even bother glaring at him. Okay, so he’d stopped being a frog—sort of—for the football match, even if he hadn’t bothered to change for my party. But at least he was here now!

The ball soared into the air above us. Bruce bounced high, and higher still. But not high enough. Batrock had the ball! It was a blond bat now, zooming down the field, his little bat body casting a speeding shadow on the grass.

‘Stop him!’ I shrieked. ‘Or her,’ I added, because who can tell with bats?

The score was seven to four. We were still losing!

‘Go for the jugular! Go for the jugular! Suck the suckers dry!’ shrieked Mrs Olsen from the sidelines. She was really getting carried away.

Fat lot of use that was, I thought. Do bats even have jugular veins?

I caught Phredde’s eye, then Bruce’s and Amelia’s. It was time to get serious!

Phredde sped up to grab the ball, then zoomed back and down to me.

I took the ball from her as a bat fluttered up behind her, then passed it to Amelia just as another bat tried to land on my nose. Amelia threw the ball to Bruce. He bounced up and passed to Phredde who passed to me, then I tossed it back to Bruce…

‘Keep running!’ Bruce croaked at me, as he stuffed the ball down his frog suit. ‘Pretend you still have the ball!’

‘Why…’ But Bruce was hopping down the field before I had time to finish the question.

I curled my arm up as though the ball was still there, and kept on running.

Zap! A bat landed on my shoulder. I brushed it off. Zoom! A bat butted me in the back.

What were they doing? I didn’t have the ball!

And then I realised. They were bats!

Bats can’t see—their little squeaks bounce off objects. The bats couldn’t see that Bruce had the ball, because a froggy lump is still a froggy lump, even when there is a football in the lump as well.

Suddenly the vampires realised something was wrong.

FLOOP! FLOOP! FLOOP! All over the field bats turned back into boys and girls, so they could see what we were up to.

But it was too late! Bruce hopped the final few metres over the line—it was a try!

Could he convert it? Mrs Olsen waved her thermos of bloo…red stuff in triumph! ‘Go to it, Bruce!’ she shrieked.

Bruce hoicked the ball out of the left front leg of his costume and placed it on the ground. He took aim, then kicked. The ball sailed upwards, over the goalposts…

Then stopped.

FLOOP! FLOOP! FLOOP! The sky was full of bats again. Their wings were fanning the ball away.

‘No!’ I cried. But even before the word was finished Bruce had soared into the air. Higher, higher. That frog could jump!

Swot! His tongue zapped out and pushed the ball the final centimetres through the goalposts!

He’d done it! Bruce’s tongue had done it!

Except…I suddenly stopped cheering. Bruce wasn’t a REAL frog now, so he didn’t have his superduper tongue. So…

I glanced over at him. No one else had noticed—they were so used to Bruce’s tongue by now they didn’t even think about it. Bruce met my eyes, then slowly winked.

I let out a breath I didn’t know that I’d been holding. It was still Bruce inside that suit! The real Bruce!

And suddenly I realised. Yes, that WAS the real Bruce. Bruce was happy as a frog. He hadn’t given in to Mr Ploppy Bottom! And that meant that…maybe—I gulped—he shouldn’t give in to me!

‘Pru!’ shrieked Amelia furiously.

But there was no time for that now. I grabbed the ball and darted down the field. We had the lead, 11–7! And we were going to keep it!

A bat dived down my jersey.

‘Look, buster!’ I snorted, tossing the ball to Phredde and hauling the bat out by its claws. ‘You’d better be a girl bat or I’m going to be seriously mad!’

The bat squeaked something rude at me—well, it sounded rude even if I don’t speak bat—and flapped off.

We had to get the ball to Bruce again! But the bats were awake to that ploy now! At least two fluttered about Bruce’s froggy head, while the others zapped between.

‘Ow!’ Amelia rolled on the ground in pain.

The ref blew his whistle as we ran up to her.

‘What’s wrong!’ I cried.

‘My ankle, I’ve twisted it! I slipped in a pile of bat dung! They must have all doo-dooed together!’

‘Foul!’ cried Mrs Olsen. ‘Really, really foul!’

The referee blinked. ‘I don’t think there’s anything in the rules about bat doo-doo.’

The first-aid team helped Amelia off the field.

Now we really were one team member down!

We’d had the ball when the whistle blew, so we had it when the game began again. Phredde crouched low—which is really low if you’re a phaery—and sent the ball in, almost at ground level.

But those bats were no fools! They’d been expecting something like that. One swooped so low it set the grass blades quivering, and zapped the ball before I’d had time to blink.

We had to get it back! And fast! I glanced at my watch. Only two minutes to go. If we didn’t catch them now they’d win!

I could hear Phredde panting up above me. Phredde can flap her wings like they’re tornado powered, but there was only one of her in the air and a whole team of bats. If only we had another set of wings on our side!

There was no way Phredde could get the ball now. The vampires were going to score, which meant they could still win. And there was nothing we could do about it.

Suddenly the ground shook beneath my boots. Something pounded onto the oval. Something with giant ducky feet, three metres of feathers, and a great curved beak. Something with wings that half flew, half jumped across the field and plucked the ball—vampire bat and all—out of the air.

‘Cuddles!’ I screamed. ‘This way!’

‘Quack!’ Cuddles galloped towards me, the ball, and the now-protesting bat, still in her beak.

‘Come on!’ I raced down the field to the goalpost with Cuddles thundering after me. The bat squeaked madly, trying to get away, but nothing gets away from Cuddles’s beak!

No one even tried to stop us! The bats flew madly over to the sidelines, and even our team got as far away from those Demon Duck feet and giant beak as they could.

We had the entire oval to ourselves! I grabbed the ball from Cuddles’s beak (the badly upset bat had managed to wriggle free by now) just as we crossed the line and pressed it to the ground.

Touchdown!

‘Quack!’ Cuddles pecked the ball out of my hands and swallowed it. The referee blew his whistle.

The game was over!



Well, we won.

There was a bit of an argument over it actually. But, as Mrs Olsen said, we were one player down, and if bats and frogs and phaeries are allowed to play football, then Demon Ducks of Doom should be allowed to play as well.

I think the Batrock coach wanted to take it further, but one look from Cuddles’s beady little eyes accompanied by a sharp ‘Quack’ made him shut his mouth and fly out of reach.

And then Cuddles ate the spare balls too and started on the goalposts, so everyone decided it was time to have afternoon tea.

Then we went home to change for the dance.





Chapter 19
Off to the Dance
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‘Is my appearance satisfactory?’ asked Shaun.

I looked him up and down. He was human again, well, a vampire and not a bat. He’d gone for the traditional vampire look too. Black satin cloak with red lining and a big collar, a brilliant white silk shirt and black pants, finished off with shiny shoes and polished fangs. Even his black hair looked polished too.

‘Great,’ I told him. Well, it was Halloween! ‘How about me?’

‘Bodacious!’ he assured me. Well, I think it was a compliment.

Actually, I did look pretty hot. It’s difficult finding a Halloween costume in a school like ours. I mean obviously vampires were out of the question and so were phaeries. And I’d already had too many run-ins with trolls, Ancient Egyptian mummies, ogres, zombies, and bogey men—well, one bogey man, er, girl (her name is Jessica and she’s in the class below us)—to be one of those.

So I’d dressed up as a pumpkin. No, not a great, fat round-looking pumpkin. It was what a pumpkin would look like if it had the advantages of a whole lot of fashion magazines and great clothes sense, plus a best friend who could PING! up anything you wanted! My hat was long and green and dangling, like a silky stalk. My dress was pumpkin-coloured and sort of billowed out in pumpkin folds. My shoes looked like pumpkin seeds, except they were foot-shaped not seed-shaped, and my nails were orange too, and so was my hair especially for the occasion.

The doorbells jangled above our drawbridge. ‘That’ll be Phredde,’ I said. I leant out of the tower window. ‘PING! us down!’ I yelled.

‘No worries!’ called Phredde. ‘I’ll come up to you!’

PING! The carpet hovered outside the window, with Phredde and her vampire billet, Janet, sitting in the middle. Janet had gone for the vampire look like Shaun, except her dress was long, red and silky. Her cloak was red on the outside with a black lining and her hair was big and blonde. And of course, her fangs were all brushed and shiny too.

‘Golly gosh!’ said Shaun happily, gazing out the window at the carpet. ‘We will perambulate in style!’

Floosh! One well-groomed bat darted out the window and perched on the edge of the magic carpet next to Phredde and Janet. I sat on the windowsill and swung my legs out.

‘See you later, Mum!’ I shouted.

‘What?’ Mum poked her head around the door and stared at the strange sight of her only daughter dressed as a pumpkin, and about to slide through a tower window onto a magic carpet with a vampire, a bat and a phaery. But Mum is slowly getting used to things like that. (It takes grown-ups a while to get up to speed on new things, like programming DVD players and PING!s.) ‘Er…have a nice time, Prudence darling,’ she said. ‘You’ve got your mobile phone?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘And you’ll be home by 10.30?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

It was safe saying Yes, Mum to that one, because if I DID want to stay later, Phredde could always PING! me back to 10.30. Even though it was against school rules now to PING! on school grounds, Phredde could hold off the PING! till we were on our way home.

I waited in case Mum wanted to ask me if I had my sun block on too, but it turned out that even Mum couldn’t stress about UV rays at a night-time dance because she just said, ‘You will take care, won’t you, Prudence?’

‘MUM!’ I protested. ‘I’m just going to a school Halloween dance! What can possibly happen to me?’

Then I swung my legs out of the tower window, leapt a metre over the moat and the piranhas two-hundred metres below, and settled down on the magic carpet.

We were off to the dance!





Chapter 20
The Deadly Creatures from Beyond the Gates of Reality
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‘You look great,’ I said to Phredde. She was dressed as a wasp, all orange and black, so we really matched.

‘Splendiferous,’ squeaked Shaun. He was still a bat. FLOOSH! Suddenly he was a kid again.

Phredde grinned. ‘It’s difficult choosing a costume when you have wings,’ she said. She wrinkled her nose. ‘Mum wanted me to be a beautiful butterfly! Yuk!’

The four of us looked pretty stunning zapping along on Phredde’s mum’s magic carpet through the streets, especially when Phredde forgot to stop at the traffic lights, but it didn’t matter because we just swooped above everyone.

I don’t know why everyone kept staring though. I mean it WAS Halloween!

We landed by the school hall and it looked GREAT. We’d hung the pumpkin lanterns out the front. Not real ones, just in case the candles burnt through the pumpkin and burnt the hall down, which would have been a real pity after all the trouble we’d gone to making it look nice.

These lanterns were made from papier-mâché and had battery-operated torches in them (magic was off-limits). We’d hung black and orange streamers everywhere, and the food was all set out on the tables at the back. Phredde had PING!ed all the garlic out before we left. I mean these kids were okay, even if they did talk funny, and they were quite nice about congratulating us after we’d won the football match.

A few ghosts wandered past us into the hall—well, kids dressed up in sheets. Edwin was wearing a banana costume, at least I hoped it was a costume and not something Edwin thought was cool to wear. The music was hammering away, and everyone was dancing. Well, everyone except us, anyway.

‘Come on, let’s hit the dancefloor!’ I cried, when someone hopped up behind me.

‘Hello, Pru,’ he said.

It was Bruce. Phredde took one look and grabbed Shaun and Janet’s hands and dragged them inside. ‘See you later!’ she called as they disappeared.

I blinked at Bruce. ‘What are you dressed up as?’ I demanded.

‘A Werefrog’ said Bruce matter-of-factly. ‘That’s a frog who changes into a human every full moon.’

‘But it isn’t a full moon,’ I said slowly. ‘You look just the same as you always do.’

‘Yep,’ said Bruce. ‘That’s the whole idea.’ He hesitated. ‘You look cool,’ he said at last. ‘Very pumpkiny.’

‘Thanks,’ I said.

Bruce blinked at me with his googly frog eyes. ‘Pru, I’ve got to tell you something.’

‘I’ve got to tell you something too,’ I told him.

‘I don’t know how to say this,’ said Bruce hesitantly, ‘but you really need to know that…’

‘Come on, inside, everybody!’ It was Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘You don’t want to miss the fun!’

I stared at him. He looked…different…somehow. He wasn’t wearing a costume, just his ordinary teacher clothes—pants and shirt—but somehow he looked stranger than ever.

‘Into the hall!’ giggled Mr Ploppy Bottom. He surged past us and made his way across the dancefloor, under the twirling orange lights and up onto the hall stage.

‘Come on,’ I said to Bruce. I really wanted to hear what Bruce had to say, but something told me that we were about to find out just how weird Mr Ploppy Bottom REALLY was.

Bruce shoved his way to the front of the crowd—frogs have wide shoulders and Bruce is stronger than he looks—and I followed in his wake.

‘Attention!’ Mr Ploppy Bottom yelled. ‘And turn that music off!’

The music pounded even louder as someone turned the switch the wrong way. Then suddenly there was silence.

Mr Ploppy Bottom stared out at the assembled kids and vampires (as well as one phaery, a giant frog and Jessica the bogey-girl too, except she was hiding behind the door—Jessica’s the shy type).

‘You may all wonder why I’ve called you here,’ chortled Mr Ploppy Bottom.

We all stared at him. ‘No, we don’t, sir,’ said Bruce, puzzled. ‘It’s the school Halloween dance, remember, after the sports day which you organised.’

‘Oh, yes, I forgot,’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom vaguely. Then a fiendish grin spread across his face. It made a change from his ‘I am kind to kids’ beam, anyway. ‘But there is another reason! Tonight is Halloween, when the boundaries between the normal world and the world of the ugly and the terrifying grow very thin! One false move on Halloween and the deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality are ready to invade!’

‘I didn’t know that,’ I whispered to Phredde, who’d fluttered up beside me.

Phredde nodded. ‘It’s true,’ she whispered back. ‘Didn’t they teach you that in kindergarten? Every phaery knows that you have to be really careful on Halloween. Too much magic in any one place can rip open the Gates of Reality and then the deadly creatures…’

Phredde stopped. ‘Uh-oh,’ she whispered.

‘Exactly!’ snickered Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘That is exactly what I have been working to achieve! Pent-up, unused magic! It’s been a brilliant plan! Phaeries who cannot PING!, combined with a vampire football team unable to vampirise their opponents no matter how much they wanted to!’

‘Golly gosh, that is a filthy canard, you pusillanimous zoophyte,’ yelled Shaun. ‘We do not wish to vampirise our new comrades, just because we were not up to snuff in the football match. Well, not much,’ he added honestly.

Mr Ploppy Bottom gave a yell of laughter. It was proper insane laughter too, just like you hear from crazy people on TV. ‘But it is enough! This whole hall is oozing pent-up magic! The Gates of Reality are about to open! And now! Now! Now…’

‘Now WHAT?’ I yelled. ‘Come on! Don’t keep us in suspense! What happens next?’

‘Just look out the door!’ whispered Mr Ploppy Bottom evilly. ‘And then you’ll see what happens next!’

That’s when the lights went out.





Chapter 21
The Headless Horse-person and the Lhiannan-shee
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‘Phredde,’ I hissed. ‘PING! up some lights. Quickly!’

‘I can’t!’ Phredde whispered back. ‘It’s against school rules!’

‘But the school principal who made them is insane! And evil too!’

‘I can’t help it!’ whispered Phredde. ‘School rules are school rules.’

‘Look, you dingbat phaery,’ I began.

Suddenly there was a flicker in the darkness, and then another, and another. Red lights shone in the darkness. Weird, glowing, red lights scattered across the room…

‘It’s you guys, isn’t it?’ I cried to Shaun. ‘It’s your eyes lighting up!’

‘Indubitably!’ said Shaun. ‘That is how we discern our prey in the umbrageous16 gloom!’

‘I thought you used those squeaky echo thingies?’

Shaun sighed. ‘Indubitably. But only when we are bats. When we’re in human form we can illuminate our eyes.’

A bright-yellow light joined the red ones.

‘Who’s eyes are they?’ I demanded. My voice was a bit shaky. I tried to steady it. Really, there was nothing to be scared of. Just a hall full of vampires with glowing red eyes, an insane school principal and deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality and…

‘It’s only me,’ said Bruce comfortingly. ‘I brought a torch.’

‘Good idea,’ I said tremulously.

‘Yeah. It attracts moths. Yum,’ said Bruce.

Just then there was a commotion at the door. ‘Trick or treat!’ someone called sweetly.

Bruce shone his torch at the doorway. A small girl stood there. She was sooo cute, with brown curls and big blue eyes.

‘She’s not from our school,’ I whispered to Phredde.

Phredde shook her head. ‘I’ve never seen her before. She doesn’t look like a Batrock vampire either.’

The small girl stared into the hall. ‘Oh, a Halloween dance,’ she breathed. ‘I saw the lights from the street! Oh, please, please may I join in? It looks so lovely! I’ve never been to a dance before.’

‘Sure…’ I began, then stopped. ‘Phredde,’ I hissed, ‘what happens when the Gates of Reality are ripped open?’

‘The deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality invade and try to destroy everyone,’ whispered Phredde.

‘Do the deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality destroy EVERYBODY? Or just one or two?’

‘Everybody,’ said Phredde hollowly.

‘What do the deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality look like?’

‘It depends on the deadly creature. Bogeys just look lumpy and have bad teeth. And they stink. Then there’s Gwyllions and…’

‘Do any of them look like much-too-cute little girls?’

But it was too late. Shaun was moving through the crowd, his eyes fixed on the girl. ‘Oh, golly gosh, you poor wee mite,’ he crooned. ‘Most assuredly you can join us!’

‘I bet she’s luring him outside! Phredde, stop him!’ I cried.

‘How?’ shrieked Phredde.

‘PING! him back here!’

‘But I can’t…’

‘What the…’ I shoved my way through the crowd and grabbed Shaun’s shoulder, just as he reached for the girl’s hand.

ZANG! Sparks flew as soon as Shaun touched her hand. The girl’s pretty face melted and in its place was a burst of fire that reached out to Shaun, but I was in the way! Hot, red flames that seared and burnt so I was…

FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!

Suddenly a bucket of water was in my hands. I threw it at the flames.

‘Noooooooo…’ The girl’s voice vanished into the darkness as she dissolved into a puddle.

I took a deep breath. ‘What was that?’

The other vampires were looking after Shaun—he was a bit shaken but seemed okay.

‘It was a deadly creature from beyond the Gates of Reality,’ said Phredde helpfully.

I sighed. ‘I KNOW that. But what SORT of deadly creature?’

‘I think,’ said Phredde, ‘it was a Lhiannan-shee. People used to call them fairy sweethearts, but they’re not phaeries. They lure people out into the dark and then they…’

‘I can guess the rest,’ I said sourly, glancing over at Bruce, who was inspecting the supper table in case there were any flies on it. Why wasn’t he panicking that I may have been hurt? I couldn’t understand it! ‘Well, at least we’re safe now!’ I said to Phredde.

‘Actually…’ began Phredde.

I looked at her. ‘You mean we’re NOT safe?’

‘No,’ said Phredde.

‘There are more ghastly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality?’

‘Yes,’ whispered Phredde.

‘More of those Lhany-what’s-its?’

‘Not THEM,’ said Phredde. ‘Others. They’ll keep coming and coming while the Gates of Reality are opened! They’ll try to destroy us! And the rest of the world too!’ she added.

‘Then how do we close the Gates of Reality?’ I demanded.

‘We can’t! We have to defend them till Halloween is over!’

‘When is Halloween over then!’ I yelled.

‘Midnight!’ declared Phredde. She looked a bit scared herself, which worried me. You don’t often see Phredde scared.

‘But I told Mum I’d be home by 10.30!’ I stared around the hall. I raised my voice to address everyone in the hall. ‘Does ANYONE here know how to shut the Gates of Reality?’

I’d never thought a crowd could be so silent. There wasn’t a sound, apart from insane giggling from up on the stage.

‘Doomed, doomed!’ cried Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘You’re all doomed! Every horrible magic one of you! Doomed by your own magic!’

‘But why?’ I yelled. ‘I’m not magic! There are lots of us who aren’t magic.’

Anyone who plays with magic should be doomed! All of you in this school! And Batrock Central too! Doomed! Doomed!’

Phredde snorted. ‘He gets a bit boring, doesn’t he?’

I nodded. I was trying to work out what to do next. I mean if we got this wrong we could all be…I shut my mind to that one. While I didn’t exactly know WHAT the creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality might do to us, it was a pretty good bet they weren’t going to bring us baskets of cherries and new video games.

But one thing was clear. It was up to me to protect the school! And the world!

‘It’s up to me to protect the school!’ I told Phredde.

‘Stop being a drama queen,’ said Phredde crossly. ‘This is serious!’

‘I’m not being a drama queen! Well, not much, anyway,’ I added honestly. ‘But look, my FLOING! will keep me safe! The deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality can’t hurt me. But they CAN hurt the rest of you.’

‘She’s right,’ said Bruce. He’d hopped up without me noticing. ‘It has to be Pru who fights the deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality. Her FLOING! will protect her.’

I glared at him. Why wasn’t he doing the macho thing, like all those guys on TV who take charge and say, No, leave it to me! I’ll fight the deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality for you?

‘How come you know so much about FLOING!s?’ I demanded.

‘That’s what I was trying to tell you,’ said Bruce patiently. ‘I tried to tell you at your party, too, before you poured that banana custard all over me…’

‘I tripped,’ I said sullenly. ‘You just happened to be in the way.’

‘And then outside, before Mr Ploppy Bottom called us in. I wanted to tell you that…’ He stopped and cocked his froggy head to one side. ‘What was that?’ he whispered.

It sounded like something galloping. A few kids screamed. Someone fainted up by the stage. Mr Ploppy Bottom’s giggling grew louder.

The galloping noise grew closer and closer. I peered out the door, then took a breath in relief. ‘It’s only a guy on a horse!’ I called out to everyone.

Phredde peered around behind me. ‘Um, Pru,’ she said.

‘What?’ I was so relieved I didn’t have to go fight another hideous monster my voice sounded all giggly.

‘Take a closer look,’ warned Phredde.

I peered out into the gloom. One horse, one rider, with long black boots and a long black cloak and a long black sword and long black gloves and…and…

‘He’s got no head!’ I whispered. ‘He’s a headless horseman!’

Bruce peered out into the darkness. ‘Or a headless horsewoman,’ he corrected. ‘It’s hard to tell without the head.’

‘Okay, a headless horse-person! How am I supposed to fight someone with no head?’

‘Don’t worry. You can’t fail!’ Phredde reminded me.

‘Yeah. But maybe I can get my head cut off while I’m not failing!’

‘Crit, crit, crit,’ croaked Bruce.

I glared at him. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Sorry. I was swearing in froggish,’ apologised Bruce.

‘Well, that’s a great help!’ I muttered. ‘We’re in dire and immediate peril and all you can do is swear in froggish! You know what I think? I think you can take your froggish and…’

‘Er, Pru,’ said Phredde warningly.

‘And stuff it…’

‘Pru!’

‘…right up…yes, what?’

‘That headless horse-person is getting awfully close!’

‘She’s scared,’ snickered Amelia. She was dressed as a witch, which was just right for Amelia, though the white bandage on her ankle spoilt it all a bit. ‘Pru’s a scaredy pumpkin! Scared of a headless horse-person!’

I thrust my shoulders back. ‘I am not scared!’ I snarled. ‘You go fight the headless horse-person if you’re so brave!’

‘Me!’ Amelia blinked. ‘I can’t go because I twisted my ankle,’ she said hurriedly.

‘Huh!’ I snorted as I stepped out into the night.

How do you get rid of a headless horse-person? I tried to think quickly. ‘Um…go away!’ I yelled.

The horse galloped closer and closer still. My legs were saying, Run! Run! Run!

So I did.

‘Oh, what the heck…’ I screamed, and ran forward, as fast as I could. It wasn’t much of a battle cry but YOU try being charged by a headless horse-person and see if you come up with a better one.

Gallop, gallop, gallop. (That was the headless horse-person.)

Flip flop, flip flop. (That was me, in my pumpkinseed slippers.)

Closer. Closer. The headless horse-person was nearly upon me! I drew the most fearsome weapon I owned—my foot—and kicked the horse right in the kneecaps and shut my eyes. This is IT, I thought. Either I’m going to be trodden into squelshy bits of sodden Prudence pumpkin or else…

FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!

Or else I’ll be floating up above the hall while the headless horse-person goes PLIP! and vanishes. Then I’ll float down gently…

‘You did it!’ screamed Phredde.

‘I said she would,’ said Bruce smugly.

‘So what?’ said Amelia. ‘It was the FLOING! that did it really!’

‘But still Pru had to put herself in danger first for the FLOING! to be activated!’ Phredde pointed out. ‘It only works if she’s in danger.’

Suddenly Mr Ploppy Bottom was beside us, staring at me with his cold, cold eyes, while his too-friendly smile beamed at me.

‘Very good!’ he said, but something else dripped behind his words. ‘A brave little pumpkin indeed! Let’s see how you cope with the next threat, hmm?’

‘The…the next threat?’ I whispered.

Mr Ploppy Bottom’s beam shone brightly over us all. ‘Oh yes. I’m sure there’ll be one. Aren’t you?’

And that was the trouble. Because I was sure too.





Chapter 22
The Really Big, Bad Wolf
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‘It’s a big, bad wolf,’ said Phredde. She’d appointed herself lookout and was hovering just above the hall door.

‘How do you know it’s a big, bad wolf?’

‘Well, it’s got long teeth, it’s furry, has a big snout and is dressed as a grandmother.’

That seemed to settle it. I squared my shoulders and marched through the doors.

It WAS a big, bad wolf. It wore a white curly wig, a bonnet and a pink floral dress that looked really dumb with its black fur.

‘Kinky!’ muttered Bruce behind me.

‘Hello, little pumpkin!’ cried the big, bad wolf kindly.

I stared at him. ‘Ooh, what a big, hairy nose you have, Grandma,’ I said sarcastically.

‘All the better to smell the roses with, my dear,’ smiled the big, bad wolf kindly.

‘And what big, horrible claws you have, Grandma!’

‘All the better to knit booties with!’ exclaimed the big, bad wolf.

‘And what big teeth,’ I began. Then suddenly I was sick of it. I hadn’t even had a chance to dance yet and here was this dumb wolf trying to trick me with some stupid kiddy game. ‘Look, buster, exactly how long have you been dressing up as a grandmother?’ I snarled.

‘Oh, but I am a grandmother, dear,’ said the big, bad wolf a bit desperately.

‘And I’m the phaery Pinkerbelle,’ I snorted.

The wolf sort of deflated. ‘I’m not very good at this, am I?’ he sniffed sadly.

‘No,’ I said. ‘The big furry ears are a dead giveaway.’

‘I just can’t help it!’ cried the wolf. ‘One day I thought it would be a good idea to put a bonnet on! And then it was the dress and the wig, then support stockings and…I know I should stop, but I can’t!’

‘And I suppose you want to eat us all up with your big, sharp teeth,’ I said wearily. I was getting a bit tired of it all to tell you the truth. Fighting deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality is exhausting, especially when you haven’t even had time to visit the supper table.

‘Actually,’ whispered the wolf confidentially, ‘I’d rather have a tomato sandwich and a nice date scone with jam and cream and a cup of tea. It’s a grandmother thing.’

‘Phredde,’ I said. ‘Take him inside and see if there are any scones left on the supper table.’

And that was the end of the big bad wolf.





Chapter 23
A Gytrash
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The Gytrash was next. Phredde said a Gytrash can look like a dog or a horse. But this one was a cow. A black-and-white cow nosing among the garbage bins. It looked pretty normal apart from the glowing purple eyes. And the fangs, of course.

‘What does a Gytrash do to you?’ I asked Phredde, peering out at it.

‘I don’t know,’ said Phredde hollowly. ‘No one has ever survived to tell the tale.’

‘Do you know?’ I asked Bruce.

‘Sorry,’ he said carelessly. He didn’t look worried at ALL. ‘I’ve never met a Gytrash.’

‘That’s a fat lot of use,’ I said. The cow was munching the weeds in the Year Four herb garden now. ‘Hey, moo face!’ I yelled. By now, I was in no mood to be polite.

The cow looked up at me with its purple eyes. ‘Moo,’ it said. ‘I’m a nice moo-cow eating grass. No relation at all to deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality.’

‘Look,’ I snarled, ‘to begin with that isn’t grass, it’s a lavender bush. And nice moo-cows just say moo.’

‘I did say moo,’ objected the cow.

‘You also said, I’m a nice moo-cow. It’s a bit obvious.’

‘Bother,’ said the cow.

‘The purple eyes don’t work either,’ I told it.

‘How about pink?’ And the Gytrash’s eyes changed to bright pink and flamed through the darkness.

‘Nope.’

‘Green? Yellow?’

‘Nope and nope.’

‘Deadly z-ray?’ asked the Gytrash.

‘What’s deadly z-ray?’ I asked cautiously.

‘It’s the next one up from x-ray. But REALLY deadly,’ the Gytrash told me.

‘Oh,’ I said, as its eyes began to glow. They weren’t purple now, or even green or yellow. They were a silvery glow that seemed to fill the world. I could feel myself fading, fading, fading…

Where was my FLOING!? Had I worn it out? Maybe you only had a certain number of FLOING!s, I thought desperately, like a cat has nine lives. How many FLOING!s had I used so far?

I tried to count them. The gorilla, one, the castle battlements, two…but I was too weak even to count. Goodbye, world, I thought, as I shut my eyes. It’s been…

FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!!!!!!





Chapter 24
The Phaery Godmother Arrives!
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‘I’ve had it!’

I opened my eyes. The Gytrash cow was gone. In its place was a Phaery Godmother. Yeah, you know the type, spangly ball gown, big wand. And a look just like Mum gets if I’m three days late tidying my room.

‘A charging gorilla!’ yelled the Phaery Godmother. ‘Corgi guts on the battlements! Falling off a flying carpet! And now deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality! I quit! You can find yourself a new Phaery Godmother!’

‘But I don’t have a Phaery Godmother!’ I cried.

‘Yes, you do,’ said Bruce. ‘That’s what I was trying to tell you before I got a face full of custard! I gave you MY Phaery Godmother as a birthday present. Mum and Dad took out a Godmother contract for me when I was born. I gave her to you for your birthday, but you didn’t give me time to tell you.’

‘You what?’ I cried. ‘Why?’

‘To keep you safe!’ explained Bruce. ‘So I don’t have to worry when you’re having all your adventures.’

‘You worry about me?’ I yelled.

‘Of course I worry about you!’ said Bruce. ‘I think you’re won…’

The Phaery Godmother coughed. ‘Ahem. I wouldn’t want to break up all this soppy stuff,’ she said. ‘But in case either of you’ve forgotten, I just quit. You’ll have to hire another Phaery Godmother,’ she informed Bruce.

‘But you can’t quit NOW!’ cried Phredde. ‘Not when we’re faced with deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality till midnight! It’s unethical.’

The Phaery Godmother sighed. ‘Oh, very well,’ she said. ‘But after midnight that is IT!’

FLOINGGGGGGGGGGG!

Suddenly the hands of the school hall clock pointed to midnight. And the Phaery Godmother was gone.

Halloween was over. The Gates of Reality were shut.

We were safe.





Chapter 25
Mr Ploppy Bottom Confesses
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‘Hey,’ I said, ‘if she was a Phaery Godmother, how come she didn’t PING!?’

Phredde and Bruce both stared at me. ‘Have you ever heard a Phaery Godmother PING!?’ demanded Phredde.

‘No,’ I admitted.

‘Phaery Godmothers always FLOING!,’ said Phredde. ‘I thought everyone knew that! If I’d guessed you had a Phaery Godmother I’d have worked out this mystery ages ago.’

‘There’s still one mystery left,’ said Bruce grimly. ‘And I have a feeling we’d better get to the bottom of it.’

I giggled. ‘Hey, is that a pun?’

‘Huh?’ said Bruce.

‘Get to the bottom of the mystery. Mr Ploppy Bottom,’ I explained.

‘Ignore her,’ said Phredde. ‘She’s had a hard night fighting monsters. Come on, let’s go.’

Bruce nodded. ‘We’d better get rid of Mr Ploppy Bottom before he does any more harm.’

Phredde, Bruce and I pushed our way through the hall. Well, I pushed, Phredde flapped and Bruce hopped. Everyone was looking a bit stunned, and one of the younger kids had wet himself. A few of the vampires had turned back into bats and were hanging from the Halloween lanterns, squeaking. But mostly everyone seemed to be wondering what to do next.

Mr Ploppy Bottom was still standing in the middle of the stage. ‘Doom? Doom?’ he asked hopefully.

‘Nope,’ said Phredde. ‘Doom’s over for the night.’

‘You’ve failed, Mr Plothiebotham,’ croaked Bruce.

‘But…but I can’t have failed!’ stammered Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘I planned it so carefully! I studied all I could about the Gates of Reality and how to open them! I even kidnapped your Principal!’

‘You what?’ I yelled. ‘You mean you’re NOT a real Principal?’

‘No,’ said Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘I’m a computer salesman! I LOVE computers! Computers do what they’re programmed to do! That’s why I hate magic! I despise magic! Magic is unpredictable, magic is…’

‘Then where’s Mrs Allen?’ interrupted Phredde.

‘He, he, he!’ giggled Mr Ploppy Bottom. ‘You’ll never find her!’

‘You mean you’ve hidden Mrs Allen?’ shouted Bruce. ‘Where is she?’

‘She’s in his study!’ I yelled. ‘That’s why he’d never let anyone go inside his study! I bet he’s hidden her in the study! Hey, Shaun, Zac! Guard this creep will you?’

‘Certainly!’ said Shaun. ‘Sit, you alliaceous17 pedagogue18.’

‘He’s not a teacher! He’s a fraud!’ I told him. ‘Come on!’

Phredde, Bruce and I raced up to the office. Well, I raced, Phredde flew and Bruce bounced along like he was practising to be a kangaroo. I gripped the office door and…

‘It’s locked!’ I cried. ‘Phredde, PING! it open.’

‘I can’t! School rules!’

‘But he’s a fraud!’

‘Still…’ Phredde looked torn. Phaeries are VERY law abiding.

‘No worries,’ said Bruce happily.

Zot!

Bruce’s tongue flicked out and zapped the lock. ‘Most people don’t realise frog tongues can do that,’ he added.

‘Most frogs don’t unlock doors.’ I flung the door open and we sped down the corridor.

Zot! Bruce unlocked Mr Ploppy Bottom’s—Mrs Allen’s—door. We rushed inside.

I stared around. The office was empty.

‘She’s not here!’ I cried. ‘Where can he have put her?’

‘Try the desk drawer!’ suggested Phredde.

I glared at her. ‘She’s not a phaery! She wouldn’t fit in the desk drawer!’

‘Try the cupboard!’ croaked Bruce.

Zot! The cupboard door swung open. And there was Mrs Allen, tied to a chair. She was gagged and her wrists were tied too, but she could still use her hands. She was reading a book from a pile on the floor beside her. There was a giant chocolate milkshake there too, with a straw.

I pulled the gag off her while Phredde fumbled with the ropes. ‘Mrs Allen, are you all right?’ I yelled.

Mrs Allen blinked at us. Well, okay, I was still dressed as a pumpkin and Phredde was still a wasp. But at least Bruce looked googly eyed and normal.

‘We’ve come to rescue you!’ added Bruce.

‘Rescue me? Oh yes,’ said Mrs Allen vaguely, staring at my pumpkin-stalk hat. ‘You know, it’s been so peaceful in the cupboard—books to read, all the chocolate milkshakes I wanted. He even put a little hole in the gag so I could use the straw, and I was allowed to visit the bathroom as soon as everyone left for the day…’

‘You’re safe now,’ I assured her. ‘Don’t worry, everything is under control!’

‘Yeah,’ said Bruce, ‘Pru fought the headless horse-person and zapped a Lhiannan-shee, she talked the big, bad wolf into having a cup of tea and a scone in the hall, my Phaery Godmother got rid of the Gytrash and the Batrock vampire football team are guarding Mr Ploppy Bottom and…’

‘Gytrash? Wolf? Vampires?’ asked Mrs Allen faintly. She stood shakily. ‘It…it was so peaceful in my cupboard,’ she whispered.

‘But you’re our Principal again now!’ I informed her. I suddenly remembered something. ‘Do you think you could change the rule that says no one is allowed to do any magic at school?’

Mrs Allen nodded dazedly. ‘School rule? Magic? Oh, of course. Consider it changed.’

PING!

Mrs Allen vanished.

‘I PING!ed her home to bed,’ announced Bruce. ‘She looked like she needed a good night’s sleep.’

PING!

‘Was that you or Phredde PING!ing?’ I asked him.

‘Both of us,’ said Bruce smugly. ‘We haven’t had the dance yet! So I PING!ed the time back to eight o’clock.’

‘And I PING!ed Mr Ploppy Bottom to the hospital,’ said Phredde. She shook her head. ‘He needs some serious counselling. Imagine not liking magic? Weird!’

I tried to think. Deadly creatures from beyond the Gates of Reality all vanquished, insane Principal fixed up, Mrs Allen rescued…there was only one thing left to do.

‘Let’s dance!’ I yelled.

And so we did.





Chapter 26
Bruce Asks a Question
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It was a great dance. There weren’t any teachers now that Mr Ploppy Bottom had gone. (I KNEW that no one with a name like Plothiebotham would ever be dumb enough to become a teacher—or at least not without giving some pretty heavy-duty thought to changing his name.) So we could have the music up as loud as we liked, especially since Phredde PING!ed a sound barrier outside so none of the neighbours could hear.

You should have seen those mosquito-suckers dance!

We danced for hours—Phredde had PING!ed it so time would stay at eight o’clock as long as we wanted it to.

I was the happiest pumpkin in the world! Almost totally happy, anyway. I danced with Zac, and then with Shaun. And then with EVERYBODY.

Except Bruce. Bruce didn’t ask me to dance once. I sort of watched him out of the corner of my eye. He danced with Amelia. (Huh! I thought, that ankle got better pretty quick.) Then he danced with one of the vampires, and then Amelia again…

And I didn’t care. Not a bit.

Or not much.

Hardly at all, really…

It had been eight o’clock for about three hours, and I was thinking I might have some supper, if the big, bad wolf had left any scones, when suddenly there was a croak behind me. ‘Pru?’

I didn’t turn around. ‘What do you want?’

‘Would you like to go for a walk?’

I kept my gaze on the pikelets with strawberry jam. And the big, bad wolf had left some date scones as well, so I picked one up and took a bite out of it. ‘Why?’

‘Because it’s too noisy to talk in here.’

I hesitated. If there had been a teacher around we wouldn’t have been allowed. But there wasn’t. ‘All right,’ I said at last.

PING!

I looked around. ‘Where are we?’

‘Next to my lily pond at home.’

It was a pretty cool lily pond. It went on for kilometres, with lilies and water slides and moonlight shining on Bruce’s castle way in the distance.

‘Pru?’

‘Well? What do you want to say?’

I wasn’t sure whether to be angry or grateful to him about the Phaery Godmother stuff. I know he’d meant well. It was a really nice thing to do, in fact. But it hadn’t been what I’d WANTED him to do. I’d wanted him to be a normal kid, just for my birthday.

But Bruce was…Bruce. A frog. And even if I hadn’t really liked frogs since I accidentally sat on one in Year Three, it looked like he wasn’t going to stop being a frog any time soon. Even for me.

Or if he was, I thought slowly, did I really want him to? Did I really want a friend who’d change who he was, just because some girl asked him to?

Did I want to be the sort of friend who’d ask?

I turned to look at him. His big, googly eyes shone in the moonlight, and his skin looked damper than ever.

‘You know how you turned into a bat with Shaun?’ croaked Bruce slowly.

I blinked. Whatever I’d expected him to say, it wasn’t that! ‘Yes,’ I said cautiously.

‘Was it fun?’

‘Yes,’ I said, even more cautiously.

‘I just wondered,’ said Bruce slowly.

‘Wondered what?’

‘If you’d like to try being a frog,’ said Bruce with a gulp.

I stared at him. Me? Be a frog? But that was…that was…

It wasn’t SUCH a crazy idea, I thought suddenly. At least we’d be the same species. And I trusted Bruce. If I didn’t like being a frog he’d turn me back into a pumpkin.

‘Well,’ I said.

‘Well, what?’ asked Bruce anxiously.

‘Well, maybe…’ I began.

PING!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!





Chapter 27
Two Frogs in the Moonlight
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‘…And those are gnats,’ said Bruce happily. ‘They’re really tiny but they’re even sweeter than flies.’

I plopped onto the next lily pad and glared at him. ‘I’m NOT eating a fly!’

‘Try a gnat then. Just one. You’ll like it. Really.’

‘Well, maybe…just one.’ I looked at the gnat cautiously. Suddenly my tongue shot out, almost by itself. It kept on going and going and going.

Zap. My tongue was back in my mouth. So was the gnat. I crunched it nervously.

‘You’re right,’ I said in surprise. ‘It tastes like…like peanuts, with a hint of crab cakes.’

‘You wait till you taste mosquitoes!’ said Bruce eagerly. ‘There’s a lot of good eating to be had from mosquitoes! And you know what the very best thing about mosquitoes is?’

‘No.’

‘Where there’s one mosquito there’s hundreds! Come on!’

I watched as Bruce splashed from lily pad to lily pad across the pond. The moonlight glinted off the water and onto our brown pulsating skins.

I took a deep breath and…but that’s another story19.



1See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.

2See Phredde and a Frog Named Bruce.

3See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.

4See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.

5See Phredde and the Leopard-skin Librarian.

6I got that word from Mum’s crosswords. It means sing sweetly like a budgie—Pru.

7See Phredde and the Zombie Librarian.

8That’s a fancy vampire way of saying ‘staring at’.

9cowardly garlic-lover

10wicked lie

11splendid, luxurious

12daily

13flavoursome

14always hunting for food

15people who hate garlic

16dark

17garlic smelling

18teacher

19See Phredde and the Runaway Ghost Train in 2006 (with additional material by William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar and a small alien called Ziff, who happened to be flying by at the time).




Phredde and the Ghostly Underpants: A Story to Eat with a Mango



Jackie French









Dedication

To Alexandra, Claudia, Annabelle and Emma: may your lives be filled with music, lots of love, Jackie.







Table of Contents

Title Page

Dedication

Cast of Characters

Chapter 1 The Will

Chapter 2 The Trouble with Phaeries

Chapter 3 Prix’s Mansion

Chapter 4 Mysteries…

Chapter 5 Prudence Faces the Future

Chapter 6 The Vanishing Underpants

Chapter 7 Stranger and Stranger…

Chapter 8 Jack the Clipper

Chapter 9 Prudence Looks for Answers

Chapter 10 Uncle Carbuncle

Chapter 11 Phredde and Bruce’s Secret

Chapter 12 Alone!

Chapter 13 Pru’s Busy Day

Chapter 14 Trapped!

Chapter 15 Not Even a Dungeon!

Chapter 16 Rescue!

Chapter 17 The Ghost Train Arrives

Chapter 18 A Long Dark Night

Chapter 19 Things are Always Flat when an Adventure Ends

Chapter 20 A Surprise in Phaeryland

Chapter 21 Not the End at All







Cast of Characters

For those who came in late…



Prudence: A normal schoolgirl who lives in a magic castle and has a fairy, sorry, phaery, as her best friend. She likes feeding her piranhas, sailing her pirate ship and making sure her mum doesn’t find out what she and Phredde get up to.



Phredde: A 30-centimetre-high phaery. Her real name is The Phaery Ethereal but unless you want your kneecaps kicked by a furious phaery, DON’T call her this unless you’re a teacher, parent or someone even Phredde acknowledges it’s not a good idea to kneecap! Likes any adventure that doesn’t involve wearing glass slippers or handsome princes.



P.S. That’s PHAERY, buster, not fairy. Don’t call Phredde a ‘fairy’ if you value your kneecaps.



Bruce: A handsome phaery prince. Or he might be if he hadn’t decided to be a giant frog instead of a kid. (A Crinea signifera, if you want to be precise. Ask Bruce if you want to know more about Crinea signifera—or better still, look it up in the library, because Bruce will tell you EVERYTHING.) Bruce likes catching flies and collecting recipes for mosquito pizza. Holds the interschool record for the long jump and the high jump at the Athletics Carnival.



P.S. Don’t call Bruce a fairy either. He won’t kneecap you but you might find dried flies in your muesli.



Mrs Olsen: Pru, Phredde and Bruce’s teacher. Also a vampire, but don’t worry, she and her family have a friendly arrangement with the abattoir—the butchers get the meat and the vampires get the bloo…er, red stuff. Keeps her coffin with the art supplies in the storeroom.



Mark: Pru’s older brother. Also a werewolf every full moon, a trait inherited from his father’s side of the family. (Great-Uncle Ron is also a werewolf.) Answers to ‘Dog’s Breath’ but don’t try it if you can’t run fast. Likes chasing cars and football. His favourite snack food is corn chips and corgis.



The Phaery Splendifera: Phredde’s mum. Loves crosswords, honeydew nectar and racing magic carpets. Wants her darling baby, Ethereal, to marry a nice handsome prince when she grows up. DO NOT mention this to Phredde.



Amelia: In Pru’s, Phredde’s and Bruce’s class at school. The sort of girl who makes sure everyone knows she wears a G-string and has downloaded ‘I’m The Most Beautiful Girl in the World’ as her mobile-phone ring tone.



Edwin: Also in Pru’s, Phredde’s and Bruce’s class at school. Picks his nose and EATS it.



Mr Nahsti: President of the Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners. Also a solicitor, but if you are leaving someone a mansion in your will, don’t trust him. Wears a dead rat to cover up his bald spot.



Uncle Carbuncle: Mysterious relative of Pru’s. Dead.



Wee Willie: A doodle puppy (that’s a cross between a poodle and a Doberman). Has a problem with his bladder. Dead too.



Underpants Annie: Dead as well. But don’t trust her with your underpants.



Cookie: Shearer’s cook. Diseased. Oops, sorry, that should read ‘deceased’.



Jack the Clipper: Don’t panic, that’s Clipper not Ripper. Also deceased.



Knock-knock: Used to drive a steam train. Now mostly makes up knock-knock jokes. Avoid them if you can.



Slime: A slimy, oozy, ghostly…thing.





Chapter 1
The Will

‘You mean it’s all MINE?’ I yelled.

Mr Nahsti, the solicitor, nodded.

‘A mansion in the bush with a great big park around it and…what was all that other stuff?’

Mr Nahsti read from his list. ‘A lake, two hundred hectares of land. And…’ he gave a slight cough,’a small graveyard.’

I was so happy I stopped staring at the dead rat on his head. ‘How hot is that?’ I shouted. ‘My very own graveyard!’

‘Is there any money too?’ asked Dad hopefully.

Money has been a bit tight at our place lately. Okay, we live in a castle, but that’s only because Phredde’s mum PING!ed it up for us. But phaeries can’t PING! money or anything else that changes the world too much, like doing well in a geography exam or peace on earth, just castles and glass slippers and time tunnels to Ancient Egypt.

‘There is some money,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Enough invested to cover rates and other costs.’

‘I suppose Pru could rent the mansion out and make money that way,’ said Dad thoughtfully. My brother Mark is going to uni next year and that’s going to cost our family heaps. Plus if I want to go to uni too, in a few years’ time, that’s going to cost even more.

I tried to stop bouncing in my seat. My own mansion! I couldn’t wait to see my classmates’ faces at school. NO ONE has their own mansion!

Mum looked worried. Why do mums look worried over the least little thing, like being kidnapped by a zombie librarian,1 or going out without my hat on, or being left a mansion and a lake and my own graveyard?

‘But how can Prudence inherit all these things?’ she asked.

‘You weren’t listening, Mum! My Uncle Carbuncle left them to me.’

‘But you don’t HAVE an Uncle Carbuncle,’ protested Mum.

‘Course not, ‘cause he’s dead,’ I said.

‘You don’t even have a dead one,’ said Dad.

‘I must have,’ I pointed out, ‘because he left me a mansion!’

Mr Nahsti shook his head. I waited for the dead rat to fall off, but it didn’t. I wondered how he stuck it on so tight. ‘Actually, Prudence, your mother is right.’ He smiled at me, one of those grown-up ‘kids-suck’ sort of smiles. ‘Mothers are usually right, you know. Mr Carbuncle was your father’s fifth cousin four times removed. He stated in his will that his property should be left to his nearest female relative.’

‘And that’s me?’

‘Well, no.’ Mr Nahsti looked a bit embarrassed. ‘There were actually 56 closer female relatives than you. You see, there is one condition you have to fulfil before you can inherit.’

‘What’s that?’ I asked happily. I could hardly wait to tell Phredde and Bruce. My own graveyard!

‘You have to spend two nights in the house…with no other human being.’

‘Is that all?’ I yelled.

‘Prudence, lower your voice,’ said Mum. ‘Please excuse her, Mr Nahsti. Exactly why didn’t the other, er…56 females manage to spend two nights in the house?’

Mr Nahsti shook his head again. He didn’t look like any solicitor I’d seen on TV. As well as the dead rat on his head, he was short and fat and had a red face and a soggy cornflake left over from breakfast on his collar. Or maybe it had been the rat’s last breakfast, and he was keeping it for a snack later.

‘I’m afraid I’m not allowed to tell you,’ he said. ‘That’s one of the terms of the will too. But I really must advise you not to take up this offer. It might be quite, um, distressing if you even try.’

Mum took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, Prudence, there’s no way I’m letting you spend two nights alone in a deserted mansion!’

‘Look, Mum, stop worrying!’ I turned to Mr Nahsti. ‘Those 56 other chicks—the house didn’t kill them, did it?’

‘No,’ said Mr Nahsti cautiously.

‘Their legs didn’t drop off, did they?’

‘No,’ admitted Mr Nahsti. ‘But I really do advise you not to—’

‘See, Mum?’ I said. ‘There’s absolutely nothing to worry about!’

‘What happens to the place if Pru doesn’t inherit it?’ asked Dad. ‘Do you try another relative?’

Mr Nahsti shook his head. ‘There are no other female relatives. If Prudence doesn’t accept the inheritance, the house and its land will be sold, and the money sent to,’ he consulted his notes again, ‘the Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners.’

‘And I get nothing?’

‘That’s right,’ said Mr Nahsti. He gave a fake ‘I-really-love-kids’ smile. ‘But of course it’s a very good cause. I’m President of the Society, you know,’ he added modestly.

‘That settles it,’ I announced. ‘I’m taking it!’

‘Impossible,’ said Dad firmly. ‘Pru, you are not spending two nights by yourself in a house that has scared off 56 other girls!’

I grinned. ‘But I won’t be by myself.’

‘I’m afraid the will is very strict,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘With no other human being whatsoever, it says.’

‘Who said anything about human beings? Phredde and Bruce can come with me,’ I told him. ‘They’re phaeries!’

Mr Nahsti stared at me as though I was the one with a dead rat on my head. ‘Phaeries?’

‘Yep,’ I said happily. ‘Well, Bruce is a frog most of the time, because he likes being a frog better than being a phaery prince. But, you see, there’s no danger at all, because they can PING! me out of any sort of trouble.’

‘Phaeries,’ muttered Mr Nahsti, in the same sort of voice I’d use to say, oh-oh, maggots in my sandwich. ‘I really don’t think…’ He saw me looking at him and stopped.

‘Phredde is my best friend in all the world,’ I told him. ‘And so is Bruce. Even if he is a frog.’

‘Oh, of course, of course,’ said Mr Nahsti quickly. ‘I’m the last person to be prejudiced against, ahem, phaeries or…or other creatures, I mean, ahem, people. We’re all the same really, aren’t we? I mean…’

‘Of course we’re not the same! Phredde’s only 30 centimetres high and Bruce eats flies and—’

‘Er…under the skin, I mean,’ said Mr Nahsti hurriedly.

‘No, we’re not,’ I informed him. ‘Mrs Olsen, that’s our teacher, says humans and phaeries and frogs have quite different circulatory systems, and she should know as she’s a vampire.’

‘A vampire!’ cried Mr Nahsti, casting Mum and Dad the sort of look that says what sort of dumb parents are you, letting your kid go to school with vampires and phaeries?

Then Dad said, ‘I have always been very proud of Prudence and her friends.’

I could have hugged him!

Then Mum said, ‘And Mrs Olsen is the best teacher Prudence has had. Her work has improved in leaps and bounds.’

‘Especially in anatomy,’ I added. ‘I know all about the jugular, and how humans have eight pints of blood but cows have—’

‘That’s enough, Pru,’ muttered Dad.

‘But I was just explaining to Mr Nasty,’ I began.

‘That’s enough!’ roared Dad. ‘Mr Nasty, I mean Nahsti, doesn’t need to know how much blood a cow has got.’

‘Exactly,’ said Mr Nahsti coldly. ‘Well, as I was saying, if Prudence was my daughter I would never dream of letting her stay in the house for two nights, especially in the company of two, ahem, phaeries! Phaeries. Those creatures think they can walk all over us normal people.’

‘Fly,’ I put in.

‘What?’ demanded Mr Nahsti.

‘Fly,’ I said. ‘They fly all over us, not walk.’

Mr Nahsti glared at me, then at Mum and Dad. ‘Really! I am beginning to think your daughter badly needs the services of the Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners herself.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with Pru’s manners!’ said Dad. ‘Much,’ he added honestly.

‘Nothing at all!’ put in Mum.

‘If you take my advice,’ began Mr Nahsti angrily.

‘Take your advice, you prejudiced twit? I’d rather go swimming with Pru’s piranhas!’ Dad declared. ‘Pru, if you want to stay in that house for two nights, of course you can!’

‘Certainly,’ said Mum. ‘You’ll be quite safe with Phredde and Bruce!’ She gave Mr Nahsti the kind of look she usually keeps for leftover banana peels that have fermented at the bottom of my school bag.

‘Very well,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘But don’t come whining to me and say I didn’t warn you!’ He handed me a set of keys and some documents. ‘You will find all you need to know in here. Good day.’

‘By the way,’ Mum added, ‘that hairpiece on your bald spot looks like a dead rat!’

‘So that’s what it is!’ I exclaimed.

Mum swept out. Dad and I followed her.

‘Stupid prejudiced old #**@!!!’ said Mum as soon as we were in the corridor. I stared at her. I didn’t think Mum even KNEW a word like that! And then I grinned.

‘I’ve got a mansion of my own! And a lake! And a graveyard!’ I yelled.

Mum and Dad looked at me, then at each other.

‘Oh dear. What have we agreed to?’ whispered Mum.






1See Phredde and the Zombie Librarian.







Chapter 2
The Trouble with Phaeries

Dad drove me to school and dropped me off at the gate.

‘You know, you don’t HAVE to stay in that house if you don’t want to,’ he said.

‘But I do want to! What could possibly go wrong?’

Dad looked at me as though wondering whether to give me a list of the 220 terrible things that could happen to a kid staying in an old mansion. But then he just leaned over, kissed my cheek and said,’Have a good day at school, Pru.’

‘Half day,’ I said happily. ‘It’s nearly lunch time.’

It was hard not to dance through the school gates, I felt so happy. A mansion of my own! No other kid at school had their own mansion! And whatever the mystery was, I’d be quite safe with Phredde and Bruce.

Phaeries can PING! up all kinds of things—like a magic carpet to escape from the cannibal pirates of Vort (I haven’t written anything about that one, because if Mum finds out she’ll ground me for 50 years). If a phaery wants iced watermelon, a spaceship or a pet tyrannosaurus, all they have to do is PING!—as long as they haven’t used up their weekly magic allowance.

But sometimes, just sometimes…well, I suppose it’s a bit like having a friend who can run faster than you, jump higher and always beat you in every spelling test…I mean, just sometimes it would be nice to be able to PING! too.

Then I gave myself a shake. What was wrong with me? I wasn’t a phaery and there was no way I could be, and Phredde was the best friend in the world and so was Bruce, even if he was a frog. And even though we were different, we’d be friends for the whole of our lives.

I glanced at my watch. Only another half an hour till lunch time. And then I could tell them all about it!

…

‘You’ve got what?’ yelled Phredde, spraying her black-olive and tomato focaccia all over me.

‘A mansion, and a lake, and my own graveyard!’ I told her.

‘How cool is that?’ cried Phredde. Bruce nodded. His froggy eyes go all googly when he nods. I suppose that’s why real frogs don’t nod very often.

‘I wonder why the other girls wouldn’t stay in it,’ he said thoughtfully. His googly eyes lit up. ‘I know!’

‘What?’ I asked cautiously.

‘I bet an alien lives in the attic. It injects its young into human stomachs, just like in that movie, and then they hatch and eat the guts then burst out and—’

‘Bruce!’ I yelled. ‘Shut up!’

‘I was only trying to help,’ said Bruce, looking hurt. ‘And anyway, we could PING! an alien back to where it came from and—’

‘Shut up, Frog-face. I bet the place has got ghouls,’ said Phredde. ‘Those little critters can BITE.’

‘Nah,’ I said, swallowing a big piece of zucchini fritter with cucumber yoghurt. (Our butler, Gark,2 makes them and they’re brilliant.) ‘It’ll be a ghost house. Deserted mansions are always ghost houses.’

Bruce snorted, sending bits of mosquito sandwich all over Phredde. ‘Ghosts! You don’t believe in ghosts, do you?’

I stared at him. ‘Of course I believe in ghosts. Don’t you?’

‘Nope,’ said Bruce. Phredde shook her head.

‘But you’re PHAERIES! And you believe in trolls, ogres, ghouls, vampires…’

‘Yeah, but those are real,’ said Bruce. ‘Ghosts are just make-believe.’

‘Huh,’ I said, unconvinced. ‘Well, anyway, all we have to do is spend two nights in it this weekend and it’s all mine. Well, ours,’ I added,’because of course I’ll share—’

‘Two nights?’ Phredde looked at Bruce in alarm. Then she looked back at me. ‘Two nights THIS weekend?’

I nodded.

‘That means if we go there Friday straight after school, we’d be finished Sunday morning?’ asked Bruce thoughtfully.

‘Sure,’ I said, puzzled.

‘That’ll be all right then,’ said Phredde. ‘Won’t it, Frog-face?’

Bruce nodded as Phredde took another bite of her foccacia.

‘What’s so special about Sunday?’ I demanded.

‘Oh, nothing,’ croaked Bruce airily. ‘Just that we’ve got a lot of homework so we’d still have time to do it.’

‘But Mrs Olsen hasn’t given us our homework yet,’ I protested.

Bruce and Phredde exchanged another glance. Then Phredde said carelessly, ‘Well, if it’s just TWO nights there’s no problem, is there?’

‘Then you’ll come?’

‘Of course,’ said Phredde, as though there hadn’t been any doubt at all. ‘Anyone want some iced watermelon?’

…

Phredde and I finished the watermelon, and Bruce zotted a few flies. His mum always packs him a nourishing lunch of mosquito sandwiches, but Bruce says flies are best fresh.

There’s one problem with watermelon though.

I stood up. ‘Back in a minute,’ I said. I didn’t ask if Phredde wanted to go to the toilet too. Phaeries do go to the toilet—I know because I asked Phredde. But they can sort of PING! it so that they’ve already been, if you know what I mean.

So I trudged over to the toilet next to the library by myself. The main toilet block is over by the science lab, but I like the library one, because there’s only one cubicle for girls and one for boys so you usually have it to yourself.

Not this time though. The cubicle door was shut. I waited till whoever it was had finished, trying not to listen. I did have a quick glance under the door to see what colour their underpants were—pink, and a G-STRING. What girl at our school is allowed to wear a G-string?!

And then I found out. The toilet flushed, the door opened and Amelia came out.

‘Why, Pru!’ she cooed. ‘I didn’t think you’d EVER need to go to the toilet! Can’t you ask Phredde or Bruce to PING! it all away?’

Have you ever heard of hate at first sight? Well, that’s me and Amelia. Amelia thinks she’s too cool for school—AND she gets better marks than me, even in maths. And I could just see myself asking Bruce to PING! away my full bladder. Or even Phredde. There are some things you don’t ask even your best friends to do. I mean, EMBARRASSING.

I scowled and pushed past Amelia into the toilet cubicle. (It smelled of her—I hate it when that happens.) But Amelia didn’t let go of the door.

I glared at her. ‘Hey, have you gone kinky, Amelia? You want to watch or something?’

Amelia smiled at me, like a cat that’s worked out how to use a can opener. ‘Guess who’s got a secret?’ she cooed.

I shrugged. ‘Who cares?’

‘Phredde and Bruce went to Phaeryland yesterday after dinner,’ sang Amelia.

‘So what? How do you know anyway?’

‘Cause I heard them discussing it,’ said Amelia smugly. ‘And Phredde said, “Don’t let Pru know,” and Bruce said, “Of course not!” And I thought you were, like, really good friends!’

If she kept cooing at me like that I was going to ask Phredde to turn her into a pigeon. Or maybe just a pile of pigeon droppings.

‘It’s just phaery business,’ I told her coolly. ‘Nothing I’m interested in.’

‘Then why did Phredde say you weren’t to know?’ Amelia sighed as if she was in a TV soap drama, the sort I’m not allowed to watch if I’m home sick. ‘I suppose they just get tired of having a human trailing after them all the time.’

‘I do NOT trail! And now I want to have a pee!’

I grabbed the door from Amelia and slammed it in her face then pushed my trakkie daks down. But I was too upset to do much. So I just sat there, listening to Amelia wash her hands and dry them, then the footsteps that said she’d left.

Were Phredde and Bruce sick of having a human around all the time?

Okay, I couldn’t fly. And I couldn’t PING! us into adventures or out of trouble. But I had good ideas, didn’t I? And I was their friend…

Of course I was.

Then why didn’t they tell me they’d gone to Phaeryland? Phredde HATES Phaeryland. She’d have complained to me for DAYS if she’d had to go there. Wouldn’t she?

My bladder finally decided to behave itself, so I did my business, washed my hands and trudged back over the asphalt. Phredde and Bruce were still on the seat under the big oak tree, giggling about something. Then they saw me and stopped.

‘What’s so funny?’ I demanded.

‘Oh, just a silly joke,’ croaked Bruce offhandedly.

‘I like silly jokes,’ I said.

‘Not this silly,’ said Phredde. ‘Hey, you want a choc-chip muffin?’

‘No, thanks.’ Suddenly I had an idea. ‘Gark made us choc-chip muffins after dinner last night,’ I said casually. ‘While we were watching that movie. Did you see it? The Curse of the Zombie Potatoes.’

‘What? Oh, yeah,’ croaked Bruce. ‘It was really good, wasn’t it?’

‘Mm, cool,’ said Phredde.

‘Oh,’ I said. Because there hadn’t been any movie called The Curse of the Zombie Potatoes.

I’d made it up.

And they’d LIED to me!

And then the hippos roared and it was time to go back into class.3






2Pru’s magpie butler.

3See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.







Chapter 3
Prix’s Mansion

It rained on Friday. The sort of rain that makes you feel wet even if you’re only looking at it out the window. The sort of rain that you could really believe was once a bit of ocean that evaporated and can’t wait to turn into an ocean again, mostly in your backyard.

The car’s wipers pushed at the water on the windscreen as though they wished they’d gone to windscreen gym and built up their muscles a bit. Dad looked out at the wet world doubtfully. ‘Are you sure you want to do this today, kids?’

‘No worries, Dad,’ I said. ‘We have to spend the night indoors anyway. It’ll be dry inside the house.’

‘Unless the roof leaks,’ said Bruce happily. Frogs like the rain.

Thunder grumbled somewhere over the hills. Dad glanced nervously at the paddocks on either side of the road. ‘I hadn’t realised it would be quite so deserted!’ he said.

‘Mansions are always deserted,’ I said confidently.

‘What do you think the house’ll be like?’ asked Phredde. She sounded excited.

‘Big…and gloomy…and maybe with bats around the turrets,’ I said.

‘Yeah, and dungeons with skeletons and creaking doors and spiders’ webs,’ put in Bruce.

‘Shut up, Frog-face,’ hissed Phredde. ‘You’ll panic Pru’s dad.’

‘You really don’t have to do this, Prudence,’ Dad said.

‘Hey, Dad, no worries,’ I said again. Sometimes parents need a lot of reassuring. ‘Hey, is that it?’

A giant gate blocked the road in front of us. On either side a big stone wall stretched into the distance.

‘It must be,’ cried Phredde eagerly. ‘Hey, do you think the gate will open automatically? Or maybe there’ll be a gatekeeper!’

There wasn’t. Dad honked the horn a few times, but nothing happened.

‘I’ll open it,’ said Bruce. We watched him hop happily through the mud and wrestle with the latch. The big gates creaked open.

Bruce hopped back to the car. ‘It looks great in there!’ he announced enthusiastically.

‘Beautiful gardens?’ asked Dad.

‘A giant spooky graveyard,’ I suggested.

‘Nah,’ said Bruce. ‘Just wet!’

Dad started the car again and we drove through the gates. Bruce was right, it did look wet. And not just rain wet. On one side of the road an enormous lake stretched almost to the fence. On the other, trees dripped onto sodden ground. Slowly the woodland changed to grassed lawns. The car topped a rise…and there it was.

‘Oh,’ I said.

It wasn’t what I’d expected at all. It didn’t even have any bats flying around! It was big all right—three storeys high, like a giant white wooden box someone had plonked down among the hills. But there were bright curtains hanging at the windows and flowers in all the garden beds, even if they did look like they needed raincoats.

‘I wonder where the graveyard is,’ said Phredde. She sounded a bit disappointed. Well, I was too. It all looked too, well, pretty to be a deserted mansion.

Dad breathed a sigh of relief. ‘It all looks…normal,’ he said. ‘Now, are you sure you’ll be all right?’

‘No dead bodies on the path,’ I said, doing up my raincoat buttons. (Phredde and Bruce didn’t need raincoats—no rain falls on a phaery if they don’t want it to, and Bruce likes anything wet.) ‘No headless zombies under the roses. We’ll be fine, Dad.’

‘Not even a strange tunnel leading to Ancient Egypt,’ said Bruce cheerfully. I nudged him in the ribs, or at least where I thought a frog’s ribs might be. Dad doesn’t know about our trip to Ancient Egypt.4 He doesn’t need to know either!

Dad squinted at the garden through the rain, and then at the house, just in case a few zombies were peering out from under the doormat. But there weren’t any. Just puddles and the patter of the rain and the far-off toot of a train in the distance.

‘Well, all right,’ he said reluctantly. ‘Now you promise you’ll phone every night and morning?’

I patted Mum’s mobile in the pocket of my shorts. ‘No worries, Dad.’

Dad turned to Phredde and Bruce. ‘And you’ll PING! her to safety at the slightest hint of trouble?’

‘Of course,’ Phredde assured him. ‘As soon as any hungry crocodiles or skull-juggling trolls appear I’ll PING! straightaway. Not that we’re expecting any,’ she added quickly. ‘I mean, you hardly ever meet a skull-juggling troll these days, only that time we—’

‘You’d better be off, Dad,’ I broke in hurriedly. ‘You’ll be late!’

‘Late for what?’ asked Dad in confusion.

‘Well, late for something!’ I opened the garden gate—it was a pretty white one, made of wood with flowers painted on it—and waved him off. ‘Bye, Dad!’

‘Bye!’ chorused Phredde and Bruce.

We watched the car drive slowly down the empty road.

I turned back to the house. ‘Okay,’ I said.

…

The three of us stared at the house. The thunder boomed again, but further away now.

‘Why on earth would anyone be afraid to stay in a nice house like this for two nights?’ demanded Phredde. ‘Those other rellies of yours must be nuts.’

‘Maybe there’s a disgusting smell,’ suggested Bruce. ‘Hey, maybe an insane murderer left a body under the floorboards and it stank out the house and—’

‘Maybe they were just scaredy cats,’ I said quickly, trying not to think of a body under the floorboards. A Prudence-shaped body…

I was a bit nervous, to tell the truth. Two or three little butterflies were zooming around my tummy. Well, a small horde of butterflies really, pterodactyl-sized. But I wasn’t going to show Phredde and Bruce I was scared. This was my house, after all. It was up to me to take charge.

I picked up my pack and the esky of food Mum had given us in case we starved. (Phredde and Bruce can PING! up any food we want, but you try telling that to Mum.) ‘Come on!’ I said.

I marched up the path, trying to avoid the puddles, then pulled the keys Mr Nahsti had given me out of my pocket. A cold wind blew around the corner, making me shiver. It was the coldest wind I’d ever felt, like ice had blown into my bones. I stopped, with the keys in my hand.

‘Tooooot-toot!’

‘There must be a train line nearby,’ I said, to cover up the sound of my heart thumping.

‘Why?’ asked Phredde.

‘Didn’t you hear the train whistle?’

Phredde shook her head.

‘But I’m sure I heard…’ I began. Then I stopped. The cold breeze buffeted me again and there was another sound, almost like the wind was muttering in my ear.

‘Well, did either of you hear THAT?’ I asked.

Phredde shook her head. ‘Nope.’

‘Me neither,’ said Bruce.

‘What was it?’ asked Phredde.

‘A…a sort of whispering,’ I said.

‘What was it saying?’

‘Knock, knock. I think. I don’t know. It was too soft to hear.’

The three of us concentrated. ‘I heard something!’ said Phredde at last.

‘What was it?’

‘Bruce’s tummy rumbling.’

‘I’m a growing frog,’ said Bruce defensively.

‘Yeah, growing fatter,’ said Phredde. ‘Hey, wait a sec, I DID hear something!’

‘I heard it too. Just a dog barking,’ I said, disappointed. I shrugged. ‘I must have imagined the whispering.’

‘Probably just the wind,’ agreed Phredde. ‘Knock, knock—it doesn’t make sense.’

‘Maybe it was a warning,’ said Bruce enthusiastically. ‘Maybe the murderer knocks his victims out, you know, knock knock, and he’s hiding behind the—’

‘Shut up Frog-face!’ yelled Phredde. ‘You’ll REALLY scare her soon!’

‘I’m not scared.’ I lied, hoping my hands weren’t shaking. I grabbed the doorknocker—it was shaped like a little girl with a watering can, I mean, yuck!—and rapped down.

No ghastly booming noise. No peal of hidden bells. It just went clink-clonk in a normal sort of way.

We waited, while the rain pelted down around us and the thunder growled in a normal muttering storm sort of way. Nothing happened, except I grew wetter. Raincoats never work all that well.’

‘Um, Pru,’ said Phredde after a while.

‘Yeah?’ I asked, hoping my voice wasn’t shivering.

‘Why are you knocking? There’s no one in there.’

‘We hope,’ said Bruce hollowly.

‘Shut up, Bruce!’ Phredde and I chorused.

‘I don’t know why I knocked,’ I said, putting the key back into the door and turning it. But I did. It was because someone…something…had whispered ‘Knock, knock.’ What sort of a warning whisper goes ‘Knock, knock’?

I pushed the door open. It didn’t even creak.

GRRANNNGGGG! A sudden peal of thunder boomed all around us, just as jagged lightning lit the garden behind us.

‘Wow!’ croaked Bruce. ‘Now THAT was a warning!’

‘Nonsense,’ I said feebly. ‘Just a perfectly ordinary storm.’ I stepped into the house.

Nothing happened.

Well, the rain stopped beating on my head, but that was all. Phredde fluttered in beside me and Bruce hopped up the steps. I took my raincoat off, hung it on the coat rack by the door and looked around.

We were in a hall. It had tiny tiles on the floor, all blue and white, with a great big puddle, but that was just where Bruce was standing and had dripped. A big staircase rose on one side of us, and on the other a corridor stretched into darkness.

I reached for the light switch and flicked it on. Nothing happened.

‘I’ll do it,’ offered Phredde.

PING!

Lights flared in the hall, down the corridor and up the stairs. Phredde grinned. ‘I just PING!ed the electricity back on,’ she said. ‘Easier than doing all the lights myself. Doesn’t use so much magic either.’

Phredde and Bruce get their magic allowance every Saturday.

‘You’ve got enough magic for tonight, haven’t you?’ I asked, a bit concerned.

‘Yeah, plenty,’ Phredde assured me. ‘I’ve hardly used any all week.’

‘Me too,’ agreed Bruce, his tongue zotting out to catch a spider lurking in a corner. ‘Mmm, delicious. Hey, what’s that?’ he added.

I looked down to where he was pointing. ‘It looks like a pair of underpants,’ I said, prodding them with my toe. I mean no way was I going to pick up someone else’s underpants, even if they were pink and frilly, which these were.

‘I bet some girl got so scared by a headless vampire that her underpants fell down,’ suggested Bruce, chuckling.

‘Shut up, Frog face! Well, what now?’ Phredde asked. ‘Do we choose our bedrooms or explore the house?’

‘Bedrooms,’ I said, kicking the underpants under the hall table. ‘Then explore.’ I glanced up the stairs. ‘I suppose they’re up there.’

I hoisted my pack over my shoulder more comfortably. Mum had insisted I bring my sleeping bag, even though I’d reminded her that Phredde could PING! me up a four-poster or a waterbed or even a free-fall-type hammock if I wanted one.

We started to climb the stairs. Well, I climbed, Bruce hopped and Phredde fluttered up, inspecting the light fittings on the way. I was sort of thinking we might all sleep in the same room, or at least Phredde and I in together and Bruce right next door. I wasn’t SCARED exactly. Just…cautious. That’s the word. Something had scared off the other 56 girls, and they couldn’t ALL have been wusses—even if one of them did wear pink frilly underpants.

The thunder boomed again outside. Phredde peered down the upstairs corridor. ‘Wow,’ she said. ‘That’s a lot of bedrooms.’

‘If they are all bedrooms,’ said Bruce cheerfully. ‘And not torture chambers.’

‘Thanks, Bruce,’ I muttered. ‘You’re a great help.’

‘Hey, you’re not worried, are you?’ he asked, surprised. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of. I mean, if they’re torture chambers Phredde and I can PING! you to safety and—’

‘I don’t need anyone PING!ing me,’ I said crossly. ‘And I’m not scared. I’d just rather sleep in a bedroom than a torture chamber.’

I opened the first door as I spoke.

‘Wow,’ said Phredde. I stared at the room, then nodded slowly.

I’m not sure what I’d expected—a bare room with maybe a bed and mattress, maybe a rat’s nest (yuck), and a broken window pane. I should have remembered the bright curtains at the windows we’d seen from outside.

This room looked like the pictures you see in magazines at the hairdresser’s. Thick white carpet, so shaggy you’d need to use a lawn mower instead of a vacuum cleaner. Big wooden bed—I mean room-enough-for-half-the-class big—with a lacy pink bedspread. (I’d almost have rather had the rats’ nest. I DESPISE pink. Lacy pale pink like that, anyhow.) About six million pillows, all pink and lacy too. Pink armchairs with lace cushions, a dressing table (pink) with a big bowl of that stinky pot-something you get your mum for Mother’s Day if you can’t think what else to get her—like a blue-ringed octopus to put in the toilet. (It’s so everyone saves water, see? You save up going to the toilet till you REALLY need it and then you go FAST before the octopus can bite your bum.) You should have seen Mum’s face when I gave her that! Except the octopus sort of got lost and ended up in the moat, but that’s okay, because piranhas don’t like blue-ringed octopi and Dad says as soon as he gets round to it he’ll fish it out, and where was I?

Oh right, the bedroom.

‘The bed’s made up and everything,’ said Phredde, gazing down on it from where she hovered in the doorway. I walked cautiously into the room, just in case it was booby-trapped, and pulled the bedspread down. The sheets were pink (surprise, surprise). They felt freshly washed, and crisp too, as though they had even been ironed.

‘Mr Nahsti must have got someone to get the house ready for us,’ I said slowly. Maybe I’d been wrong about Mr Nahsti. Maybe he was really a nice bloke who just wanted us to have a good weekend.

‘There’s an en suite and everything,’ Phredde called out to me, peering into the room beyond the bedroom.

‘What colour?’

‘Pink.’

‘Figures.’

I stepped back into the corridor while Bruce checked the corners to see if there were any more spiders. Phredde fluttered into the next room. It was just the same as the first, but with ruffles instead of lace and mostly yellow. ‘I’ll take this room,’ she decided. ‘And you can have the first one.’

‘Okay,’ I said reluctantly. It didn’t REALLY matter if Phredde wasn’t in the same room, I told myself. She’d hear if I yelled. And anyway, there was nothing I’d need to yell about. This place wasn’t a deserted mansion at all. Nothing spooky. Nothing weird. Just an ordinary house in the bush…

Bruce found a frog-green room down the corridor from ours and claimed it for himself, then we went exploring.

I was glad Phredde had PING!ed all the lights on so there were no dark rooms or gloomy shadows. But there WERE a lot of rooms. Empty rooms, that echoed. Actually they didn’t echo, but you felt as though they might.

‘Thirteen bedrooms,’ chanted Phredde as we went downstairs again. ‘Thirteen bathrooms, eight spas, six walk-in wardrobes…’

‘Wuff.’

‘The view would be really pretty too if it wasn’t raining.’

Suddenly a draught blew down the staircase, with a touch of ice at its edges.

‘Wuff, wuff, wuff!’

I stopped, halfway down the stairs. ‘Did you hear anything?’

Phredde shook her head.

‘What? Oh sorry,’ said Bruce. ‘I was checking the ceiling for spiders’ webs. Why?’

‘I thought I heard a dog this time,’ I said slowly.

‘Maybe there’s a stray outside somewhere. Poor thing,’ said Phredde, ‘it’ll be all wet.’ She zoomed down the stairs, flew up to the front door and PING!ed it open. ‘Here, boy!’ she yelled.

‘What if it’s a girl?’ asked Bruce.

Phredde ignored him, shouted. ‘Here, boy!’ again, then gave a whistle about ten times bigger than she was, which was a useful talent to have when you’re only 30 centimetres tall.

Nothing happened, except another flash of lightning, followed by thunder a few seconds later.

‘That means the storm is three kilometres away,’ said Bruce. ‘One kilometre for every second between the flash of the lightning and the sound of the thunder.’

‘I thought it was ten seconds a kilometre,’ argued Phredde.

They bickered about it as we wandered around the downstairs rooms. I thought about the poor dog out there in the storm. Or maybe it was sheltering under a bush or in a shed. But then I forgot about it, because this place was AMAZING.

There was a billiard room, a room all set up as a small theatre with a stage and everything, another room with lots of mirrors and combs and scissors and about a hundred wigs on a table—black ones, red ones, long hair, short hair, curls and every hairstyle I’d ever seen and lots of others too.

‘Maybe they scalped the other girls,’ joked Bruce, staring at the wigs.

I glared at him. ‘Ha, ha. Not funny.’

‘Yeah, cool it, Frog-face,’ said Phredde.

There was a sewing room, with bits of clothes cut out on benches, which was WEIRD, like someone had been sewing and then just left it all.

‘They look like underpants!’ I exclaimed.

‘Huh,’ said Phredde. ‘You’ve got underpants on the brain.’

‘No, on the bum,’ sniggered Bruce.

‘Shut up, Frog-face!’ cried Phredde.

‘Yeah, don’t be crude,’ I added. I took one last look at the piles of material—they really did look like half-made underpants—then followed Phredde and Bruce along the corridor to the next room.

This one was a giant living room with one whole wall of DVDs and a player the size of a movie screen. A kitchen like the ones you see in restaurants on TV, except without a dopey TV chef in it saying,’Now just a drizzle of walnut oil’ on something that looks like puke on a plate. (Why don’t TV chefs ever do sausage and pineapple pizza?)

And then we found the dining room.

It was almost as big as our school hall, with a giant polished-wood table, lots of chairs with that embroidery stuff on them and a huge window overlooking the lake.

‘Hey, look out there.’ Bruce pointed out the window. ‘A tennis court! The rain’s stopping too.’

‘Yeah?’ I shivered. The house was really draughty sometimes. I looked out the window where Bruce was pointing, then turned back to the room. And then I stared.

‘Er, Bruce, Phredde…?’

‘Yes?’ Phredde was still gazing out the window.

‘Have a look at the table!’

Phredde turned. ‘Oh goody,’ she said. ‘Afternoon tea!’

‘Um…you didn’t PING! it, did you?’

‘Nope,’ said Phredde. ‘Hey, I’m hungry.’

‘How about you?’ I asked Bruce.

He shook his froggy head. ‘Look, earwig slices! And I bet those are slug sandwiches.’

‘Nah, they’re spaghetti,’ said Phredde, fluttering above the table.

‘Bet you they’re slugs.’

‘Hold it!’ I yelled. ‘Look, did either of you see any food on the table when we came in?’

‘Nope,’ said Bruce. ‘I was looking out the window.’

‘Me too,’ said Phredde. ‘But it MUST have been there. You didn’t hear a PING!, did you?’

I shook my head.

‘The solicitor must have got someone to bring in some food for us,’ said Phredde. She gazed at the table, then zoomed down and grabbed a plate. ‘I’m starved. This looks a lot better than anything I can PING! up.’

Phaeries can PING! up food, but it has to be stuff they KNOW, not just something vague like ‘a delicious meal’. Phredde is okay with things like watermelon, but she’s a pretty boring cook. And Bruce’s favourite snack food is fried flies.

Bruce peered at the laden table. ‘Date scones, blueberry muffins, sliced mangoes, stuffed eggs…not a single fly!’ he protested.

‘Yes, there are!’ Phredde pointed.

‘Wow! I must have missed them. Chocolate-coated mosquitoes too!’ Bruce began to load up his plate.

I blinked. I was SURE the table had been bare when we first came in. I was sure there hadn’t been that bowl of fried flies a few seconds ago either.

‘Chocolate cake, peach pie, cherry slices,’ chanted Phredde. ‘Hey, this is a desserted house. Get it? Desserted, not deserted.’

‘Yeah, I get it.’ I tried to grin. Something was wrong—all wrong. But I couldn’t tell what it was. I mean, everything was fine, wasn’t it? Nice house, great food. Even the rain was clearing up.

We stuffed ourselves with all the cakes and things. (You needn’t worry about getting fat with a friend who’s a phaery—she just PING!s the fat away.) Then I dashed up to my bedroom (to go to the toilet, in case you were wondering). The toilet was all purple marble—I love purple—and the spa bath was purple too. Even the soap was purple. I was just drying my hands on the purple towel when I remembered something. Phredde had said the bathroom was pink—like the bedroom.

I went back out into the bedroom. The bedspread was purple. The chairs were purple and white.

I made my way downstairs thoughtfully. Phredde and Bruce were whispering together at the other end of the dining room. I heard Phredde say, ‘She doesn’t suspect ANYthing!’ Then she saw me and shut up.

‘Who doesn’t suspect what?’ I asked.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Phredde airily.

‘Just as I came in you said, “She doesn’t suspect anything.”’

‘What me? No, I didn’t.’

‘Yes, you did,’ I said.

‘Um…I think she said, “She doesn’t RESPECT anything,”’ said Bruce quickly. ‘We were talking about Amelia, how when I had my Phaeryland Day party Amelia said there wasn’t any such day because it wasn’t in the list of holidays in her diary. Remember?’

‘Yeah, I remember,’ I said slowly. ‘But I was sure…’ I shook my head. ‘Hey, do either of you remember what colour my bedspread was?’

Phredde stared at me. ‘Your bedspread? Why on earth are you interested in bedspreads? It was pink, wasn’t it?’

‘Are you sure it wasn’t purple?’

Phredde shrugged. ‘Pink and purple look a bit the same.’

‘Yeah. Maybe.’ But that bedspread had been a really PINK sort of pink and now it was the purplest purple I’d ever seen…

‘Just wait a sec,’ I said. I raced up the stairs again and peered into my room. The bedspread was still purple.

So I trudged downstairs again, and we went outside to look around.






4See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.







Chapter 4
Mysteries…

The gardens were okay. They were pretty and everything and there were flowers EVERYWHERE and I could see the lake would be fun. But it wasn’t what we were used to—no dragons or charging dinosaurs or marsupial tigers or evil hippopotamus-cooking princes. Even the graveyard was just a graveyard, with mown grass and neat marble tombstones saying things like ‘Annie Smith, 1841 - 1899, Rest in Peace’, or ‘Willie, February 1994-April 1994’, which made me sad to think a baby had died so young.

‘Hey, look!’ yelled Bruce. He hopped over to something almost hidden in the grass.

‘Train tracks!’ I said. ‘I TOLD you I’d heard a train!’

Bruce shook his head. ‘These tracks are all overgrown. There hasn’t been a train on them for years.’

‘But I HEARD one,’ I said stubbornly.

‘Maybe there’s another train line somewhere else,’ said Phredde, trying to keep the peace. She waved a hand towards the damp tree-covered hills.

‘Yeah, maybe,’ I agreed.

We followed the train tracks for a while, but they didn’t go anywhere, just around the lake. There wasn’t even an old train to go with them. It was all just wet grass and puddles, some dripping bushes and rain-faded flowers.

If we’d been anywhere else I’d have asked Phredde or Bruce to PING! us somewhere more interesting for a few hours, like to the moon.5 But the rules of my sort-of Uncle Carbuncle’s will said I had to stay for two nights. And night wasn’t far off. So we just wandered round and looked at the flowers and yakked about school and whether Edwin was keen on that girl in the year below us and if dinosaurs could ride a bicycle which one would be fastest, stuff like that. And then we went back in for dinner.

‘I vote we just have leftover chocolate cake,’ said Phredde.

‘There are still lots of ants left from afternoon tea,’ agreed Bruce.

I was about to agree too—chocolate cake sounded a lot better than the spinach quiche Mum had packed in the esky, and that chocolate cake had been the best I’d ever eaten. But then I stepped inside the dining room, and stopped.

On the table there was an enormous pie and a roast turkey with stuffing oozing out of its bum (I know stuffing doesn’t LOOK like bird poo but I wish there was somewhere else to put it) and potato salad and green salad and beetroot salad, which I LOVE, and cheesecake and a whole uncut chocolate cake (but this one had whipped cream and cherries instead of chocolate icing) and sliced watermelon and a big bowl of ferment flies, which are those tiny flies that hover round a fruit bowl (you get to know all sorts of insects when your boyfriend is a frog), and another plate of gnats.

‘Wow!’ said Bruce. ‘Gnats with mushrooms—my favourite!’ He bounded over to the table.

‘Stop!’ I yelled. ‘Look, who made all this stuff?’

‘Who cares?’ said Bruce.

‘Think about it!’ I said patiently. ‘Someone’s been in and done all this while we were out. But no one drove up—we’d have seen them. So who? Snow White and the Seven TV Chefs? I don’t think so.’

‘I’ll go and check,’ offered Phredde. She zoomed out like a butterfly on steroids. Thirty seconds later she was back. ‘No one around,’ she announced.

‘It’s weird,’ I said slowly. ‘But it’s not FRIGHTENING weird,’ I added. ‘I mean, it’s really great food.’

‘Unless it’s poisoned,’ said Bruce cheerfully.

‘Bruce!’ I yelled. ‘If you make one more remark like that I’m going to kick you!’

‘Make that two kicks,’ added Phredde.

‘What did I say?’ Bruce asked, looking aggrieved. (Great word that, isn’t it? I used it in an essay last term and Mrs Olsen gave me an extra mark for it.) ‘If it is poisoned, Phredde or I can PING! an antidote.’

‘Look, shut up about poison and antidotes,’ I said. ‘Let’s just eat.’

So we did.






5If a phaery ever PING!s you to the moon make sure they PING! you a space suit and air first—that was a REALLY bad few seconds I had last week!







Chapter 5
Prudence Faces the Future

We decided to watch a DVD after dinner. Phredde PING!ed the curtains shut against the dark outside and I settled myself on one of the enormous white sofas. Bruce sat next to me, which sounds romantic but wasn’t, because frogs sort of spread out and when you cuddle up to them they feel clammy, though Bruce can PING! the clamminess off when he remembers. Phredde perched on the back of the sofa.

‘What’ll we watch?’ asked Bruce, looking at the pile he’d selected from the wall of DVDs. (Have you noticed it’s always boys who do the selecting when you’re going to watch a movie? AND they hog the remote control, except phaeries can PING! DVDs too so for once I got to hold the remote.) ‘How about The Monster from the Deep, The Revenge of the Alien Ghouls—’

‘How about a comedy?’ I said quickly. Now it was dark I was beginning to get nervous again. The house was as far from being a ghost house as you could possibly get, but that hadn’t stopped the pterodactyls in my tummy.

We watched two movies. And it turned out that dinner hadn’t been poisoned, because none of us collapsed in agony or vomited green yuck or got the runs, which worried me just a bit, because if the other girls hadn’t been poisoned what HAD happened to them?

I’d have been happy to keep watching DVDs all night, but I didn’t want Phredde and Bruce to see that I was scared. It was bad enough that I needed them to PING! me out of danger, without them thinking I was a wuss as well.

But I still didn’t want to go up to bed in the purple-not-pink bedroom all by myself. So when the second movie finished I said, ‘Hey, I feel like a hot chocolate,’ even though I was still full from dinner.

‘Sure,’ said Phredde. ‘I’ll PING! some up. Do you want marshmallows or whipped cream or plain?’

‘No marshmallows,’ I said. ‘Marshmallows always make me think of snot pillows. Hey, don’t PING! yet. I want to check something.’

I stood up and raced into the dining room next door. The cold draught hit me again as I stepped in, but I was too preoccupied to bother about it. I stopped and bit my lip.

Yep, just as I thought. Three cups of hot chocolate sat steaming on the table, one with marshmallows, one with whipped cream and grated chocolate on top, and one with a scattering of dried mosquitoes. There was a plate of banana muffins too, and another plate of what looked like currant muffins, but I bet those currants had once had long proboscises (a word Bruce taught me) and had sucked blood.

And there was a pair of underpants—purple this time—right in the middle of the carpet. Bruce hopped into the room with Phredde fluttering behind. She surveyed the hot chocolate. ‘This is crazy,’ she said. ‘There CAN’T be anyone here!’

‘There has to be,’ I said slowly. ‘Those underpants weren’t there before, either.’

‘Are you sure you didn’t drop them?’ asked Bruce.

‘Shut up, Frog-face!’ ordered Phredde, while I glared at him.

‘My underpants are not purple,’ I informed him. ‘Look, I know we didn’t see anyone before. But maybe they were hiding.’

‘Well, let’s make sure,’ said Phredde. ‘Bruce, you and Pru check the ground floor. I’ll zap up and check the bedrooms. That chocolate is still hot—they can’t have had time to go far!’

I shook my head. ‘You’re not thinking!’ I said. ‘What if there’s a hidden trap door under a bed or…or they’re disguised as a suit of armour?’

‘There aren’t any suits of armour,’ objected Bruce.

‘You know what I mean! Look, can’t you just PING! so any living thing in the house ends up here?’

‘No worries,’ said Phredde. She loves that phrase.

PING!

‘Hey, cool!’ said Bruce, gazing at the small pile of spiders, ants, flies, beetles and a large bewildered cockroach all cartwheeling over each other on the carpet. ‘Anyone for a beetle?’

‘No, thanks,’ I said absently. Sometimes I DID eat beetles, but only when I let Bruce turn me into a frog, which is okay but not something you want to do very often. (Beetles taste like chicken, in case you’re interested—a chicken that’s lived on lemons and eucalyptus washing powder and is crunchy.) ‘None of this lot could have made hot chocolate. And beetles don’t wear purple underpants.’

‘I think I know what it is,’ said Phredde, as Bruce started zotting the beetles with his long froggy tongue.

‘What?’

‘Your Uncle Carbuncle was an inventor. He’s programmed the house to do exactly what you want. A sort of robot house. So it made up the beds and cooked the dinner.’

‘Who left the underpants then? And how did it know when we wanted dinner? A mind-reading robot house?’

‘Well, maybe not,’ said Phredde. ‘Okay, maybe the solicitor, Mr Thingummie—’

‘Nahsti,’ I put in.

‘Maybe he programmed the house to cook dinner for us and put it on the table. And he just guessed we’d like hot chocolate about now.’

‘Maybe,’ I said doubtfully.

‘Look, don’t worry,’ said Phredde. ‘There can’t be anyone in the house or they would have been PING!ed here with Bruce’s beetles.’

‘And spiders,’ put in Bruce. ‘They’re delicious spiders.’

I sighed, picked up my hot chocolate and sipped it. It tasted okay. Phredde flew back to the DVD room with hers, and Bruce gathered up a handful of spiders, and we all sat on the sofa again and talked.

One of the best things about best friends is the talking. Phredde and Bruce and I could talk for 50 years, I bet, and never run out of things to talk about. Like, does Amelia’s mum REALLY let her wear a G-string or does she pin her knickers into shape every morning with safety pins? ‘Like a nappy,’ said Phredde, giggling. And what would happen if one of the pins opened in class, and what would happen if you dropped an emu from an aeroplane?

‘I bet it’d start using its wings FAST,’ said Phredde.

‘Nah,’ said Bruce. ‘It’d just go SPLOT. There’s no way emus can fly.’

‘I wonder how loud the splot would be?’ I sipped my hot chocolate. ‘Not very loud maybe because of all the feathers.’

‘That’s the sort of stuff we should be learning at school,’ said Bruce. ‘useful things, not all that square of the hypotenuse stuff.’

Phredde PING!ed her empty mug away. (For one small phaery she can put away a lot of hot chocolate.) ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘Only another year and we’ll be in Hero School and you’ll never have to bother with geometry again.’

‘What’s Hero School?’ I asked, licking the last of the whipped cream with grated chocolate off my finger.

‘You know,’ said Phredde, ‘where phaeries go to learn about how to really use magic. Like uni for humans, except we go to Hero School for part of high school too.’

‘No,’ I said slowly. ‘I’ve never heard of it.’

‘I’m sure I mentioned it,’ said Phredde.

I felt a hollow open up in my tummy, even though it was full of hot chocolate. ‘No,’ I said.

Bruce shrugged, which did funny things to his froggy shoulders. ‘It’s not a big deal,’ he said. ‘Anyway, it’s a whole year away.’

‘And then you’ll leave high school?’

‘Yes,’ said Phredde.

‘Uh-huh,’ said Bruce, as though it was the least important thing in the world.

I felt the bottom drop out of my tummy and then the universe as well. My two best friends in the world would be leaving school in a year…

…and they’d be leaving me behind…

…and they didn’t even seem to think it mattered!

‘I think I’ll get some mosquitoes,’ said Bruce. He hopped out of the room. I turned to Phredde.

‘Um,’ I said, as casually as I could, ‘tell me more about this Hero School.’

‘Well, EVERYONE goes there,’ said Phredde. Everyone but me, I thought. ‘You know, Superman’s kids and phaeries, anyone with superpowers or magic. Because you’ve got to learn to use them properly. They train you for what you’re going to do when you leave school as well.’

‘Oh,’ I said. Then,’What do you think you’ll do when you leave school?’

‘Haven’t decided,’ said Phredde. ‘But it’s going to be SOMETHING. It’s so last millennium just being a phaery-in-waiting to the Phaery Queen or marrying a prince, no matter what Mum says.’

‘I’m going to work with frogs,’ said Bruce, hopping back in.

‘Big surprise,’ said Phredde.

‘Frogs need protecting,’ said Bruce hotly. ‘Or one day there won’t be any more frogs in the world and just think how many mosquitoes there’ll be then. Do you know how many diseases mosquitoes spread?’

‘Not as many as there were since you started stuffing mosquitoes in your belly,’ said Phredde. ‘I bet real frogs don’t eat as much as you.’

I was hardly listening.

I knew Phredde’s dad worked for some politician as his magical advisor. But for some reason I’d never thought about what Bruce’s parents did, apart from trying to make Bruce stop being a frog. Or what Phredde and Bruce might do when we all left school. Except that we’d still be friends.

Which we would be, I thought firmly. OF COURSE we would be.

Probably. Almost certainly.

Except…what would a couple of phaeries at a school for heroes have in common with a boring human girl who has no magic powers whatsoever? Who was just stuck at an everyday high school learning maths and history and—

‘Time for bed,’ Phredde said yawning.

‘Okay,’ I said miserably.







Chapter 6
The Vanishing Underpants

It was lonely in my room all by myself.

‘Just yell if anything happens,’ called Phredde from across the hall.

‘Sure,’ I agreed.

I put on my pyjamas and left my clothes on the floor. Mum hates me doing that, but this was MY house—or it would be in two days’ time.

The bed was really comfortable, but I couldn’t sleep. Maybe I’d had too much turkey, cheesecake, watermelon, raspberry slice, chocolate cake, potato salad, beetroot and stuffed eggs. But I was also thinking…

Why hadn’t Phredde ever told me she’d be leaving school early? Why hadn’t Bruce ever mentioned the school for heroes?

Was it because I was only a human and they thought it wasn’t any of my business? Or that I wouldn’t understand?

It was funny, I’d known Phredde and Bruce for a whole year, and even though Phredde was only 30 centimetres high and Bruce was a frog I’d never really felt we were different before. But now I did. I just lay there getting more and more miserable and further and further from sleep.

You have to start thinking about something else, I told myself. Okay, they’re phaeries and I’m human and there’s nothing I can do about it! So just accept it, Prudence, and think about…

About what?

About why the other 56 girls hadn’t stayed in this house for two short measly nights. It was just about the nicest, most comfortable house I’d ever been in, even better than our castle because, to be honest, castles are a bit too big to be comfortable, especially when you have to run half a kilometre from the Very Pink Sitting Room to the kitchen just to get a bucket of bones to feed the piranhas in the moat before you go to school.

It had all been easy so far…much too easy.

There had to be SOME reason why those other girls hadn’t stayed two nights in this house. And sooner or later I was going to find out why…

Maybe the pie we’d eaten for dinner had been made out of the last girl who’d stayed here. And all those wigs in that room downstairs—maybe they’d been made out of the other girls’ hair, just like Bruce had said.

And maybe there really WAS an alien in the attic and it was waiting till I was asleep and couldn’t call Phredde and…Except the house didn’t HAVE an attic, I told myself firmly. And we’d checked all the rooms for aliens, and anyway, an alien would have had to appear when Phredde PING!ed.

So there was really NOTHING to worry about.

Except I was worried.

I lay there in my bed with the purple-not-pink bedspread and shut my eyes, just in case it helped me to drift off. And maybe I was starting to fall asleep when I heard a noise, a swishing sound…

I was cold too. Shivering cold, in spite of the doona, as though someone had just opened a window and it was icy outside.

I opened my eyes and groped for the lamp beside the bed. For a horrible moment I thought it didn’t work and I’d be stuck here in the dark with a swishing sound getting closer, closer, closer…And then I thought, don’t be a dope, Prudence, all you have to do is yell and Bruce or Phredde will PING! light all over the house again. And then my hand met the light switch and I didn’t need to yell for Phredde at all.

The room filled with light…but there was no one there.

It must have been the wind in the trees outside, I thought, switching the light off again. And then I turned it on FAST because I suddenly remembered something.

I’d left my clothes on the floor, hadn’t I? And now they were gone.

I slid out of bed and looked around. Not under the chair, not under the bed. Then for some reason I slid the cupboard drawer open and there they were—my shorts and shirt all neatly folded.

I let out a sigh. I must have put them away automatically after all those years of Mum nagging me. Or maybe I really HAD been asleep and I’d sleepwalked, or sleep-folded. I was just about to get back into bed again when I realised.

Where were my underpants?

They were my favourite underpants—purple, of course—but not all purple, so I hadn’t lied to Bruce. They were green and purple spots, and even if they weren’t a thong they were cut high in the leg. They were about the coolest clothes I owned. Sometimes I wish we wore our underpants outside our other clothes like Superman.

But what sort of kinky person takes underpants? Not Phredde or Bruce, of course. There was no way they’d steal my underpants. And there was no one else in the house.

Or was there?

I sat back on the bed and thought. Maybe a kinky underpants thief had scared all the other inheritors away? A kinky underpants thief who could hang outside a window by their fingernails so they were not inside the house and so Phredde’s PING! didn’t affect them!

I REALLY didn’t feel like sleeping now. Maybe I should wake Phredde, I thought. Maybe the underpants thief was after her underpants too!

I tiptoed over to the door (don’t ask me why I tiptoed—it just feels right to tiptoe in the middle of the night) then into the corridor. I knocked on Phredde’s door softly. ‘Hey, Phredde! Are you awake?’

‘Mmm?’ said Phredde’s voice sleepily.

I opened the door and slipped inside, then switched the light on. Phredde sat up, blinking. Her wings were all crinkled from being slept on. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I just came in to see if your underpants were all right,’ I said.

‘My what?’ yelled Phredde.

‘Shh,’ I said. ‘You’ll wake Bruce.’

‘Did you say you wanted to see if my underpants were all right?’

I nodded.

‘Tell me I’m dreaming,’ said Phredde.

‘Well, where are they?’ I demanded, looking around.

Phredde shook her head. ‘I PING! up fresh underpants every day. It saves Mum washing them. Then I just PING! them away at bedtime. Hey, what’s all this about underpants?’

I bit my lip. ‘Bruce doesn’t wear underpants, does he?’

‘Well, duh,’ said Phredde. ‘Have you ever seen a frog in underpants? Look, what’s this about?’

‘Someone has stolen my underpants,’ I said. ‘They were there on the floor when I went to bed. But they’re not there now.’

‘Have you looked under the bed?’ asked Phredde.

‘Yes! I looked everywhere! But they’ve gone!’

‘Well, they’ll turn up,’ said Phredde sleepily. ‘I can PING! you some more if you like.’

‘I’ve got fresh ones in my bag. I just wondered,’ I began. But Phredde was settling down to sleep again. ‘See you in the morning,’ I said instead.

‘Night, Pru,’ said Phredde vaguely, her eyes already closed.

I tiptoed back to my room.







Chapter 7
Stranger and Stranger…

My room looked exactly as I’d left it. Purple bedspread. Clothes in drawers (I pulled them out), just to check. Still no underpants…

Suddenly I thought of something. I pulled open my pack and checked in there. My clean underpants were missing too! They were my extra-special underpants as well, with piranhas on them. My brother Mark had given them to me for my birthday. (Even if he is a werewolf—and a big brother—he can be pretty nice sometimes.) I’d kept those underpants for a special occasion, like a sleep-over in a deserted mansion, because that’s the sort of time you might accidentally NEED hot-looking underpants. And now they were gone!

I wasn’t going in to wake Phredde again, just to tell her my other underpants were gone too. And they WERE only underpants.

No big deal, right?

I lay down again and tried to relax. Maybe Phredde was right, maybe they would just turn up. Like that time I lost my maths homework and accused Mark of eating it and Mum of tidying it up and Dad of just not caring when my life was ruined and I could never go to school again, and then it turned up, just like that, under my schoolbag where I’d looked a hundred times. Or thought I had.

It was just the whole situation spooking me out, I thought sleepily. If no one had ever told me 56 other girls had been scared away, I’d have been asleep HOURS ago. And I’d never even have THOUGHT about looking for my underpants in the middle of the night. Night is a great time for worrying about silly stuff. Things ALWAYS look better in the morning.

I switched off the light again and shut my eyes. Sleep, that’s what I needed. Lots and lots of sleep, then in the morning I’d find my underpants and…

Whisper. Whisper. Creak. Creak. Creak. And COLD, like someone had slipped ice blocks under my bed.

I opened my eyes again, just as something touched me faintly on my cheek.

‘Phredde!’ I shrieked, leaping out of bed. I tried to turn the lamp on but knocked it over. ‘Phredde!!! Bruce!!!!!! Help!!!!’

PING!

Phredde appeared, hovering like a pyjama-wearing wasp right in front of me, just as Bruce leaped through the door.

‘What is it?’ yelled Phredde.

‘Don’t worry, Pru, I’ll save you!’ shouted Bruce. He looked around. ‘Er…from what?’ he said. And then he stared.

Phredde was staring at me too.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. ‘Why are you staring at me like that?’

‘Wow,’ said Bruce softly.

‘I think you’d better look in the mirror,’ said Phredde.

I turned towards the mirror then I stared too.

I looked WONDERFUL!

Instead of short brown hair I suddenly had blonde curls, all the way down my back! I blinked at my reflection, then touched my hair uncertainly. Yep, it was really there.

‘How did you do THAT?’ asked Phredde admiringly.

‘I…I didn’t,’ I said. ‘Hey, did YOU do it?’

Phredde shook her head.

‘How about you?’ I asked Bruce.

‘Nope,’ he said. ‘It’s really cool though.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I think.’

First my underpants, then my hair.

‘There’s something strange going on here,’ I said.

‘Well, maybe,’ said Phredde. ‘But it’s not exactly dangerous, is it?’ She looked at me critically. ‘You should have gone blonde ages ago,’ she added.

‘Mum’ll go bananas,’ I said. ‘She wouldn’t even let me put a purple streak in my hair. You’ll have to PING! me back to normal before I go home.’

Phredde grinned. ‘I’ll PING! a “no see” spell instead. You’ll stay blonde but your mum’ll see short brown hair.’

‘Yeah,’ said Bruce enthusiastically. He looked around. ‘Are you sure I can’t rescue you from something?’

Boys! ‘No, thanks,’ I said politely. ‘I’m sorry to have disturbed you both.’

‘No worries,’ said Phredde. ‘See you in the morning.’

PING!

Suddenly both of them had gone.

Underpants…hair…underpants…hair…I picked the lamp off the floor, put it back on the bedside table and lay down again. But my mind was buzzing.

Maybe…maybe all the strange things that had happened had something in common. My suddenly hot hair and my purple-instead-of-pink bedspread. My clothes put away when I was sure I’d left them on the floor. And the food suddenly on the table in the dining room…

All NICE things, I thought. All things I’d wanted—except for my missing underpants of course. But maybe…

Suddenly I had an idea. I grinned to myself.

I reached over and switched the light off then. I made myself breathe slowly and quietly for thirty seconds. Then I said softly, like I was speaking to myself, ‘Blonde hair is lovely. But I really, really wish I could have green streaks too. Green streaks would be just so hot.’

And then I waited.

One breath…

Two breaths…

Whisper, whisper…creak…COLD…

This time I didn’t wait for a touch on my cheek. I just switched the light on fast!

‘Got you!’ I yelled.

And then I stared. ‘Who on earth are you?’ I whispered.

The creature blinked.

‘Don’t you dare vanish,’ I warned him. ‘I’ve seen you now! Who are you?’

The creature gulped. ‘I’m…I’m Jack the Clipper,’ he said.







Chapter 8
Jack the Clipper

‘What!’ I yelled.

‘Shh!’ The creature flapped his hands at me. He was dressed all in black—black jeans, black jacket—and his head was shaved close to his scalp, with the fuzz that was left dyed in black and white stripes. ‘Don’t make so much noise!’

‘I’ll yell if I want to! Any girl would yell if she found Jack the Ripper in her bedroom!’

‘I’m not Jack the Ripper, sweetie! I’m Jack the Clipper. And PLEASE be quiet,’ he said. ‘I’ll do anything you like if only you’ll speak more softly! Green streaks? Purple highlights? A body wave?’

‘Pru!’ Phredde zoomed in like a wasp with a jet engine. ‘Are you okay?’

‘What is it?’ shouted Bruce, leaping through the doorway.

‘Look!’ I yelled, pointing at Jack the Clipper.

‘Look at what?’ asked Phredde.

‘At that!’ I shouted.

‘There’s nothing there,’ said Bruce. ‘You must have been dreaming.’

I gazed at Jack the Clipper, then at Phredde and Bruce, then at Jack again. Why couldn’t they see him?

Maybe…maybe…this was something I had to sort out by myself. This was my mansion, after all.

‘Maybe I WAS dreaming,’ I said slowly. ‘Er…sorry to disturb you.’

‘No worries,’ said Phredde. ‘Night, Pru. Again,’ she added as she fluttered out.

‘Yeah, night.’ I said hastily. I waited till the door was shut behind them. ‘Now,’ I said to Jack the Clipper, ‘what’s all this about? How come they can’t see you? Come to think of it,’ I added, ‘you don’t look like Jack the Ripper.’

‘Of course not. I told you—I’m Jack the Clipper. I’m a hairdresser, not a mass murderer!’

‘You might be a hairdresser and a mass murderer,’ I pointed out.

‘I might be. But I’m not. Really, I’m not. I’m just an ordinary hairdresser. Well, and a ghost,’ he added.

I gulped. ‘D-did you say ghost?’

‘Yes.’ He looked at me anxiously. ‘You’re not going to yell again are you?’

‘I don’t THINK so,’ I said. ‘It depends what happens next. But why can’t Phredde and Bruce see you?’

Jack sighed. ‘I bet they don’t believe in ghosts.’

‘Well, no, they don’t,’ I told him.

‘People who don’t believe in ghosts don’t see us. You’ve no idea how boring it is being a ghost,’ he added. ‘Hardly anyone believes in ghosts nowadays.’ He covered his face with his hands suddenly. ‘You’ve no idea what it’s like, girlfriend! Nothing to do, no hair to cut, not even a permanent wave in YEARS! All I ever wanted was to be a hairdresser!’ he sobbed.

This was getting really embarrassing, even if he was a ghost. ‘Look, pull yourself together,’ I said (his legs were drifting towards the bathroom). Jack looked up, sniffed, and hauled his legs back where they belonged.

It was time I got some answers.

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Did you take my underpants?’

‘Me?’ Jack the Clipper looked affronted. ‘Do I look kinky to you, sweetheart?’

‘No,’ I admitted. ‘Just a bit see-through. But if you didn’t take my underpants, who did?’

‘She’s done it again, hasn’t she?’ Jack said, his hands on his hips. ‘Honestly! There’s just no stopping her!’ He looked around. ‘Annie!’ he called softly.

‘Who’s Annie?’ I demanded.

‘Underpants Annie,’ Jack said, as though that explained everything. ‘Ah, here she is…’

Another cold draught wafted across the room. Something began to appear over by the mirror. It looked like smoke at first, then slowly grew thicker and thicker, till I realised it wasn’t smoke at all, just a long white dress. Not a nightdress, more like a dress from the really olden days.

‘Hello,’ said a voice softly.

Jack the Clipper sighed. ‘Haven’t you forgotten something, lovey?’

‘Oops,’ said the voice. ‘Lost my head for a moment there…’

Suddenly there was a face AND a head with a really cool spiky haircut, all green and purple stripes. Underpants Annie grinned and ran her hand through the spikes. ‘Like it?’ she asked. ‘Jack did it last week for me. Much easier than ringlets.’

‘You took my underpants?’

Annie nodded. ‘I’m sorry. I just couldn’t resist! I’m a seamstress—I love making clothes. But I died before underpants were invented and they’re just so FASCINATING! Every pair is different. I just HAVE to study them! But I’ll put yours back, I promise. With lace, this time. And ruffles! You would like some lace and ruffles, wouldn’t you?’ she pleaded. ‘It’s been so long since I had anyone to sew for.’

‘You just feel so useless, being a ghost,’ said Jack the Clipper wistfully. ‘And when I saw your lovely boring hair, I just couldn’t resist doing something stunning to it. You do like it, don’t you, sweetie?’

‘Um, yes, I think so,’ I said. Suddenly I started to shake. Well, they WERE ghosts, even if they were friendly ghosts.

‘Are you cold?’ asked Annie sympathetically. ‘There are more blankets in the cupboard if you like.’

‘Or I could get you a heater,’ offered Jack the Clipper. ‘Anything you need…anything at all!’

‘Look, I’m fine. But I—’

Jack looked relieved. ‘Really? Look, girlfriend, we have to go! We really shouldn’t be here. Not on your first night! Could you just pretend you haven’t seen us? Please?’

‘Well, I—’

‘Thank you!’ cried Annie softly, as she began to fade away. ‘We promised your uncle we wouldn’t scare you away. It’s so important that you can be happy here! But when Jack saw your hair—and I saw your underpants—we just couldn’t resist.’

‘Hey, come back here!’ I cried. ‘I want to know what’s going on!’

But they were gone.







Chapter 9
Prudence Looks for Answers

A hairdresser ghost and a ghost with a passion for underpants. That explained a lot of things—like how 56 girls had been too scared to stay in this house for two whole nights. Had Annie stolen their underpants too? And had Jack the Clipper given them new hairdos?

Of course, I thought, with just a tiny shiver, I was used to things like that. Once you’ve faced trolls and cannibal phaeries, not to mention a teacher who’s a vampire, you’re not scared of a couple of ghosts.

Well, not very.

Hardly at all really.

I just wished that ghosts appeared during the day, when things were light and bright and SAFE-seeming, not at night when every creak made you think that another strange ghostly presence was going to…

How was I ever going to wear my piranha underpants again, knowing they’d once been haunted?

Stop it, Prudence, I said to myself. So you’ve met a couple of ghosts! So what? This is a haunted house with two perfectly nice ghosts. And now you know what the mystery is, so there’s no reason at all to think that a cold ghostly presence is going to creep up on you and whisper in your ear…

Suddenly the room grew cold again…

‘How about some pizza, mate?’

I jumped about two metres and my heart went bong, bong, bong!

‘Raspberry ice-cream with chocolate sauce then,’ said the voice, a little desperately. ‘Orange fudge cake with cherries and cream? I make a wonderful chocolate fudge cake.’

My heart slowed down to a thud, thud, thud. I turned the light on, but there was no one there.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Show yourself! I know you’re there!’

Nothing happened.

I sighed. ‘Right. If you show yourself, I’ll eat a piece of your orange fudge cake.’

A vague white mist hovered by the dressing table. ‘With a cherry on top?’

‘With a cherry on top.’

‘It’s a deal!’ The mist became more solid, and more solid still—an arm, a leg, another arm. The arms and legs joined up, with a body in between and a head on top, with a chef’s hat above that.

‘Good to meet you, mate,’ said the face under the hat. ‘I’m Cookie.’

‘You were a chef?’

‘Nah, a shearer’s cook, mate. The best on the western plains,’ said Cookie. ‘They just loved my strawberry mousse out there. And my baked beans surprise.’

‘What’s baked beans surprise?’

‘Cheese soufflé,’ said Cookie and smiled.

‘But where are the baked beans?’

‘There aren’t any. That’s the surprise.’

He looked embarrassed. ‘Look, mate, you won’t tell any of the other ghosts I’ve been here, will you? We’re not supposed to show ourselves, but I just couldn’t resist. It’s been so long since I had someone to cook for.’

‘Other ghosts!’ I said. ‘No, I won’t tell. But how many of you are—’

Too late. He was gone.

There didn’t seem much point turning the light off after that. So I just pushed my pillow into a more comfortable position and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

‘Knock, knock,’ said someone in my left ear.

‘Who’s there?’ I asked automatically.

‘Owl!’

‘Owl who?’

‘Owl I can say is knock, knock!’ the voice replied.

I sat up again. ‘That’s not funny! And it’s rude to tell people jokes when you’re invisible. Or it should be anyway. Come on, show yourself!’

Nothing happened.

‘Show yourself!’ I yelled—but softly, so Phredde and Bruce didn’t come in again and think I was crazy.

‘Wuff?’ said something near my ear.

I turned my head. A mist shaped like a puppy was hovering just above my pillow.

It wasn’t exactly a small puppy. Its legs and ears were long, but its tail was short and so was its body, and it looked like Jack the Clipper had just curled its hair and given it a ruff about its neck and ankles.

‘Wuff?’ the puppy asked hopefully.

‘Oh, you poor little thing!’ I exclaimed. He was so cute. Just the puppy I’d have loved to have at home, but Mum said I couldn’t have a puppy, ever, on account of my brother Mark being a werewolf and werewolves regard puppies as a snack food item. Like Mum said, it was just asking for trouble to get one.

But I so wanted one.

‘Come here, gorgeous,’ I crooned.

The puppy snuggled up to me. It didn’t actually have any substance, of course—after all, it was a ghost. But somehow it felt like it was there.

‘How did you become a ghost then?’ I whispered. ‘Did some nasty person run over you? Or did a big bad werewolf bite you? I think I’ll call you Snuffles—’

CRASH, BANG, WALLOP, ZOING!!!!!!!

A set of drums, an electric guitar and a bass, and three guys in leather and metal appeared in front of me, just as Snuffles squatted and left a ghostly puddle on my pillow.

I stared at the puddle, then at the rock band, then at the puddle again. Then I folded my arms and opened my mouth.

‘Okay, you lot, I’ve had enough!’ I roared. ‘How many ghosts are there in this place? I want all of you—the whole lot—here this second! Now!’

Suddenly the room was full of ghosts—Jack the Clipper and Underpants Annie and Cookie and the rock band and so many others that it looked like a fog had descended. And they were all talking at once—except for Snuffles who was woofing instead.

‘Knock, knock…’

‘Cinnamon toast with cream cheese and…’

‘Maybe funny underpants…’

‘A really lovely ponytail with a bit of a fringe…’

‘Hold it!’ I shouted. ‘Stop all talking at once! Now can someone, anyone, explain what’s happening here?’

Everyone was silent suddenly, except for a short dark man—or ghost—with oily hands and a big grin. ‘Knock, knock,’ he offered.

‘Shut up, Knock-knock!’ the other ghosts chorused.

‘Perhaps I can help.’ A big man stepped forward—well, a big ghost.

‘How can you help?’ I asked suspiciously.

‘Well, for starters,’ said the ghost, ‘I’m your Uncle Carbuncle.’







Chapter 10
Uncle Carbuncle

‘It all started with Wee Willie here,’ said Uncle Carbuncle, scratching Snuffles behind the ear. They were the only two ghosts left in my bedroom now—Uncle Carbuncle had sent all the others away. ‘And STAY away this time,’ he’d ordered. ‘No sneaking in with slices of banana pizza, Cookie. No new hairdos, Jack. Away!’

Now Uncle Carbuncle was sitting in the armchair—or almost, anyway, hovering just above it—and Snuffles, or Wee Willie, was sniffing around the room.

‘What sort of dog is Willie?’ I asked. ‘Apart from being a ghost dog, I mean.’

‘He’s a doodle,’ said Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Because he doo-doos all the time?’

‘Well, that too. But mostly because he’s a cross between a Doberman and a poodle. A doodle, see?’

I nodded.

‘When my dear little Willie died…’ explained Uncle Carbuncle. ‘Well, you know how close you can get with your dog. I missed his little puddles on the carpet. And Willie didn’t want to leave me either. So he stayed as a ghost. Excuse him, won’t you,’ he added, as Wee Willie wee-weed next to my bed leg. ‘He died before I could toilet-train him. Ghost puddles don’t leave a stain, you know. They aren’t even wet.’

I’d noticed that already. My pillow was dry, with not even a faint wee stain to remind me of Willie.

‘The trouble is,’ continued Uncle Carbuncle, ‘that once you’ve accepted one ghost you keep seeing more of them. Everywhere I went there were ghosts. And what was worse, most of them had nowhere to go. What does a ghost do when their house is knocked down to make a freeway? You can’t haunt a freeway. Cookie’s favourite shearing shed was blown down in a cyclone. Jack the Clipper’s salon has become a video bar. And as for the Rolling Pebbles—’

‘The rock band?’

Uncle Carbuncle nodded. ‘Well, they never actually made it to a stage, so they had nowhere to haunt at all.’

‘So you started a haunted house!’

‘Exactly,’ said Uncle Carbuncle, pleased I’d caught on so quickly. ‘I bought this big house way out in the country where no one would be bothered by a few ghosts. And I set it up properly too: the theatre for the Rolling Pebbles, the kitchen for Cookie, the lake for Big Jan—he used to be a fisherman.’

‘What about the train tracks?’

Uncle Carbuncle grinned. ‘They’re for Knock-knock. He was an engine driver, oh, about 100 years ago now. Lost his brakes racing down a mountain and has been a ghost ever since.’

‘But there isn’t a train!’ I objected.

‘Knock-knock doesn’t need a real engine. He has a ghost one—his own engine that he was driving when he died. We were all having a great time, me and the ghosts. You’re never bored in a haunted house.’ Uncle Carbuncle suddenly looked sad. ‘Then I had to do something really stupid.’

‘What?’

‘I died.’

‘But…but why did that matter?’ I asked. ‘You’re a ghost now…and they’re all ghosts too…’

‘Ghosts can’t own a house!’ Uncle Carbuncle pointed out. ‘You can’t even touch things, except the things you loved most when you were alive, like Cookie with food and Jack with hair…’

‘And Annie with underpants.’

‘Exactly,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘That’s why I set up my will the way it is. I needed to find someone who could spend two nights in a haunted house without having hysterics. I thought girls would be…well, more tolerant of ghosts than boys. We ghosts would leave the girl alone for the first night, but we’d do everything we could to make her comfortable—the best food, her favourite furnishings.’

‘I think you overdid it a bit,’ I told him.

‘I think you’re right. The plan was that on the second night I’d introduce myself and explain our problem.’ He shook his head. ‘No one lasted even one night, much less two. As soon as any of the other girls caught even a hint of a ghost, they were out of here screaming.’

‘Except for me,’ I said slowly.

‘Except for you,’ agreed Uncle Carbuncle. ‘You must be a very special young lady indeed.’

‘Woof,’ agreed Willie, leaving a puddle by the armchair.

‘Not all that special,’ I said. ‘I’ve just sort of got used to…well, people who are different. Like phaeries. Or zombies. Or ghosts.’

Uncle Carbuncle looked at me shrewdly. ‘Maybe you were pretty special to have made friends with people like that in the first place.’

This was all getting sooo embarrassing. So I said, ‘What do you want me to do now?’

‘Just be the owner,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘There’s enough money invested to pay rates and taxes and repairs—I’ll still look after all that anyway. Ghosts can use a phone and email—well, I can, maybe because I used email so much when I was alive. You’ll just be the legal owner so we can go on living here. Or ghosting here, I mean.’

‘Oh,’ I said. I tried not to let my disappointment show. So much for renting out the house and using the money to go to uni. The house wasn’t even going to be mine, not really. But at least the ghosts would still have their home.

‘And visit us whenever you like, of course,’ Uncle Carbuncle added hurriedly. He sighed. ‘It does get boring, just haunting around. Being a ghost is like being permanently retired. Cookie has no one to cook for, Jack has no hair to cut, there’s no one to wear Annie’s underpants. And if you have any friends who’d like to visit too…’

I felt a bit better at that. ‘I’ve got lots of friends who’d really LOVE a haunted house,’ I offered. ‘Maybe we could have haunted parties.’

An idea was niggling at my mind. The ghost of an idea…but I was too tired to work it out properly.

Uncle Carbuncle brightened. ‘A few parties would make such a difference to us all!’

Tweet, tweet, tweet!

I glanced outside. The sky was turning grey instead of black between the curtains and the dawn chorus was beginning.

Uncle Carbuncle floated slowly towards the ceiling. ‘I’d better let you get some sleep,’ he said. ‘It’s nearly morning. Time for all ghosts to vanish. Come on, Willie.’

‘Wuff,’ said Willie, leaking against the mirror as he floated past. A faint yellow puddle misted the glass and then was gone. And so were Uncle Carbuncle and Willie.

I switched the light off for the millionth time that night and snuggled down in bed. My pillow smelled very faintly of ghost wee. But I found I didn’t mind.

Tweet, tweet, twittle, tweet, said the birds outside.

‘Shut up,’ I muttered. ‘Why don’t you birds do the dawn chorus at lunch time instead? Then we could all…’

But I was asleep before I’d finished the sentence.







Chapter 11
Phredde and Bruce’s Secret

‘Toot-tooot! Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…’

The noise of the train woke me up. Knock-knock’s ghostly engine, I thought blearily, rubbing my eyes to try to convince them to open.

Had it all really happened?

I felt my long blonde hair. Yep.

It was hard to stay awake at breakfast, despite the fact my underpants itched. Annie had put them back again, as she’d promised, but with so many starched frills and bits of lace that I felt like scratching every two minutes. But I didn’t, because the places they itched weren’t the places you can scratch. Not at breakfast, anyway, in front of your friends.

Cookie had laid out scrambled eggs, fried eggs, cheese omelette, ham soufflé, sliced rockmelon, chilled pineapple, grapefruit cut in half with cherries on top, orange juice, watermelon juice, apple muffins, apricot pancakes, banana muesli and a giant lemon cheesecake just in case anyone felt like dessert. Oh, and mosquito jam for Bruce. Even if I couldn’t see him in daylight, Cookie knew how to put on a breakfast.

‘Let’s get this straight,’ said Phredde, her wings fluttering slowly as she concentrated. ‘Your Uncle Carbuncle is a ghost?’

‘Yep.’ I put down my glass of watermelon juice and picked up my fork again.

‘And all his ghost mates haunt the place?’

‘Yeff,’ I said, my mouth full of omelette.

‘I think you’ve gone bananas,’ said Phredde flatly. ‘Totally peaches, watermelon and apricots too.’

‘There’s no such thing as ghosts!’ declared Bruce, spreading more mosquito jam on his toast.

‘Who made breakfast then?’ I demanded. ‘Who made my hair long and blonde?’

‘There has to be a rational explanation!’ said Phredde. ‘Maybe…maybe elves visited last night.’

‘Or aliens,’ put in Bruce. ‘Everyone knows there’s no such thing as ghosts!’

‘A couple of years ago I thought there was no such thing as phaeries,’ I said sharply. ‘Except in little kids’ books.’

There was silence at that.

‘Prove it,’ said Phredde at last.

‘Prove that there are ghosts in the house?’

‘Yep,’ said Phredde.

‘Look, they’re invisible if you don’t believe in them!’ I cried. ‘How can I prove that they exist if you can’t see them?’

I thought for a minute. ‘How about this? What if in the next ten seconds someone invisible puts a plate of hot pikelets on the table?’

‘With mango jam,’ added Phredde. ‘Because it’s my favourite.’

‘With mango jam. And someone gives Bruce a haircut.’

‘But frogs don’t have any hair!’ protested Bruce.

‘Shut up!’ I was really feeling grumpy, what with lack of sleep and everything. ‘And…and…’

A cold wind breathed across the room. Something ghostly whispered in my ear. I grinned.

‘I’m going to tell you a knock, knock joke about a mosquito, and as soon as I have, everything will be here. Okay?’

‘Well…maybe…’ said Phredde.

‘Okay. Knock, knock.’

‘Who’s there?’ asked Phredde suspiciously.

‘Amos.’

‘Amos who?’

‘Amos Quito! And there you are!’ I pointed triumphantly at the pikelets with mango jam on the table and then at Bruce—and then I doubled over with laughter because I had never seen anything so silly in all my life. I mean, have you ever seen a frog with a mullet and pink underpants? With lace?

‘What’s so funny?’ demanded Bruce. He raised his froggy hand to his head. ‘Hey! Who did this?’ he yelled.

‘Jack the Clipper,’ I choked. ‘He’s a hairdresser. Well, he was before he became a ghost. And Annie! She makes underpants!’

Phredde was giggling too. ‘Okay, I believe you!’ she choked. ‘I believe you!’

Bruce glared at me. ‘If I say I believe too, will you get him to take this thing away?’

‘Maybe,’ I said.

‘Pru!’ pleaded Bruce.

‘Well, all right. Hey, Jack, Annie,’ I called. ‘Can you lose the mullet? And the underpants?’

‘Sure thing, sweetheart,’ said a ghostly voice somewhere above the table.

Phredde stared. ‘I heard that!’

‘So did I!’ exclaimed Bruce. Suddenly his head was back to froggy normal. He gazed around. ‘Hey, where are you?’

‘Right here, lovey,’ said Jack’s voice. ‘You just can’t see us. And so are Annie and Knock-knock and Wee Willie—’

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie.

‘Knock, knock,’ said Knock-knock.

‘Who’s there?’ asked Phredde automatically.

‘Anna,’ said Knock-knock’s voice happily.

‘Anna who?’

‘Another mosquito!’

‘Shut up, Knock-knock. Sorry about that, he will keep telling jokes. And I’m here too,’ said the deeper voice of Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Then why can’t we see you?’ demanded Phredde.

‘You can’t see ghosts in the daytime,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘Even if you believe in them.’

‘Oh,’ said Phredde. ‘Hey!’ she yelled suddenly. ‘None of you were in my bedroom last night, were you? If any of you were in my bedroom you’d better have been girl ghosts, that’s all I can say!’

No one answered.

‘Are you still there?’ demanded Phredde.

‘Yes,’ said Annie’s voice. ‘Look, it’s okay, girls. I keep an eye on them.’

‘Well…’ said Phredde, subsiding. I think she’d just realised that there isn’t much you can do about a ghostly peeping tom. Kick him? I don’t think so. ‘Are you going to hang around us all day?’ she asked suspiciously. Phredde never likes being proved wrong. If she says ghosts don’t exist, she’d rather they stayed unexisted.

‘No, no,’ said Uncle Carbuncle soothingly. ‘We’ll stay right out of your way.’

‘We want Pru to feel comfortable here,’ added Jack. ‘It’s really important that she stays here the second night. We’ll just get on with our usual jobs.’

‘Usual jobs?’ asked Bruce.

‘I’ve got some wigs I want to touch up,’ said Jack.

‘And I’ve had an idea for leopardskin underpants with yellow ruffles,’ said Annie. ‘And Knock-knock wants to polish his engine.’

‘Knock, knock,’ began Knock-knock.

‘Shut up!’ chorused the other ghosts.

‘We’ve all got our hobbies,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘That’s all they can be now, hobbies,’ he added sadly. ‘But at least our home will be safe with Pru. Now if you’ll excuse us…’

A cold wind blew through the room, then vanished.

‘Hello? Hello?’ I said. But they’d gone.

We looked at each other.

‘You can’t help feeling sorry for them,’ I said.

‘Hmm, I suppose,’ said Phredde. She seemed thoughtful.

‘I’ve just realised something,’ said Bruce slowly. He nudged Phredde. They exchanged a look.

It was one of those meaningful looks like you see on TV, when you can tell that the murderer is about to choose another victim, or the hero knows he’s saying goodbye for the last time to his dear old mum.

But why did Bruce and Phredde have to share a meaningful look in front of me? Meaningful looks are what you give when you can’t say something aloud. And there wasn’t anything Phredde and Bruce couldn’t say in front of me. I was their best friend.

Wasn’t I?

‘Well,’ began Bruce.

‘Well,’ said Phredde. ‘If you’re absolutely positively certain you’re safe…’

‘Of course I’m safe,’ I said. ‘I just explained. It was all a mistake—the ghosts were trying to make those other girls feel at home. They just got a bit over-excited.’

‘So you really don’t need us here,’ said Bruce. ‘Well, then…‘ He hesitated.

‘Well, then what?’ I asked warily.

‘Well, it’s just we have, er, all that homework,’ said Phredde.

I narrowed my eyes. ‘You don’t have any more homework than me. Remember? We’re in the same class!’

‘This is…um…extra homework,’ said Bruce. ‘Sort of phaery homework.’

‘I see,’ I said coldly. ‘The sort ordinary humans aren’t allowed to know about.’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Phredde eagerly. Then she saw the look on my face. ‘It’s not that we don’t WANT you to know about it,’ she added.

I shrugged and took an apricot pancake. I didn’t really want it, to be honest. All that breakfast suddenly felt like a pile of overdue library books in my tummy, with seven pancakes, a cheese omelette and four slices of rockmelon all muttering, ‘Hey, let’s get back out, where we came from.’ But I wasn’t going to show Phredde I was upset.

‘I’m quite all right here,’ I said coolly. ‘You go off and do your…’ I gulped, ‘phaery homework.’

‘Are you sure?’ said Phredde.

‘Quite sure.’ I took another bite of pancake and hoped I’d work out some way to swallow it over the lump in my throat.

‘We won’t leave if you’re still scared,’ added Bruce, looking at me with concern.

‘Me? Scared? What have I got to be scared about? It’s just a big old deserted mansion full of ghosts—friendly ghosts. And one of them is my uncle too. Well, sort of uncle. I’ll be fine.’

‘Sure?’ asked Phredde.

‘Sure I’m sure,’ I told her.

‘Well, okay then. If you’re sure you’re sure,’ said Phredde. ‘Come on, Bruce!’

‘You’re REALLY sure?’ said Bruce.

I nodded.

PING!

And they left me.







Chapter 12
Alone!

A place can seem really empty when phaeries leave. I mean, humans walk out the door so you have time to sort of say goodbye. But phaeries just go PING! and they’re out of there.

Not that I minded. Not at all.

Or just a little bit. Maybe.

Or quite a lot really.

I sat at the table and sniffed, then reached for my hanky and had a good blow. Suddenly I heard Amelia’s voice, almost as though she were really in the dining room. ‘Of course poor Phredde and Bruce must get so BORED with a human trailing after them.’

Did they get bored? Maybe…maybe Phredde just hung round with me because there were no other girl phaeries. Maybe she really wanted a friend who could PING! just like her. Maybe Bruce would rather have a girlfriend who was a phaery too, I thought miserably. Of course he knew Phredde, but she didn’t like frogs.

Maybe now they were older they’d go PING!ing off to parties in Phaeryland with other phaeries. They’d forget all about our adventures escaping from dinosaurs or discovering Ancient Egyptian villains. Maybe every time they’d rescued me from a zombie librarian or an exploding volcano they’d thought, Oh well, here we go again. The poor human needs to be rescued…

‘Wuff,’ said something at my feet.

I looked down. There was nothing to see, of course—you can’t see ghosts in daylight. But suddenly I smeled a familiar smell.

Willie had weed under the table.

‘Wuff,’ said Willie again, and I felt…almost felt…a small wet nose brush against my ankle, then a breeze of ghostly fur jumped onto my lap.

He was only a ghost, of course. But it was nice to have him there.







Chapter 13
Pru’s Busy Day

It was an okay day after that.

I rang Mum. I’d forgotten to ring her the night before and she was having kittens and wondering whether to call the police, or Phredde’s mum to race over here on her magic carpet, but luckily I caught her in time.

‘And are you sure you’re all right?’ Mum asked for the twentieth time.

What could I tell her that wasn’t going to alarm her? That I was in a house full of ghosts and one of them had given my underpants a makeover, and my two best friends—ex-best friends—had deserted me? So I just said, ‘Everything is fine, Mum. No, there’s nothing to worry about. Yes, I cleaned my teeth. Yes, Phredde and Bruce will PING! me to safety if there’s any danger.’

I crossed my fingers a bit on that one, because, after all, they weren’t there. But as there wasn’t any danger, it wasn’t really a lie.

‘Yes, I’ll call tonight. No, I won’t drown in the lake. Yes, I’ll wear my hat and my sun block. No, I won’t talk to any strangers. I can’t, Mum, I’m all alone here.’ Apart from a houseful of ghosts, I thought, but I didn’t tell Mum that.

Mum finally had enough of worrying about her only daughter and hung up.

Then I had to think about what to do.

What can you do in a haunted house in the daytime?

‘Wuff?’ barked Willie hopefully, leaving a small yellow pool by my chair.

‘Okay, Willie,’ I said. ‘Walkies.’

‘Wuff, wuff!’ said Willie.

So we walked around the lake and I tried to see if there was a ghostly fisherman. I almost thought there was, but maybe it was just the wind on the water. I almost saw Knock-knock’s train engine too. Or maybe it was just the way the sunlight slanted through the trees onto the old railway track in the grass.

‘Wuff,’ said Willie, leaving a wet patch on the gravel.

It’s strange taking a ghost puppy for a walk, because you can’t see where it’s running off to, just a yellow puddle now and then. But I sort of knew where Willie was, even if I couldn’t see him. And when I bent down to pat him I could sort of feel his furry ears as well. Maybe, I thought, that’s what Willie loved best when he was alive—being scratched behind the ears and…and being loved. So maybe he could touch his friends and his friends could touch him too, just like Cookie could touch apricot pancakes and Annie could touch underpants.

Which made me feel better, because I needed a friend that morning.

It began to rain again. The rain didn’t bother Willie—I don’t suppose ghosts can get wet. But I was getting cold. So we went inside and I wandered about a bit, looking in all the rooms again. In Annie’s workshop there were underpants everywhere, pinned to the wall as patterns or half-made on the big sewing table. As I looked, a needle and thread floated through the air and into a pink frill.

Which was a bit creepy, even though I knew it was only Annie.

Cookie’s kitchen was better—at least it smelled of food, even if the spoon stirring the custard all by itself looked weird.

I wound up in the library.

Ghosts don’t matter in a library. I mean, any library is full of ghosts in a way—all those stories and lives on the shelves. A few more ghosts don’t matter.

This was a really cool one, a room as big as our school hall, with so many bookshelves they were like a new sort of wallpaper—you couldn’t see the walls for books. And as soon as I thought about what I’d like to read—a big funny book I could get lost in—it floated down towards me. So I guessed one of Uncle Carbuncle’s ghosts had been a librarian.

There were some big bean bags on the floor, so I curled up in one with the book. Willie curled up with me—I could tell he was still there because of the smell. I must have read for an hour at least, and then maybe I dozed. After all, I hadn’t had much sleep last night. There were no cold draughts about so I guessed that the ghosts had decided to leave me alone, just in case I got too scared to stay. Except for Willie, of course, but he didn’t scare me at all now. Then the next thing I knew there was a pounding coming from the front door.

‘Mmff,’ I said. I’m never at my best when I wake up.

‘Grrr,’ said Willie, almost too softly to hear.

‘What is it, boy?’ I whispered. Then I wondered if Willie really WAS a boy. I hadn’t thought to look last night. But Willie was a boy’s name, wasn’t it?

Bang, bang, bang.

‘All right, I’m coming!’ I yelled.

I had to think for a moment how to get to the front door—the mansion was BIG. But finally I found it.

The banging was even louder now.

‘Coming!’ I yelled again.

I opened the door. It was Mr Nahsti.

The dead rat was still on his head. And he had another one of those fake kid-loving smiles on his face.

‘Hello, Prudence dear,’ he said sweetly. ‘How has your night been? Ready to go home now?’

‘No, thank you,’ I said politely. ‘I’m fine.’

Mr Nahsti blinked. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I said I’m fine!’ I repeated, a bit louder.

‘You’re not gibbering with terror?’

‘Nope,’ I said.

‘Not too scared to open your eyes?’

‘Look,’ I said. ‘Big wide eyes. And I’m staying here another night too. So you can forget about selling this place for your Good Manners for Children Society.’

Mr Nahsti’s face grew so red I thought he was about to turn into a tomato. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘So your phaery friends have made it all nice and safe for you, have they?’

‘They have not!’ I said indignantly. And they hadn’t, because I’d made friends with the ghosts all by myself. ‘They’re not even here! So there!’

‘Where are your phaery friends then?’ asked Mr Nahsti slowly.

I shrugged. ‘Search me. Who cares, anyway. I’m fine all by myself.’

‘All by yourself,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Are you now?’

Suddenly I realised what I’d said. I WAS all alone. And Mr Nahsti’s eyes were meaner than those of any crocodile in the Nile.

I stepped backwards. ‘I’d…I’d like you to go now,’ I stammered.

‘Really? But I don’t feel like going,’ said Mr Nahsti, smiling at me as if I was an ice-cream and he was about to chomp me up. ‘Not when you’re ALL ALONE here.’

I fumbled for Mum’s mobile and began to punch in the numbers. Suddenly it vanished from my fingers.

‘I don’t think so, dear,’ said Mr Nahsti, stuffing the mobile in his pocket.

‘My mum will worry when I don’t ring her!’ I shouted.

‘Well, yes, she probably will,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘But she won’t do anything about it, will she? Not until tomorrow morning. Your mum lets you play with phaeries, and someone like that won’t come dashing to her daughter’s side just because she misses making a phone call. Not when that would mean you’d lose this house.’

It was true. Mum had worried last night, but she hadn’t come racing to rescue me. Maybe, I thought vaguely, Mum trusted me more than I thought.

Then I stopped thinking at all, because Mr Nahsti was reaching towards me.

I just ran.







Chapter 14
Trapped!

I ran down the corridor, round the corner, down the next corridor and up the stairs. I could hear Mr Nahsti behind me. He wasn’t as quick as me, but he was bigger and stronger. I’d get tired long before he did. And then he’d…

I didn’t know what he’d do.

But I knew I wouldn’t like it.

Up another flight of stairs. I could hear him puffing now and slowing down. Maybe I’d have time to hide. But where?

I raced down the corridor where the bedrooms were. Could I hide in one of them? But if he found me there, I’d be trapped.

Why had I come up here? There was no way out but down! All Mr Nahsti had to do was search room by room and then he’d find me!

I’d come to the end of the corridor. I darted into a bathroom and looked around. Nowhere to hide. Maybe I could climb out of the window, then down the ivy clinging to the walls? Except there wasn’t any ivy clinging to the walls, and even if there was maybe it wouldn’t take my weight and…

You think FAST when you’re trying to escape an evil solicitor. I opened the window and peered out.

No useful trees to clamber down. Not enough towels in the room to knot into a rope—not in ten seconds anyway. He’d be here before I’d even started…

I raced back across the room and peeked out the door. No sign of Mr Nahsti. He must be searching the first bedroom, I thought. Maybe I could sneak down the corridor while he was busy. I could tiptoe down the stairs then run outside, or go round the house and in another door and find a hiding place he’d never think to look.

I listened, but there was no sound at all. I tiptoed along the corridor again, trying to will myself invisible as I passed the bedroom doors. But no hairy hand reached out to grab me.

I peered down the stairs. No sign of Mr Nahsti. I took a deep breath and started down, hoping I didn’t trip. One flight…two. I turned the corner to the final flight.

‘Got you!’ cried Mr Nahsti.

…

Okay, I was scared. Make that terrified. Every warning Mum had ever given me whirled round my head like a paranoid Mum-type merry-go-round. Except maybe she wasn’t paranoid because it had HAPPENED. I’d been captured by a horrible man and…

And…

And what, I wondered. I could kick him in what’s supposed to be a really delicate place for blokes—it works on TV, they just crumple right up—but I wasn’t sure of quite the right place to kick. So instead I bit his arm, which tasted yuck. Human flesh does not taste like chicken or pork, no matter what it says in 1001 Fascinating Facts About the World in our school library—or at least it doesn’t when it’s still raw and attached to someone.

The papers are full of really Nahsti, sorry, nasty stuff about grown-ups hurting children. But I never thought it might happen to ME! I have phaeries for friends who can PING! any nasty Nahsti into a bucket of maggots, the fat white wriggly kind. I’m the kid who fought dinosaurs—well, okay, gave them a really bad case of diarrhoea—and escaped trolls and…

And I can escape this, I thought fiercely. Somehow. Soon.

I just had to wait for my moment.

I gulped, spat out two of Mr Nahsti’s wrist hairs and hoped that moment wasn’t very far away.

…

Have you ever been dragged down the stairs? Then dragged down a corridor and out the door and down the path? It isn’t fun.

‘Help!’ I yelled. ‘Help! A nasty maniac is kidnapping me! Help!’

Mr Nahsti grinned, nastily of course. ‘No one to hear you, my dear,’ he said.

‘I’m not your dear,’ I said automatically, thinking, yes, there is, there’s a whole houseful of ghosts to hear me! If they weren’t asleep, or off doing whatever ghosts did in the middle of the day.

But really, what could ghosts do to help me anyway?

‘Oh dear, my dear,’ said Mr Nahsti as he grabbed my hands and clicked on a pair of handcuffs. ‘Those manners of yours do need work, don’t they. We’ll have to see what we can do about that.’

I glared at him. ‘Is that why you’re kidnapping me, you nasty man? To improve my manners? Well, let me tell you something for free—kidnapping someone isn’t very good manners either. You could do with some improvement in that department yourself!’

I was starting to feel like I’d made a really good point when Mr Nahsti chuckled. ‘I’m not kidnapping you. Just, shall we say, BORROWING you. Just for tonight.’

‘Tonight?’ I squeaked, all Mum’s warnings crowding in again. ‘What are you planning tonight?’

‘Nothing much, my dear,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Apart from a few lessons in manners. No, I’m just going to keep you somewhere safe. Somewhere away from here.’

He clicked more handcuffs around my ankles and shoved me into the boot of his car.

And then I realised. All he had to do was keep me away from the house for the second night so I wouldn’t inherit it. He’d be able to sell the house for his Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners…and Uncle Carbuncle and all the ghosts would be homeless.

And it would be all my fault. Well, not really my fault, I admitted to myself, it was mostly Mr Nahsti’s fault, and Uncle Carbuncle’s for trusting such a nasty solicitor. It actually wasn’t my fault at all. But it was up to me to save them.

‘You’ll never get away with—’ I began. Which changed into ‘Myffle, whuffle, whump’, because it’s hard to protest with a handkerchief stuffed in your mouth and another tied over your face.

Then Mr Nahsti slammed the boot shut.

Darkness, horrid-smelling, stuffy darkness, with no room to do more than wriggle my toes.

How long before I used up all the air, I wondered. Was he going to leave me here all day and night?

But there was no way to ask. No way to do anything.

I heard Mr Nahsti start the car, and we drove away.







Chapter 15
Not Even a Dungeon!

TV is really educational—which is why it’s crazy that Phredde’s mum won’t let them have one. As any kid who’s watched lots of movies knows, whenever you are kidnapped you have to pay attention to what you can hear (and smell).

Rumble, rumble, rumble means a gravel road, right? And a garbage-type pong that you’ve passed the town dump. And lots of seagulls squawking means a fish and chip shop by the beach. You count the number of turns left and right and then…

Actually I couldn’t remember WHY you were supposed to count all the turns, because you knew where you were already—kidnapped—and until you were rescued you couldn’t tell anyone else where you were, and by then there was no need. But I counted all the turns anyway.

Gravel road. Bitumen. Turn to the left. Turn to the right. Stop, car noises all around, must be a set of traffic lights…

‘Mffwwff, mffww, mgggth!!!’ I yelled, which is what ‘Help me! I’m tied up in this car!’ sounds like when you have a gag in your mouth.

At least working out where we were gave me something to do. Apart from suffocate, that is.

In the movies, the kidnapped person always finds some way to throw out a bit of jewellery or their hanky for the detective to pick up and say, ‘Aha! She passed this way and they’re heading to the old abandoned lighthouse on the cliffs.’

But I didn’t have anything to throw, except my shorts, underpants and T-shirt. (I could just imagine a detective picking up my underpants and saying, ‘Aha! Prudence’s dirty underpants, she must be in a white car heading south…’ But then I realised that Annie had put so much extra lace and ruffles on my underpants that:


	Even with the piranhas on them, no one who knew me would recognise them as mine.

	Even if a detective DID pick them up and Mum DID know they were mine, the detective was unlikely to say, ‘Aha! Prudence’s dirty underpants, she must be in a white car heading south…’



And even if I had been prepared to throw out my underpants, I was too tied up to get them off. Plus how are you supposed to throw stuff out of a locked car boot?

So I just lay there and counted turns and tried to wriggle my hands out of the handcuffs (impossible) or slip my ankles out of the chains (also impossible) or bite through the gag which tasted DISGUSTING. I bet that horrible man had USED it as a hanky before he stuffed it in my mouth, and if I got SARS or leprosy or something it would be all his fault.

Which wasn’t an enormous comfort.

It was getting stuffy in the boot too. Well, stuffier, because there hadn’t exactly been a breeze to start with. And hot. I stopped counting turns and wondered how long it took to suffocate and how did you know you were suffocating and…

…and then things REALLY got bad. Because I was feeling car sick.

Do you get car sick? Then you’ll know what it’s like. You feel terrible and no one is sympathetic because they’re just worried about you up-chucking on their new car seats or flying carpet or wherever it is you’re feeling sick. But this was the worst time ever to be car sick, because you just can’t BE sick with a gag in your mouth. Well, you can, but there’s nowhere for the sick to go, except down again or maybe into your lungs so you choke.

So I just lay REALLY still and tried to think of anything except sick. And cars. And turns. And food. Not even sausage and pineapple pizza, all yellow and pink just like a pool of sick, or scrambled eggs with tomato like a big plate of vomit or…

The car stopped.

I was so relieved I could have cried. But you can’t cry either, not properly, with a gag in your mouth. And there was no time because the boot opened…

…

In books or movies, kidnapped kids are always taken to a dungeon, or at least a cellar. Okay, we don’t have many cellars in Australia—or dungeons. But Mr Nahsti could at least have tried to do things properly.

Instead we were in a garage. The door was shut, so it was dark, but there was enough light to see a bit.

It looked like an ordinary garage, if you didn’t count the kid tied up in the boot of the car and the evil maniac smiling nicely. I could see a rolled-up hose and benches with tools—were they torture tools, I wondered. A plastic bag stuffed with more plastic bags hung on one wall, there was a lawn mower in one corner and two paint pots in the other with gummed-up paint brushes on top.

‘Out you get, my dear,’ said Mr Nahsti.

‘Mffwmp,’ I muttered, then ‘Ohhfffww!’ which was the sound of agony as I tried to straighten up after being scrunched in the boot. It HURT!

‘Now, if I take the gag off will you scream?’ asked Mr Nahsti.

I shook my head eagerly.

Mr Nahsti smiled. ‘I don’t believe you,’ he said. ‘You’re a bad-mannered little girl and bad girls lie, don’t they? But it doesn’t make any difference. You can scream and yell as much as you like. No one will hear you.’

He untied the hanky around my face, then fished out the one in my mouth. ‘Now, come on like a good girl and we’ll have some lessons in good manners.’

‘Grrppt flopt,’ I said, which is the noise you make when you’re being sick all over your kidnapper’s feet.

‘What the…?’ yelled Mr Nahsti, stepping back out of the puddle. He stared at his messy shoes. I was sure I hadn’t eaten any carrot. Have you noticed that vomit always has bits of carrot in it? Then Mr Nahsti stared at me. He was so angry his face was white, with two red spots on his cheeks.

‘Just for that,’ he hissed,’you can stay here and rot!’

He marched across the garage, leaving tiny splots of sick as he went, opened the door a crack and slipped out. I heard the click of a lock and then his footsteps grew fainter.

I was alone.

I sat down with my back against the wall—it’s hard standing up when your ankles are cuffed together—and looked around the garage again. It hadn’t been improved by my vomit, but at least your own sick doesn’t pong as badly as other people’s. Other than the vomit, I could smell old car and old carpets—which is what garages always smell of, even if there isn’t any carpet there, and that damp garagey-type smell that isn’t like anything else in the world.

And…and…

I sniffed again, then a third time to be sure. It was hard to pick up over the garage and vomit smell, but it was definitely there…

Ghost wee!

‘Willie!’ I yelled.

‘Wuff!’ said Willie happily from somewhere near the benches.

I gazed around, then realised it was useless—even if it was dim here in the garage, it was still daytime. But I could smell him and, as a cold draught brushed my ankles, I could feel him too, a bit.

‘Am I glad to see you!’ I yelled, then lowered my voice in case Mr Nahsti was nearby and wondered why I sounded so happy. ‘Willie, go get help!’

‘Wuff?’ asked Willie.

‘It’s like on TV,’ I whispered patiently. ‘The faithful dog goes and gets help!’

‘Wuff, wuff?’ A small ghostly pool of wee spread against one car tyre, then slowly vanished.

I sighed. ‘Forget about your weak bladder, Willie. This is serious. Go get Uncle Carbuncle!’

Not that there was anything Uncle Carbuncle could actually do to help, I thought. He wouldn’t be able to unchain me or even karate-kick Mr Nahsti. But he was better than nothing, and he might just have an idea. And at least he could keep me company while I spent the night here and lost the house to Mr Nahsti.

‘Wuff!’ A small ghostly presence landed on my lap. ‘Wfffgzz,’ snored Willie. He’d gone to sleep.

…

It was a really long afternoon. It got hotter and hotter, which was how I knew it was still daytime, and I felt TERRIBLE. Not just because my tummy was still a bit car sick. I felt heartsick too, thinking about the poor homeless ghosts.

Maybe Mum wouldn’t mind too much if they haunted our castle, even if it wasn’t like having a home of their own. Or maybe they could haunt our school. But the thought that Mr Nahsti and his horrible society would have the house made me feel sick all over again.

The garage smell didn’t improve. Nor did Willie. I tried waking him up a few times to see if he’d go for help. But he just licked my face—which feels WEIRD when it’s a ghost, but sort of nice too—then went back to sleep.

Despite the stink and my upset tum, I was hungry. I was thirsty too. After a while I was so thirsty I stopped being hungry.

Every now and then I tried yelling, ‘Help, help, I’ve been kidnapped by a nasty solicitor!’ But nothing happened, so I supposed Mr Nahsti was right when he’d said no one would hear me. I couldn’t hear anything outside either, except sometimes a plane really far off, or the distant hoot of a car horn.

I wondered where we were.

I wondered what was going to happen.

I wondered how prisoners went to the toilet, or if I’d have to do a Willie on the car tyre and make a mess of my newly decorated underpants.

‘Hey, Mr Nahsti!’ I yelled at last. ‘I’m thirsty!’

No answer.

‘Hey! I really need a drink in here!’

Still no answer.

‘If you don’t give me a drink in twenty seconds my phaery friends will turn your car into a slug!’

Nothing happened.

Then I heard footsteps again and the click of the lock. I saw a crack of sunlight and Mr Nahsti appeared. ‘If your so-called friends could turn my car into a slug, they’d have rescued you by now,’ said Mr Nahsti, shutting the door behind him. ‘But I’ve brought you some water. I’m not an unreasonable villain.’

He held a bottle of water to my lips. I gulped it down, then realised I should have sniffed and sipped to make sure it WAS water and not a deadly poison, though to be honest I didn’t know what a deadly poison tasted like. I mean, if you’ve tasted it you’re dead, aren’t you? So maybe no one knows what a deadly poison tastes like, which is why you don’t get recognising-deadly-poison lessons at school.

But it was just water. I know because I didn’t drop dead or anything. I drank about half of it so fast I nearly choked, then I drank the rest more slowly. Mr Nahsti kept the bottle to my lips till I’d finished. When he lowered it again I said,’Look, this isn’t going to work.’

‘Isn’t it?’ asked Mr Nahsti calmly.

‘As soon as you let me go I’m going to tell Mum and Dad and the police that you kidnapped me. And then you’ll go to prison.’

‘Really?’ Mr Nahsti sounded uninterested. ‘But you’ll still have lost the house, won’t you? And who do you think the police will believe? A solicitor and respected President of the Society for the Improvement of Children’s Manners or a kid who smells of car sick and spends her time with phaeries? They’ll just think that you were too scared to stay in the house a second night—like the other girls—so you’ve made up a story about an evil solicitor kidnapping you. And no one will believe a silly story like that, will they?’

‘My mum and dad will,’ I said.

‘Well, yes,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Mums and dads do tend to believe their kids, even when they say they have no homework and no notes to send back to school. But no one else will.’

‘I’ll describe your garage!’ I shouted. ‘How would I know what your garage looks like if I hadn’t been here?’

Mr Nahsti laughed. ‘Yes, there’s a car here…and, oh yes, two paint pots and a lawn mower. What else would you expect to see in a garage?’

‘Wuff,’ said Willie suddenly. ‘Wuff, wuff, wuff!’

Mr Nahsti looked puzzled. ‘Did you hear that?’ he asked.

I was about to say,’That’s Willie’, then I decided not to. I couldn’t see how a ghost dog could be any real help. But just maybe it was better that Mr Nahsti didn’t know about him.

‘No,’ I said. Then I added,’I’m hungry.’

‘Then say please,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Nicely now.’

I hesitated. Then I gave in. ‘Please, Mr Nahsti, I’m very hungry. May I have some food?’

‘See how nice it is when you use good manners?’ said Mr Nahsti approvingly. ‘It’s much more pleasant for everyone!’

‘Then may I have some food?’ I asked again. ‘Please?’

‘No,’ said Mr Nahsti.

‘But I asked nicely!’

‘I know you did. But if I give you some food you’ll just bring it all up again.’

‘No, I won’t!’ I yelled. ‘I was car sick last time because I was locked in the boot!’

‘And you’re going to be locked in the boot again,’ said Mr Nahsti.

‘Why?’ I asked desperately. I really hated the idea of going back in that boot.

‘So I can drive you to…let’s see…a shopping mall, I think,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Down in one of those underground car parks, when it’s so late that there’s no one around. I’ll let you out where no one can see you and then, dear me, everyone will know the horrid little girl spent all night in the mall instead of the deserted mansion.’

‘How will they know?’ I demanded.

‘Because there are security cameras in the mall, of course,’ said Mr Nahsti. ‘Don’t you pay any attention to TV shows, you silly child? The cameras will show you’re at the mall, instead of in the mansion. I’ve thought of everything, you see.’

I said nothing. What was there to say?

And then he left me again.







Chapter 16
Rescue!

I wondered what Phredde and Bruce were doing, and if maybe they were thinking about me too.

I wondered what Mum and Dad were doing.

I even wondered what Amelia was doing, because I had a lot of wondering time going spare. I’d been looking forward to strolling into school on Monday casually saying,’Oh, by the way, I’ve spent the weekend in a haunted mansion and now it’s mine and I also escaped from an evil kidnapper.’ That would REALLY be Show and Tell!

But it looked like I wouldn’t be able to.

Time went by.

Willie had a few more wees, against another tyre, the paint pot and me, but as it was ghost wee it didn’t matter. To be honest, it helped pass the time counting the seconds before the puddles vanished.

I tried yelling again, but still no one answered.

I tried staggering over to the door and bashing it with my head. But that just gave me a headache.

I slithered and wriggled under the bench, hoping there might be a Prudence-sized hole in the wall I could squeeze out of. But there wasn’t.

I even tried wriggling through the car window so I could turn on the ignition with my teeth, but I didn’t fit. Which was probably a good thing, I realised, as I couldn’t drive a car even when I had two hands and two feet free.

The rest of the time I just sat there.

The afternoon got hotter, and hotter still. Then slowly the heat seeped away and the faint line of light under the garage door grew dimmer. Night was coming. And I was here, not in the mansion. Soon it would be too late.

Suddenly the garage door creaked open. Mr Nahsti smiled at me, then shut the door behind him.

‘How are we then?’ he asked cheerfully. ‘All nice and uncomfortable?’

I didn’t say anything, just watched as a small puddle grew around his shoe. ‘Thanks, Willie,’ I whispered. Not that it really helped, but it made me feel better.

‘Now,’ said Mr Nahsti, ‘let’s start things rolling, shall we?’ He opened the car boot, then hesitated. ‘Can you feel a cold draught?’ he asked.

I shook my head.

‘No? I must have just imagined…’ Mr Nahsti stopped again, then slipped a hand down his trousers. For a moment I thought he was thinking about doing something REALLY nasty. Then he gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘Oh dear, I seem to have forgotten to put on any underpants. How silly of me!’

Underpants? My heart went thump, thump, thump! I peered through the dimness. But there was nothing to see, because you can’t see ghosts in daytime.

But they can still do things.

‘Hi, Annie!’ I whispered as quietly as I could. Of course, a kidnapper losing his underpants wasn’t going to help me any. But it was nice to have a friend nearby.

‘Now are you going to hop in the boot yourself or do I have to force you?’ asked Mr Nahsti.

‘You’ll have to—’ I began. Then I stopped. A chill breeze washed across my face.

‘Knock, knock,’ whispered a voice in my ear.

‘Who’s there?’ I breathed.

‘Earwig.’

‘Earwig who?’ I muttered hopefully.

‘Earwig come!’

Suddenly the dead rat was gone from Mr Nahsti’s head. Instead, long blonde curls waved down over his shoulders, with a bright pink streak in the middle.

Someone giggled, almost too softly to hear. The faint sound of clippers clicked through the garage.

Mr Nahsti had the boot open. He lifted a hand to his head. ‘What the—?’ he swore, as one of his new blonde curls snaked slowly down his face.

Maybe ghosts CAN stop villains, I thought suddenly.

Mr Nahsti stared at the curl. He pulled it gently, as though he couldn’t quite believe it was attached to him. It looked heaps better than his dead rat.

The curl grew longer. It was down to his neck, then his waist, then his knees.

‘What’s happening?’ cried Mr Nahsti.

‘Oh, nothing,’ I said airily.

‘This is all your friends’ work, isn’t it?’ shrieked Mr Nahsti. ‘Your phaeries!’ He spat out the word.

‘There aren’t any phaeries around here,’ I said. ‘Promise.’

Mr Nahsti looked around frantically. He grabbed the pruning shears and chopped the curl off at the roots.

‘There!’ he said. ‘Cold steel beats magic!’

‘They’re aluminium,’ I said. (I’d bought a pair of shears exactly the same for Mum’s birthday so she could prune the roses, so I knew what they were made of.)

‘Cold aluminium then,’ he sneered. ‘Now into the boot—’

He broke off suddenly, looking scared.

The curl was growing again. Faster now, winding round his neck like a rally car in a race, swirling round his arms, then his legs…

‘Help!’ shrieked Mr Nahsti.

‘Don’t look at me!’ I said. ‘I’m the one chained up on the garage floor, remember? I couldn’t help you even if I wanted to. Which I don’t,’ I added. ‘Hey, Jack, is that you?’

A vague ghostly presence hovered in front of me. I couldn’t really see him, not till it grew dark. But now I knew what to look, er, feel, er…sense, I knew that he was there.

‘Yes, sweetie,’ said Jack the Clipper. ‘It’s me in person! The little dog came yapping and we guessed that there was something wrong.’

‘Willie? But he’s been here all the—’

I stopped. How could you tell with a ghost? For all I knew, Willie could have been off exploring the Arctic while I thought he was still on my lap.

‘I’m here too,’ said Annie’s voice.

I grinned. ‘I guessed.’

‘Knock, knock,’ began Knock-knock.

‘Shut up!’ yelled a host of ghostly voices.

‘This is no time for jokes,’ said Uncle Carbuncle’s voice. ‘Are you all right, niece?’

‘Sort of,’ I said. ‘Just a bit tied up right now. Hey, do you think one of you could get these handcuffs off me?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Uncle Carbuncle,’but none of us is a locksmith. Ghosts can only touch—’

‘What they loved when they were alive,’ I finished. ‘Yeah, I know.’ I sighed.

‘I can give you a slice of orange and pineapple meringue pie?’ offered Cookie’s voice.

‘I’d rather have a drink,’ I said honestly.

‘No worries.’

A ghostly straw hovered under my nose. I managed to get my mouth over it (which isn’t easy without hands—you try it). ‘Mmm,’ I said. It was strawberry milkshake with lots of ice-cream and real mashed-up strawberries—my favourite. I sucked till it began to slurp.

‘You won’t get away with this!’ muttered Mr Nahsti. He began to roll towards the open door, hair and all.

‘Hey, stop him!’ I yelled. ‘Er, you can’t, can you?’

‘I could throw a cream pie in his face,’ offered Cookie.

‘I could cover him in a pile of underpants,’ suggested Annie. ‘But he’d just crawl out.’

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie. A small yellow stain appeared on Mr Nahsti’s back. But it didn’t slow him down.

‘Time to call in the troops,’ said Uncle Carbuncle thoughtfully.

I stared. Not that there was much to stare at, just a slight thickening in the air. ‘You don’t have an army, do you?’ I demanded. ‘An army of ghosts?’

‘Not as such,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘But there is someone I can call.’ He gave a ghostly chuckle. ‘Or something…’

He let out a whistle.

Nothing happened.

Mr Nahsti was almost at the door now. And then I heard it.

A sort of humming…or slithering…No, more like a giant mud slide squelching closer, and closer still…

I began to feel a bit nervous. I mean, there are ghosts and there are ghosts. And this sounded like…

The squelching grew louder. The garage floor began to gently vibrate. The door crashed open and there was…

Nothing! Nothing that I could see anyway. Just a thick line of ooze that glistened across the floor.

‘What is it?’ I yelled.

‘Just a snail,’ said Uncle Carbuncle’s voice comfortingly.

I stared at the slime freeway crossing the garage.

‘But snails are tiny!’

‘Yeah, but this is a ghost snail, mate,’ said Cookie. ‘And a ghost can be any size it likes. Slimy here always wanted to be big. When you’ve been tiny all your life, always scared of the giant foot coming down from the sky—’

‘You feel like being big for a change,’ I finished with a gulp. I was REALLY glad I hadn’t met Slimy last night.

‘Ahhhhhhkkk!’ shrieked Mr Nahsti.

To be honest, I felt a bit like yelling ‘Ahhh!’ myself. But I didn’t, because so far Slimy seemed to be on my side, and also because I was biting my lips really hard to stop them shouting ‘Help, help! It’s all oozy and it’d better not touch me! GET ME OUT OF HERE!’

The shiny trail oozed closer and closer to Mr Nahsti, who was slithering frantically on his tummy back towards the car, hoping to hide underneath. But a villainous solicitor can’t slither as fast as a giant snail.

The snail was on him now. I still couldn’t see it, but I could see its path. The ooze spread over the back of Mr Nahsti’s legs, then over his body and over his head. It glistened in the light from the door.

The ooze spread to one side for a minute, then something large and ghostly rolled Mr Nahsti over. His legs and arms were oozed to his body, but his face was still free. ‘Help!’ he begged me. ‘Help!!!’

‘How?’ I asked, and held up my cuffed hands.

‘The keys are on the kitchen bench!’ choked out Mr Nahsti, as the snail began to slide up his legs again, top side this time. ‘Please! It’s going to suffocate me! I’m going to be smothered in ooze!’

‘Any of you ghosts able to lift a set of keys?’ I asked.

‘Sorry,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. He didn’t sound sorry at all. Just faintly I caught a flash of a ghostly grin.

Mr Nahsti’s legs were in a cocoon of slime now. Then his waist, his chest…

Mr Nahsti was the sort of maggot even a leftover meat pie would reject. But I didn’t want him to be suffocated in ghostly slime. ‘Um…’ I said. I wasn’t sure how you stopped a giant ghostly snail.

Suddenly the snail trail stopped all by itself. I could faintly see the outline of a gigantic snail. Its antennae twitched towards me, as though to say,’Did I do a good job?’

‘Er, good snail,’ I said. ‘Nice snail. You did a wonderful job.’

Slimy’s antennae twitched happily. Then the faint image vanished and a new trail spread across the garage floor as Slimy oozed out the door again. I wondered briefly if ghost snails could eat your garden, and if so, would there be any of Mr Nahsti’s garden left by tomorrow?

But I didn’t care much. I had more urgent worries now.

‘Help!’ whispered Mr Nahsti, as though he was afraid that if he yelled something even worse might happen to him. We all ignored him.

‘Uncle Carbuncle, I have to get out of here!’ I cried. ‘It’ll be night-time soon, and if I’m not back in the mansion by then I’ll lose the house! And you’ll all be homeless!’

I struggled to my feet and began to jump across the garage. It wasn’t easy—you try jumping with your ankles cuffed together and your hands. But it was all I could think to do.

‘Stop!’ ordered Uncle Carbuncle. ‘There’s no way you can jump all the way back to the mansion.’

‘But I have to try! Maybe a car will pick me up if I can get to the road—’

‘Even a car couldn’t get you there in time,’ said Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Then Mr Nahsti’s won!’ I wailed. ‘He’ll get the house and all the money and—’

I stopped.

Something was coming.







Chapter 17
The Ghost Train Arrives

I didn’t understand what it was at first. I mean, trains run on railway tracks, don’t they? They don’t roar through the sky and come zooming down to your garage door.

Not unless they’re ghost trains…

It was the same sound I’d heard the night before—the chug-chug-chugging and the distant scream of the whistle. It got closer and closer till, with a scream of its brakes, the ghost train stopped right outside.

‘Knock, knock,’ said Knock-knock’s voice cheerfully.

‘Er, who’s there?’ I asked.

‘Owl.’

‘Haven’t we had this one before? Owl who?’

‘Owl aboard!’

‘Wh-what?’ I stammered.

‘All aboard!’ repeated Knock-knock urgently.

‘Come on, niece!’ yelled Uncle Carbuncle. ‘Move!’

So I did. I sort of half jumped, half inched across the garage. My ankles felt as if they were about to snap, and I bumped against so many things I was one big bruise.

‘What about Mr Nahsti?’ I puffed.

‘He can have a nice oozy snoozy till morning,’ suggested Uncle Carbuncle. ‘Then you can ring triple 0 and leave an anonymous tip-off—man trapped in slug ooze in garage. Come on, niece! Hurry!’

I hurried, bobbing and inching. I could just see the train now, a faint shimmer against the metal door of the garage. But when I bumped into it I could feel it all right. It was colder than any metal.

‘Where do I get on?’ I yelled. Ghostly glimmers are all very well, but it’s hard to make out the details.

‘The door’s another metre to the right!’ said Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Come on, Pru,’ urged Underpants Annie. ‘You’re doing fine!’

Another inch…and another…and another…Suddenly my ankles bumped against a step. ‘Ow!’ I said.

‘That’s it, mate! You’re at the door!’ cried Cookie.

But there was no way I could jump up the steps, not with my ankles tied. I tried to slither up them, but discovered that even though snakes can slither up steps, girls can’t.

‘Knock, knock,’ offered Knock-knock again.

‘Who’s there?’ I panted.

‘Grub.’

‘Grub who?’

‘Grub onto this with your teeth!’

‘Wha—’ I began, just as a cloth rasped against my mouth. I grabbed it with my teeth and held on hard.

Up, up, up I went. I could feel the steps even if I couldn’t see them—bump, bump, bump. And then the floor of the train carriage under my head, my shoulders, and finally my legs as well. My teeth hurt. EVERYTHING hurt. But at least I was inside.

I opened my mouth and spat out the scratchy cloth ‘What was THAT?’ I gasped.

‘Underpants,’ said Annie’s voice cheerfully.

‘What? You mean I had someone’s underpants in my mouth!’ I spluttered.

‘This is no time to be squeamish, niece!’ ordered Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Anyway, they were new underpants,’ said Annie hurriedly. ‘Never worn. With lace on them.’

I swallowed, trying to get rid of the odd taste in my mouth.

Tooo-oooot! the whistle screamed.

And we were off.

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

You know how a train goes choofa-choofa-choofa as it rides along the rails, and the scenery flows past outside so you can see into everyone’s backyards and sometimes their kitchen windows too, and sometimes there’s an attendant who brings you drinks or chips?

This wasn’t like that at all.

To start with, there were no rails.

‘Heeelpp!’ I shrieked as we soared up into the air and I rolled backwards and lodged against a seat.

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

There’s only one thing worse than being in a runaway train soaring into the sky, and that’s being in a train you can’t even SEE soaring into the sky!

But there’s one thing even worse than that too! And that’s falling out of one!

‘Hold on!’ cried Annie.

‘How can I hold on?’ I yelled. ‘I’m all tied up!’

‘Well, um…’ began Annie.

‘Hold on a second, girl,’ shouted Jack the Clipper.

I felt my long blonde hair grow even longer (yes, you can feel hair growing when it’s as fast as that—trust me!)

‘There you are, lovey,’ said Jack proudly. ‘You’re tied to the seat by your hair. And it DOES look pretty. That colour really suits you.’

‘Thanks…I think,’ I said, my head was tugged by a thousand tiny ropes as we veered to the right. But it was better than rolling around the floor. Or falling out.

I wondered if anyone had ever been killed falling out of a ghost train. An emu might suddenly learn to fly if it fell out of a plane, but a kid like me didn’t even have wings…

Too-oooot!

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

I tried not to look down. I looked up instead, but that was worse. Those clouds were awfully near. So I looked straight out. An eagle stared at me, eye to eye, then gave a startled squawk and flapped away.

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

I could smell engine smoke, but I couldn’t see it. I could smell oil too, and the faint scent of old leather seats and thermoses of tea and picnic baskets with tomato sandwiches.

‘Next stop, haunted mansion!’ a ghostly voice shouted. ‘All change for the Tunnel of Fear!’

‘What Tunnel of Fear?’ I screeched.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ advised Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Don’t worry about it? I’m tied by my hair to a runaway ghost train filled with ghosts and headed towards a haunted house and you say don’t worry about it!’

‘Wuff,’ said Willie, sitting on my back. At least I hoped he was only sitting.

And then I felt it…I was going to be car sick again!

Well, train sick. Ghost-train sick. I’d never been train sick before, but then I’d never been on a train that went swooping up into the sky…or dooooowwwwnnnnnnnnn!

‘Hel…ooop,’ I finished. ‘Sorry about that,’

I added.

‘No worries, my dear,’ said Uncle Carbuncle kindly. ‘It went right through me. One of the advantages of being a ghost, you know.’

‘Terrible waste of a strawberry milkshake though,’ muttered Cookie.

‘DON’T mention milkshakes,’ I warned him. ‘Oooo…off!’

Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…ugga-ugga…uuuuuuu…Then the train noise slowed down to a mutter.

Suddenly I had more urgent things to think about than being sick! I stared down at the ground below. No sign of the mansion yet. Just trees…and more trees…

‘Ch-uu-ggggg…’

The engine noise was just a slow groan now. We were hardly moving.

‘Why are we slowing down?’ I yelled ‘We’re not there yet!’

‘Out of coal!’ cried Uncle Carbuncle.

‘But it’s a ghost train!’

‘And it runs on ghost coal. But there wasn’t time to load on more before we came to rescue you!’

‘But-but…’ I stammered. The train wasn’t just slowing down! it was losing height as well!

And so was I…

‘Do something!’ I screamed. ‘Can’t Knock-knock go and get more coal?’

‘If he vanishes, the train vanishes too,’ said Annie helplessly. ‘We’ll be all right. But you’ll—’

‘I know! I know!’ I yelled. ‘Can’t the train burn something other than coal?’

‘Well, wood, I suppose,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘But none of us are carpenters. We can’t touch wood!’

I could feel a sinking feeling…a REALLY sinking feeling. I tried to think. But it’s hard to think properly when you’re tied by your hair to a ghost train that’s about to fall out of the sky and you’re all chained up and…and…

Suddenly I had it.

‘Think what you CAN touch!’ I yelled. ‘Cookie, what can you cook that burns?’

‘Well, er, um, I don’t know, mate.’

‘Think!’ I screamed. ‘I’m too young to become a ghost! And if I’m a ghost, then you’re all homeless!’

‘Er…olive oil,’ Cookie said. ‘And…and lard. Lard makes great pastry—’

‘Great. Go and get some lumps of lard! BIG lumps! And olive oil! And Annie, go and get all the underpants you can!’

‘Of course!’ shouted Uncle Carbuncle. ‘We can soak the underpants in oil and fat. Then they’ll burn!’

A cold breeze filled the carriage.

You know what’s worse than being in a ghost train that’s falling from the sky? Being ALONE in a ghost train that’s falling from the sky.

I could hardly hear the engine now. The train was falling…falling…falling…

Ch-uu-g-g…ch-uuu-gggg-aaa…chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…

Suddenly we stopped falling. We were on the move again, through the clouds!

I looked again!

Those weren’t clouds! They were underpants! Pink ones, green ones, leopardskin; thongs and bloomers and a hundred styles I didn’t know the name of. Underpants with buttoned bums on long ruffled legs and other sort of underpants that I bet would make Amelia sooo jealous. I made a note to ask Annie to make me some…just as soon as I got out of here!

‘You alright, Pru sweetie?’ asked Jack’s voice.

‘I-I’m fine,’ I stammered.

‘Anything I can get you, mate? Nice chocolate ice-cream sundae? Tomato and eggplant quiche with caramelised onions and a green salad?’ enquired Cookie.

‘Er…no. Thank you,’ I said.

Suddenly we began to slow again. My heart went boom, boom, boom. But the train engine was still going chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga…cre-ar-arkkk!

It stopped.

We’d landed.

I could see the sun hovering on the horizon above the lake. I had maybe ten seconds, I reckoned, to get into the house by nightfall.

‘Jack!’ I yelled. ‘Get rid of the hair! Now!’

Suddenly the pressure on my scalp lifted. I sat up and wriggled across the floor till my legs found space, then slithered down the outside of the train. I bruised the backs of my legs against the steps, but I couldn’t help that. Then I was bounding—well, bobbing—up the path to the front door. It opened with a proper ghost-house creak.

‘Turned the creak off last time,’ said Uncle Carbuncle beside me. ‘Didn’t want to frighten you.’

I forced my aching feet to jump up the steps. One step…two steps…and then I tripped. I landed on my nose and the world went green and black and red and HURT. But I pulled my legs up and into the house despite the pain, just as the sun slid down past the lake.

I was inside!







Chapter 18
A Long Dark Night

‘Knock, knock.’

‘Who’s there?’ I asked wearily, still lying on the floor by the door.

‘Termite.’

‘Termite who?’

‘Termites the night you get to keep the house,’ said Knock-knock.

But he was trying to keep my spirits up. And he’d rescued me.

‘Ha, ha,’ I said. I wondered how you thanked a ghost who only spoke in knock-knock jokes, then realised.

‘Knock-knock,’ I said.

There was a pause. Then,’Who’s there?’

‘Twip,’ I said.

‘Twip who?’

‘Thanks for the twain twip,’ I said. ‘Thanks for everything, Knock-knock.’

I wondered if there was any way the ghosts could help me to my feet. I supposed Jack could haul me up by my hair, or Annie by my underpants. It seemed easier just to struggle up by myself.

So I did.

What now? I thought. When your hands and ankles are handcuffed and you’re in a deserted ghost house, you don’t have many options.

Sleep was out. YOU try sleeping all tied up. So was dancing, learning to play the harp and playing Scrabble. I couldn’t even ring Mum. Even if I could have worked out how to push the numbers with handcuffed hands, Mr Nahsti still had Mum’s mobile which was presumably all slimed up now.

I wondered if Mum would be angry. Then I decided I was just too tired to think about that now.

Finally I inched along the corridor and into the living room, where I collapsed on the big sofa and tried to make myself comfortable.

None of the ghosts was able to turn on the DVD player. None of them had been into videos or DVDs when they were alive, nor TV either, not enough to be able to turn them on now they were ghosts. But Cookie fed me spaghetti Bolognese—with a spoon, in case you were wondering, like a little kid. He wasn’t able to clean up the splodges on my T-shirt though. And Annie pulled down my trakkie daks for me when I had to hop into the bathroom—it turned out she could do other clothes, not just underpants. Then she let me choose some new ones so cool Amelia would freeze with jealousy. A thong! Hah! Then the Rolling Pebbles sang for me until I very nicely asked them not to, and Knock-knock told jokes till the others told him to shut up.

Then Uncle Carbuncle and I talked.

Not about anything much, to be honest. Just school stuff—EVERY conversation with an adult starts with how you like school, even when they’re a ghost. But after that we got on to life generally, and death particularly, and how each of the ghosts had died, which made me a bit thoughtful actually and determined to be careful not to eat sushi that had been out of the fridge too long, to wear sunscreen, and avoid plugging my electric guitar into an overloaded circuit board or juggling jellyfish.

It was the first person-to-person, serious long conversation I’d had with an adult. Usually it’s just Mum and Dad’s friends being polite, or teachers telling you to follow your dreams (huh, I dreamed of a toe-chomping oyster last week and there’s no way I’m going to follow THAT dream). It was funny, I sort of got an idea of what it was going to be like when all my friends were adults and me too, and maybe one day I’d have a conversation with a kid like me.

You think of things like that, I suppose, when you’re chained up in a haunted mansion with a ghost.

Finally I did sleep a bit, though the cramps in my arms and legs kept waking me up. Willie curled up next to me with his comforting doggie smell. I woke up once, from a nightmare that my arms and legs had fallen off and Mr Nahsti was eating them for breakfast. When I woke up again, my arms and legs hurt so much that I wished they WOULD fall off.

But outside it was daytime. The dawn chorus was singing away in the trees.

The house was mine.

…

Mum and Dad banged on the door two minutes later.

‘Prudence!’ yelled Mum. ‘Prudence, answer me! Are you all right!’

‘Where are you?’ shouted Dad.

They must have been waiting around the corner for dawn, so they could arrive as soon as I’d legally stayed the night by myself.

Willie began barking madly and jumping all over my tummy, which, as he was a ghost, just felt a bit tickly.

‘I’m in here!’ I called out. ‘And I’m fine.’ Well, fine-ish, I thought, if you didn’t count the handcuffs and the pain in my legs and all the bruises.

‘Then open the door!’ shouted Dad.

I considered trying to jump down the corridor again. But my arms and legs were yelling ‘No way’ at me. And the rest of me agreed with them.

‘Can’t right now!’ I called back. ‘I’m a bit tied up at the moment.’ (That joke was getting pretty stale but I couldn’t think of another one.) ‘But there’s an open window in here.’

‘In where?’ demanded Mum.

‘The living room. Go round the house and past the petunias and…’

They found the right window finally. Dad climbed through and gasped a bit when he found me all tied up and bruised, then gasped a bit more when he found out he couldn’t unlock the handcuffs, and Mum was yelling through the window at the same time for him to open the door and…

Well, the rest is pretty boring. Painful too, as it took a lot of tugging for Dad to finally realise he couldn’t just pull my handcuffs off. (Don’t parents EVER watch useful stuff on TV?)

Finally Mum drove over to Mr Nahsti’s place and grabbed the keys and got him to sign a statement saying I’d ‘fulfilled all the conditions in Uncle Carbuncle’s will’ (with the pen in his mouth, as he was still gummed up). Then she sliced through the slime around his arms and legs, just enough for him to struggle into the shower to wash the rest off, then raced back to the mansion and unlocked my ankle and handcuffs and helped massage the cramps out of my arms and legs so I could walk again.

And then I burst into tears. Don’t ask me why, I just did, maybe because of what MIGHT have happened. And Willie snuffled round me and licked my face and I had to explain about him being a ghost dog to Mum and Dad and about Uncle Carbuncle and all the other ghosts…

It’s funny, a year ago I’d have made up some story for Mum and Dad, like Phredde and Bruce and I had been playing dress-ups and the handcuffs had slipped shut, just so they wouldn’t worry. But this time I told them the whole story—and you know something? Mum didn’t faint and Dad just said, ‘Well done, Prudence’ a few times. And I realised that maybe parents are tougher and can cope with things better than I thought.

They had to meet Uncle Carbuncle after that.

We couldn’t see him of course, because it was daytime. But the air sort of shivered a bit, then shivered a bit more, and got really cold again, and I guessed all the other ghosts had come in behind him. Willie was squatting at Dad’s feet—I could see a faint yellow pond around Dad’s shoe, though luckily Dad didn’t notice.

‘I don’t know how I can ever thank you,’ said Uncle Carbuncle’s ghostly voice.

‘It was nothing,’ I said awkwardly. Actually it had been a whole lot, but what are you supposed to say to something like that?

‘I wish there was some way I COULD thank you,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘But,’ he added sadly, ‘there isn’t much you can do when you’re a ghost.’

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie, and hopped up into my arms. Funny, he was feeling more and more solid every time he did that.

I bent down and kissed his nose, which was okay because I couldn’t get any dog germs from a ghost. ‘I’m going to miss you,’ I said to him.

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie again and licked my chin. I even felt the slobber that time too.

‘Take him,’ said Uncle Carbuncle suddenly.

‘What?’

‘Take Willie. As a reward for all you’ve done. He loves you anyway,’ he added.

‘Wuff,’ agreed Willie.

I turned to Mum. ‘Mum, please…?’

‘But you know you can’t have a puppy,’ said Mum helplessly. ‘You know what your brother is like with puppies! Even if he promises not to eat him, he’ll terrify the poor little thing!’

‘But this is a ghost puppy!’ I reminded her. ‘Mark CAN’T eat Willie. I bet even a werewolf can’t eat a ghost.’

‘Please,’ said Uncle Carbuncle. ‘It would mean such a lot to me to know that I was able to thank your daughter. Even if I am just a ghost,’ he added.

I wondered if ghosts could cry. Because Uncle Carbuncle’s voice sounded all choked up and funny.

‘Of course Pru can take Willie home,’ said Mum gently. ‘It’ll be nice to have a puppy around the castle again.’

‘Especially one who can’t chew up the chair legs,’ added Dad.

‘Thank you,’ said Uncle Carbuncle sincerely. ‘If it hadn’t been for her, we’d be homeless. It isn’t easy being a ghost sometimes,’ he added.

I’d been thinking a bit about that during the long night.

‘I’ve had an idea,’ I said.

‘What is it?’ asked Uncle Carbuncle.

‘Yeah,’ said Dad a bit nervously.

‘How about we turn this place into a ghost house? A REAL ghost house. I mean, if people—most people—can get used to phaeries and vampires maybe they can get used to ghosts too. And they could come here to…to get ghostly haircuts or eat one of Cookie’s lunches or have a ride in a really truly ghost train. And it would stop you being bored…’

‘It might even make a bit of money too,’ said Dad thoughtfully.

‘Which we’d give to Prudence,’ said Uncle Carbuncle firmly. ‘Ghosts don’t need money.’

‘I could give their underpants a makeover!’ said Annie excitedly. ‘You won’t believe the ideas I’ve got for new underpants!’

‘Girlfriend, you’re a genius,’ said Jack.

‘Menus! I have to plan menus!’ said Cookie. ‘Mate, this is going to be the most exciting thing that’s happened in all my life. Or death,’ he added.

‘Thank you,’ said Uncle Carbuncle again, softly. Suddenly I wished he wasn’t quite so ghostly so I could give him a hug. And Cookie and Annie and Jack and Knock-knock…

‘Wuff,’ barked Willie. I bent down and scratched behind his ear, then thought, well, if a ghost dog can feel his ear being scratched maybe other ghosts can feel a hug.

And I was right.







Chapter 19
Things are Always Flat when an Adventure Ends

Where was I? Oh yes, hugging a houseful of ghosts. I’d sort of had enough after that. Mum and Dad drove me home to our castle, with Willie on my lap.

I was too tired even to check what the piranhas in the moat were skeletonising—which just shows you how exhausted I was, because that’s one of the first things I do every day when I come home from school. (You’d be AMAZED at the things that fall in our moat. I’d swear one of those skeletons was a diprotodont.)

So I went to bed, with Willie curled up at my feet—at least I think he was, because it’s a bit hard to tell with a ghost. I even slept a bit, because, after all, I hadn’t had much sleep the last two nights. Then I had unpacked my bag and put away my underpants (Annie had made me seven new pairs, with enough frills and lace to keep me scratching all week), and had lunch, and showed Willie around the castle and…well, nothing much.

I was feeling a bit flat, to be honest. All that adventure had keyed me up, and even though I was glad it was over, it just didn’t feel right doing nothing after so much had happened. I missed Phredde and Bruce too. I wondered what they were doing, and that got me thinking.

What WAS going to happen when the three of us grew up? Grown-ups ask you that ALL the time—‘Have you thought what you want to do after school? What are you going to study at uni?’ And I’d thought of lots of things, but I’d never once thought that my friends mightn’t be with me.

What DID I want to do when I left school? I knew you were supposed to work out what it is you really enjoy. Well, I liked rescuing Ancient Egyptian princes6 and exploring the world 100,000 years ago7 and reforming cannibal phaeries.8 But none of those added up to the sort of job you see advertised in the paper.

I couldn’t even get into adventures like that without my friends to PING! them up.

Or could I, I wondered. I’d managed the adventure of the haunted mansion all by myself.

‘Wuff,’ said Willie confidently as he peed near a potted palm, as though to say, ‘You’re my mistress and I think you can do anything.’

What did a ghost puppy know? But I felt better for the bark of confidence. ‘Come on, Willie,’ I said. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

We went up onto the castle battlements and wandered around them. I stared down at the world below. It was a pretty good world, I thought. And even if I wasn’t magic, maybe I could do something to make it even better. Maybe, when I was a ghost, I’d be able to touch the whole world, not just underpants and food, because I loved it all.

PING!

‘Hi!’ It was Phredde.

There was another PING! and Bruce plopped down beside her.

I stared at them. They looked just the same—Phredde in her usual silver and purple shorts and T-shirt and Bruce all googly and frog-like. Of course there was no reason why they shouldn’t have looked just the same. But I’d been through such a lot that I felt different, so I thought they should look different too somehow.

‘How did last night go?’ asked Bruce, gazing round for any passing flies. (Mark leaves his bones up on the battlements and they bring lots of flies.)

‘It was okay,’ I said.

I wasn’t keeping secrets from them, honest. Well, okay, I was, but only so they didn’t feel bad about leaving me to face Mr Nahsti on my own.

‘So the mansion’s yours?’ asked Phredde casually. A bit too casually, I thought. I mean, when your best friend inherits a mansion you should be a bit excited for her! Phredde looked like her mind was on something else entirely.

‘Sort of,’ I said. I looked at them curiously. Maybe there WAS something different about them, I thought. An excited something. A ‘we’re trying to be polite but there’s something really GREAT going on that you don’t know about’ sort of excited.

‘What have you two been doing?’ I asked sharply.

‘Us? Well…’ began Bruce.

PING!

A grandfather clock hovered in the air above us. (Phaeries don’t bother with watches). Phredde glanced at it. ‘It’s nearly four o’clock! Bruce, we’re going to be late!’

‘Late for what?’ I demanded. ‘And don’t give me any of that bumph about homework! What are you two—’

PING!

I was speaking to thin air. Bruce and Phredde had vanished again.

…

I felt tears starting to make a freeway down my nose. I’d saved the ghosts, I’d survived a runaway ghost train, and I sort of had my very own mansion, with lake and graveyard, not to mention a doodle pup called Willie and the coolest new underpants in the universe. But I still wanted my friends!

Not to get me into adventures—and out of them. But because they were my friends!

They HAD been keeping something from me. Just because I was a human, not a phaery. And…

PING!

Suddenly Phredde was back. But the purple pants and T-shirt had gone. So had her green and silver hair. This Phredde wore a gold ball gown, all lace and velvet. Her hair was done up like in those old movies about French kings. She even had glass slippers on her feet.

Phredde hates glass slippers!

‘Phredde!’ I demanded. ‘What’s this all about?’

‘Well,’ began Phredde.

PING!

Bruce popped into the space beside us.

I stared. He was wearing red knee breeches, which looked weird on a frog—though, come to think of it, they’d look pretty weird on anyone. And a red velvet hat with a feather and a gold shirt open at the front to show a red silk scarf thing.

‘Come on!’ he ordered. ‘We’ll be late!’

‘Look, what’s going on?’ I insisted.

‘No time for all that now!’ cried Phredde.

PING!

Suddenly I was in a ball dress too, but mine was pink and silver, and even though I hate pink—well, mostly—this was so super gorgeously wonderful it wasn’t really pink at all.

I touched my head. Yep. Another late-night TV sort of hairstyle, which I suspected looked a lot better with the long blonde hair Jack had given me than it would have done with my own short brown stuff.

I lifted my skirt a couple of centimetres. Glass slippers too! Magic ones, the sort you can walk in without them cracking, so your toes aren’t amputated and left bleeding behind you. And gloves, for Pete’s sake! Elbow-length gloves!

‘Look, you two,’ I squawked. ‘Tell me what this is about at once or I’ll—’

PING!

Suddenly we were in Phaeryland.






6See Phredde and the Purple Pyramid.

7See Phredde and the Leopard-skin Librarian.

8See Phredde and the Temple of Gloom.







Chapter 20
A Surprise in Phaeryland

It smelled like fairy bread and lemonade. There were green hills—really green, like a little kid had coloured them in—and flowers everywhere, pink and blue and purple and red and yellow. Lollipops hung from the trees and a few lamingtons as well, pink ones and chocolate. There was a road made of yellow bricks, all higgledy-piggledy (they’ve never heard of bitumen in Phaeryland). And in front of us was the palace of the Phaery Queen.

I’d been there before, of course, when Phredde let off the stink bomb9 and at the Phaery Queen’s wedding.10 Just in case you haven’t taken one of the Phaeryland tours yet (the Phaery Queen is really into tourism these days) just imagine every fairytale castle you’ve ever seen in a book or a movie. Now multiply by 100. And add a ‘Why not visit our souvenir shop’ signpost.

But why had we come here now?

‘Phredde, Bruce…’ I began. But they ignored me.

‘Come on!’ yelled Phredde. ‘We were supposed to be there, like, five minutes ago!’ She raced up the stairs to the palace.

‘WHERE are we supposed to be?’ I roared, clumping after her. (Glass slippers, even magic ones, take some getting used to.)

They continued to ignore me.

Up the stairs we ran. They were magic stairs, so even though we went higher and higher it wasn’t like climbing at all. Which was a good thing as I didn’t think I could have managed the stairs AND my slippers.

Tan-tan-tarraaaaa!

At the top of the steps a row of trumpeters lifted their thingummies (long thin trumpets with sort of tea towels hanging down—you must have seen them in movies) and blew these long blasts, like they’d never heard of playing a tune or something you could dance to.

We kept on running.

Through more doorways, and more thingummy players making even more of a din. Then Phredde stopped and so did Bruce, so suddenly I bumped into them.

‘Bug—’ I began, then hiccuped, because you can’t say rude words in Phaeryland. They’ve got filters that any software company would die for.

We were in the Great Hall, with its ceiling as high as the sky but in colours the sky never dreamed of, even when it felt in a sunrise mood. There was carpet underfoot, as thick as grass, with embroidery of unicorns and deer and…I blinked. Was that Bart Simpson peering round from behind a gryphon? Phaeryland must finally have got TV.

And there was the Phaery Queen, on her giant pearl and diamond throne, with her husband, Dwayne, beside her, reading the paper.

I glanced around the hall and my jaw dropped open.

EVERYONE was there. I mean EVERYONE! There was Mum in a lime-green ball dress with the Phaery Splendifera, Phredde’s mum, and Bruce’s mum too, and Dad in a pair of blue velvet knee breeches! (He looked a bit embarrassed, to be honest.) There was Mark with his fur brushed and fangs gleaming, and Bruce’s dad and Mrs Olsen in her best vampire cloak and Amelia looking sour (because her ball dress wasn’t half as sparkly as mine), Edwin picking his nose and Alexandra and Claudia and Annabelle and Emma from the Elf Orchestra with Jessica the Bogey person hiding behind them. There was even Miss Richards, our librarian in a really tight leopardskin evening dress, and Snow White and her seven quite short software engineers all around her…

…and there were the ghosts, looking more solid than I had ever seen them, even though it was still day, and Prince Peanut and the Phaery Daffodil and King Menes…

‘Wuff,’ said a voice and I looked round to see Willie peeing near a pillar. But he didn’t leave a puddle because things like that don’t happen in Phaeryland.

Everyone I’d ever met was there!

Phredde grinned at me. ‘That’s why we had to vanish,’ she said. ‘It took AGES to get everyone here.’

‘And we couldn’t invite them too early,’ added Bruce. ‘Or someone might have let the cat out of the bag.’

‘What cat? What’s this all—’ I began. But the Phaery Queen was beckoning to us.

‘Shh,’ Phredde whispered. She curtseyed way down low and Bruce bowed.

‘Curtsey, dumdum,’ hissed Phredde over her shoulder at me. So I curtseyed as well. It didn’t quite work, to be honest—I wasn’t sure which foot went where. But it must have looked all right because the Phaery Queen smiled at me. Or maybe she was laughing. It was a friendly sort of a laugh, anyway.

‘Welcome,’ she said. ‘Ethereal, Filbert, Prudence.’

‘Filbert?’ I hissed.

‘Shut up,’ muttered Bruce.

Prince Dwayne put down his newspaper. ‘Hi,’ he said kindly.

‘Er, hiya, Your Majesties,’ I said.

Phredde and Bruce stepped back into the watching crowd. I was about to follow them when the Queen beckoned. ‘Come forward, Prudence,’ she said.

So I did.

It was the longest walk I’ve ever taken, clumping towards the throne in those glass slippers, afraid I was going to trip in front of everyone. I could just imagine Amelia’s delight, and Phredde and Bruce would be embarrassed by their clumsy human friend and wish they’d never brought me.

Why HAD they brought me?

And suddenly I was there.

‘Kneel,’ said the Phaery Queen.

For a moment I thought she’d said ‘Neil’ and was looking round for a Neil-looking kind of a guy. But then I realised. So I kneeled, and my skirts sort of billowed round me, and I thought, Heck! What now?

‘Since time began,’ said the Phaery Queen, her voice echoing all around as if she was speaking into a microphone, but I suppose you don’t need a microphone if you’re the Phaery Queen, ‘humans have envied phaeries, envied their power, envied their magic.

‘Magic is difficult for humans to understand. The most dangerous person in all the world would be someone who only wanted magic for its power to do good for others. If you can’t use magic to create joy in your own life, you are likely to make a mess when you try to make happiness for other people.’

The Great Hall was so quiet you could have heard an emu drop. I bet Edwin had even stopped picking his nose.

‘Despite the differences between humans and phaeries, many of our subjects have chosen to live in what humans call “the real world” rather than our Land of Phaery. As all here know, I’m sure, most choose to live in Ruritania, a land not unlike Phaeryland in many ways. But Ruritania is no longer safe for those of our kind. People have always hated others who are different. Hatred breeds more hatred, especially when there is fear as well.’

I remembered when I’d first seen Phredde sitting on that fence and angry at the world. She and her parents had only just arrived in Australia. I’d been as strange to her as she was to me. Had it really only been a year ago?

‘It isn’t easy to begin a new life with new friends,’ said the Phaery Queen. Her quiet voice echoed everywhere and suddenly she sounded like a real queen. The sort who leads people into battle, I mean. ‘It isn’t always easy for the friends either. But there is one human who has been a true and steadfast friend to all the phaery people she has met. Phaeries, frogs,’ the Phaery Queen smiled at Bruce, ‘zombies, vampires. A person without prejudice, who opens her heart to all the world.’

Wow, I thought, this person sounds COOL! I wonder who she can be talking about.

And then the Phaery Queen said, ‘Prudence, please rise’, and I realised she was talking about me!

Something sparkled in the air above me. It was a wand, like one of those long sticks with a star on the end that little kids play with, but a million billion times more beautiful. And the star came down onto my head and I could hardly see for sparkles.

And something changed.

I didn’t know what it was at first. Just a feeling about the shoulder blades and a sort of…power…behind my eyes. Then I reached back over my shoulder and I had WINGS! And somehow I knew that if I looked a certain way the world would go PING! and things would happen just the way I wished…

The Phaery Queen smiled at me. Forget about any movie star you’ve ever seen. When the Phaery Queen smiles at you, you stay smiled!

‘Your friends, the Princess Ethereal and Prince Filbert, both earnestly beseeched me to grant this boon,’ she said. ‘They even offered a third of their own magic to make up enough for you. But I said no. Phaeryland has magic enough to share with its friends. Only once in 50 years does a human become a phaery, and only a human who has shown that they can use phaery power as well as any phaery. Welcome, Prudence.’

‘Wow,’ I said. Then felt totally dumb because all I could think to say next was, ‘Hey, is this okay with Mum and Dad?’

Prince Dwayne grinned. ‘Don’t worry, kid,’ he said. ‘The Phaery Queen cleared it with your mum and dad first.’

‘Oh, Prudence,’ said Mum tearfully behind me. There was a flash as Dad took a photo.

And then it was over.






9See A Phaery Named Phredde.

10See Phredde and the Temple of Gloom.







Chapter 21
Not the End at All

‘Oh wow,’ I said. It was all that I’d been able to say for the last ten minutes. ‘Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow.’

‘You sound like a pigeon,’ said Bruce.

Phredde kicked him. ‘Give her time to get used to it, Frog-face,’ she said.

‘Hey, how big will I be when I get back home?’ I asked suddenly.

‘Same size you always were,’ said Phredde. ‘The Phaery Queen just made you a phaery, she didn’t change your size.’

I felt relieved. I mean, none of my school uniforms would have fit, or my new fancy underpants.

‘And I can PING! just like you?’

‘Yep,’ said Phredde.

‘Only once we’re out of Phaeryland,’ Bruce reminded me. ‘No one can use magic in Phaeryland except the Phaery Queen. Except to leave or get here, of course.’

I was just beginning to realise what this meant. When Phredde and Bruce went off for their magic training, I’d be going too! And there was something else as well…

‘So next time we’re captured by skull-juggling trolls I can be the one to PING! us free?’

‘Be our guest,’ said Phredde happily.

‘Oh wow,’ I said again.

I looked at them, my two good friends. Then I glanced over at Mum and Dad. They were chatting with Prince Dwayne. The leprechaun musicians were tuning up. Soon there’d be old-fashioned dancing and a feast on the tables on the lawn. The smell of roast gryphon wafted from the palace kitchens and sweetmeats too. I wondered if Cookie was in there helping the phaeries with the feast.

Phaeries. Just like Phredde and Bruce…and me.

Suddenly I could see the future. Not magically see it, because I hadn’t even tried to PING! yet. Just a sort of knowledge that there was something wonderful coming for the three of us, years and years of laughter and adventures together.

‘You know,’ I said carefully, ‘if we were to PING! ourselves away, just for a little adventure, maybe we could PING! back again before they’d noticed we’d left.’

Phredde grinned. ‘Yep,’ she said.

‘Too right,’ said Bruce.

He held out his froggy paw. I grabbed it, then took Phredde’s hand in my other hand.

‘One, two, three,’ I chanted.

PING!!
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A Bit About Stories

There are stories that move you, that become part of you, that make you think and dream…

Then there are the sorts of stories you read when school has stretched out like a long, flat road and you’re feeling totally brain dead and just want to read and laugh and eat a banana.

These are stories for those times.

Escape stories. Silly happy stories.

Stories to eat with a banana, a watermelon…or a blood plum.



PS…Yes, I do mean eat.

Some people READ stories—mostly when they’re told they HAVE to go and read a story.

And some people EAT them—the way they eat potato chips or cherries…

or blood plums.





Prudence and the Mummy

The pyramid walls disappeared into the dark surrounding us. Slime dripped slowly from the ceiling. Plop! Plop! Plop! A drop hit my nose, then dribbled down my chin.

‘Turn off the torch!’ whispered Bruce urgently.

‘But…’ I began.

‘Quickly! It might see the light!’ hissed Bruce.

I clicked the switch on the torch. Darkness swallowed us, thick and evil-smelling. I stood there panting, frozen with terror.

‘Do you think it knows where we are?’ I whispered.

‘I don’t think so,’ croaked Bruce. ‘I think we outran it. Now all we have to do is…’

And then I heard it.

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

‘It knows where we are!’ I hissed.

‘Shhh!’ breathed Bruce. ‘Maybe it’ll turn down another passage!’

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

It was coming closer, closer, closer…

‘It’s nearly here!’ I squeaked.

‘Maybe if we keep really still it’ll miss us in the dark,’ said Bruce hopefully.

Clomp, clomp, clomp. It was nearer now. Much nearer.

‘I think we should keep running!’ I hissed.

‘But if we run it’ll hear us…’

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

Too late! Suddenly light flared in the darkness. The mummy’s face leapt out of the shadows towards us, all dirty bandages and staring eyes.

‘Found you!’ it shrieked triumphantly.

It lifted up one heavily bandaged arm and then it…



Maybe I should start at the beginning.

It was an ordinary sort of school day. The only sounds were the scratch of chalk on the blackboard, and the buzz of flies against the window—and the thuck of Bruce’s long tongue as he snaffled another one.

Only kamikaze flies visit our classroom. Bruce has the fastest tongue in Australia. If there were a fly-sucking contest at the Olympics, Bruce’d win it hands down. But then, he’s a frog—or he is at the moment—so he’s got an advantage.

It was hot and it was boring. It was the type of day that any normal kid would much rather spend outdoors fighting invading aliens on a pirate ship or throwing water bombs from the castle battlements, than sitting in class doing maths. But then again, I suppose every day is a bit like that.

But it was hot.

‘And when the Nile overflowed each spring, the silt would fertilise the fields,’ said Mrs Olsen, taking another sip of chilled blood from the Thermos on her desk.

(I was glad the blood was in a Thermos. I mean, I know there’s nothing wrong in being a vampire, not as long as you have an arrangement with the abattoir, and I know there’s really no difference between eating blood that is contained in a nice, grilled steak or having it extracted for you at the abattoir. But somehow, when you see the blood all red and thick and gluggy in a glass, with frozen blood iceblocks, it puts you off your lunch, even when it’s pineapple pizza-day at the tuckshop.)

‘Can anyone tell me why the Nile would flood in spring?’ continued Mrs Olsen, looking like she’d rather be flapping around a nice, cool castle instead of trying to get us interested in Ancient Egypt. ‘Bruce?’

‘Gullup,’ said Bruce, hurriedly swallowing another fly. (We’re not supposed to eat in class.) ‘What was that, Mrs Olsen?’

‘Why did the Nile flood in spring?’ repeated Mrs Olsen patiently.

‘Er…because everyone washed their cars, and the water went down the drains and into the river?’ hazarded Bruce.

Mrs Olsen shut her eyes for a moment. She looked really tired. (She said it had been too hot in her coffin to have a decent nap at lunchtime.) ‘No, Bruce,’ she said. ‘We’re talking about five thousand years ago. Amelia?’

Amelia smirked. She’s a real pain in the neck sometimes. Okay, all the time. ‘Flooding would occur when the winter snow in the mountains of Numidia melted,’ she said smugly.

‘I bet I’d have thought of that if I’d been paying attention,’ Bruce whispered to me.

Mrs Olsen glanced at the clock and sighed with relief. ‘Nearly time to go home,’ she said. ‘Alright everyone, your homework for this weekend is a joint project on some aspect of Ancient Egyptian society. It is due first thing Tuesday morning. I want you all to choose a partner, then one of you is to come up the front and pick out of my coffin a piece of paper with your topic on it.’

Phredde glanced at me. I nodded. Phredde’s my best friend, so it made sense that we’d be partners.

‘Has everyone got a partner?’ inquired Mrs Olsen.

Bruce gave an embarrassed croak. ‘I haven’t,’ he admitted.

Amelia batted her eyelashes at him. ‘He can join me and Shirlee, can’t he, Shirlee?’ she said sweetly.

Bruce croaked again, deep in his throat. ‘Hey,’ he whispered to me. ‘Can I join you and Phredde? Please!’

‘But—’ began Phredde.

Phredde isn’t so keen on Bruce. Not because he’s a frog or anything—Phredde hasn’t got anything against frogs—but it’s just that her mother sleeps with The Directory of Handsome Princes beside her bed, and the only phaery prince anywhere around here is Bruce. The feeling is mutual because the last thing Bruce wants is to be kissed by a phaery princess and turned back into a prince. I mean, Bruce likes being a frog.

‘Sure,’ I said, giving Phredde a nudge. Phredde and I have been through a lot with Bruce, what with the girl-eating rose bushes and sleeping beauty and the ghostly knight.1 The least we could do was keep him out of Amelia’s clutches.

I put my hand up. ‘Bruce is with me and Phredde,’ I informed Mrs Olsen.

Bruce flashed me a damp, brown grin. Amelia looked disappointed. (I think she has a crush on Bruce, which is probably why Bruce keeps well clear of her. Amelia isn’t a phaery princess—she isn’t ANY sort of princess—but I bet Bruce doesn’t want to take any chances.)

‘Alright then,’ said Mrs Olsen. ‘Phredde, if you’d like to come up and pick out the first topic.’

Phredde fluttered up from her perch on the back of her chair, gave a swift karate kick to a passing fly, and flew out to the front of the classroom. She perched on the edge of the coffin (it’s made of this really cool dark wood—mahogany, I think it’s called—and has red satin lining and everything) and picked out of bit of paper.

‘Draw a plan of a pyramid,’ she read out.

‘Hey cool, that’s easy,’ I said. ‘You just draw a triangle and fill it in with bricks.’ Which would leave most of the weekend free for fooling around on my pirate ship with Phredde, or fighting ogres and stuff like that.

Amelia snorted. ‘Pyramids weren’t made of bricks!’

‘That’s right,’ said Mrs Olsen kindly. ‘I’m afraid your project is a bit more complicated than that, Prudence. I want you to draw a plan of the inside of a pyramid, not the outside.’

‘Oh,’ I said. Bruce started to stick his tongue out at Amelia but grabbed a fly with it before it got there. (I had never realised how long a frog’s tongue was till I met Bruce.)

And then the volcano in the playground exploded2 and it was time to go home.



So me, Phredde and Bruce stayed after school, trying to work out how to do our project.

‘We’ll have to spend tomorrow in the library,’ I said gloomily. Normally I love the library—I’m even a library monitor (so is Phredde). But the thought of spending a whole, perfectly good Saturday stuck indoors with books on Ancient Egypt didn’t exactly make me want to say, ‘Goody goody gumdrops.’

Phredde shook her head. ‘Can’t,’ she said, even more gloomily. ‘I’ve got to go spend the weekend in Phaeryland (eerk) with Dad and Mum. My older sister Gladiolus is being made a lady-in-waiting to the Phaery Queen.’

‘Hey, cool,’ I said.

‘I think it’s totally yuk,’ muttered Phredde. ‘Double yuk! You know what Phaeryland’s like. Tiaras, lace dresses, glass slippers. Glass slippers! But I can’t get out of going.’

Bruce stared at her with his big, round, googly eyes. ‘But that means Pru and I’ll have to do all the work,’ he protested.

Phredde’s eyes gleamed. ‘Hey, I’ve got an idea!’

‘What?’ I asked suspiciously. The last time Phredde had an idea I ended up being kidnapped by a butterfly.3

‘How about I magic you and Bruce into a real pyramid tomorrow morning before I leave for Phaeryland? That way you can make a map of it without having to be stuck in the library all day!’

‘You mean go back five thousand years to Ancient Egypt?’ I asked.

Phredde nodded.

‘No way. Mum grounded me from time travelling after that episode with the eruption of Vesuvius, remember?’

‘That wasn’t my fault,’ argued Phredde. ‘I just mistimed it a bit.’

‘Mum said it took weeks to get the lava stains out of my bedroom carpet,’ I said. ‘And anyway, don’t you have to have a passport and vaccinations and stuff to go to Egypt?’

Phredde shrugged. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll put the pyramid in your garden and you can explore it there.’

‘In our garden! Mum will have pink kittens…’

‘I’ll make it a small pyramid,’ Phredde assured me. ‘Alright? And I’ll magic it so that when you’re in there, you’re small enough to fit. It’ll be fine!’

‘Well…’ I began. I mean, it sounded okay. ‘Do you really think—’

Phredde glanced at her watch ‘Hell’s bells and bat’s blood!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’m late! I promised Mum I’d practise my curtsey before dinner!’

And before I could say, ‘Look, Phredde, I think I need more time to think about all this small Ancient Egyptian pyramid stuff,’ there was a loud PING! and Phredde was gone.

I looked at Bruce. He looked at me and shrugged, which made his clammy skin ripple all the way down his back. (I’d always thought frogs were green till I met Bruce. But he’s brown with just a bit of gold and some grey too. He’s a Crinia…Crinea…Oh, what the heck. Ask Bruce if you really want to know what sort of frog he is. But you’d better have a few hours spare because he’ll tell you. And tell you. And tell you.)

‘I suppose it’ll be okay,’ croaked Bruce doubtfully. ‘Better than being stuck in an old library, anyway.’

‘I like libraries,’ I protested.

‘Okay,’ said Bruce happily. ‘You go and look up pyramids.’

‘Well, actually…’

Bruce grinned. (Frogs have just about the widest grin in the world.) ‘See you tomorrow then,’ he said, and hopped off to catch his bus.



I like Saturday mornings.

Well, actually, I don’t see much of the ‘morning’ part of Saturdays, because I sleep in, which is really cool because my bed’s made of rose petals, and the longer you sleep, the more they waft rose-scent all around you.

Gark, our butler (who used to be a magpie before Phredde’s mum PING!ed him to be our butler), somehow knows when I’m just about ready to wake up. He comes in with a raspberry milkshake and a plate of pineapple muffins on a silver tray and draws my curtains for me so I can see the sunrise. (When you live in a magic castle, the sun’s always rising through the window, no matter what time you wake up.)

This morning was different.

For a start, I didn’t yawn and stretch and wriggle around in my rose petals. (You know, the way you usually stretch and wriggle around when your body is trying to decide whether it’s worthwhile waking up yet or not.) One moment I was lying in my rose petals, and the next there was this great loud PING! and I was wide-awake.

No Gark carrying a milkshake and muffins on a silver tray. No pink and gold sunrise. In fact, the only thing I could see was darkness. There were no rose petals, either. All I could feel beneath me was a cold and damp floor. And the only thing I could hear was the sound of drip, drip, drriiiiiipppp all around me.

I sat up suddenly. ‘Help!’ I squeaked. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Who’s that?’ whispered someone.

‘Me!’

‘Who’s me?’

‘Me…I mean Pru…Hey, is that you, Bruce?’

I almost heard a nod in the darkness. ‘Where are we?’ said Bruce.

‘I don’t know.’ I stretched my arms out to feel around me cautiously, then stopped when my fingers found something cold and squishy that had just dripped from the ceiling. ‘Phredde!’ I half-yelled, half-squeaked.

‘What about Phredde?’ asked Bruce. His voice sounded as shocked as mine.

‘This is all Phredde’s doing! Remember how she said she’d PING! us into a pyramid before she went to Phaeryland! Well, she must have done it.’

‘Oh,’ said Bruce. He thought for a moment. ‘You don’t happen to have a torch do you?’ he asked hopefully.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Do you?’

‘How would I carry a torch?’ he demanded a bit crossly. ‘You don’t get pockets in frogskin. How on earth does Phredde expect us to explore a pyramid without a torch?’



I was more concerned about how we were going to get out of the pyramid without a torch than finding our way around inside. I was also a bit worried that all this sitting in a dark corridor with stuff going plop! all over the place was going to give me the screaming heebie-jeebies. (In front of Bruce too, which was even worse!)

Then suddenly, there was a soft PING! right beside me.

‘Phredde?’ I whispered hopefully.

No one answered. I stretched out my hand. There was something cold and square and plastic. A torch! I pressed the handle and a beam of light zapped through the darkness.

I shone it around carefully. First at Bruce, who was pulsating gently beside me, then at the tall, slimy walls and up to the high ceiling…

‘We’re in a corridor or something,’ I whispered.

‘So I see,’ Bruce said. ‘Why are we whispering?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said, trying to get my voice back to its normal loudness, except it didn’t seem to want to for some reason.

Bruce looked at me with interest. ‘Is that what you wear to bed?’

I looked down at myself and blushed. ‘What’s wrong with Winnie the Pooh pyjamas?’ I demanded hotly, thinking that I’d boil Phredde in oil on Monday morning. I mean, how embarrassing.

‘Hey!’ I squeaked in surprise. Suddenly, there was another PING! All at once, I was wearing a T-shirt, and the jeans I’d worn last weekend when Phredde and I went hunting for buried treasure (we found some too, but the ogre made us put it back).

Maybe I’d only boil Phredde in raspberry cordial…

PING! PING! PING! I looked down again. There was a notebook and a pen on the ground, and a plate with two banana and cream-cheese muffins. I decided not to boil Phredde at all.

‘Hey, how about me?’ complained Bruce.

‘What do you mean?’ I mumbled, my teeth already around one of the muffins.

‘You don’t expect me to eat those do you?’ Bruce nodded at my muffins.

‘Dey’r goob.’

‘Huh,’ said Bruce. He sighed. ‘Maybe I’ll find some flies somewhere along the way. Or maybe a cockroach or a few caterpillars or some moths, you know, the crunchy brown sort.’

Well, all this talk of eating insects was putting me off my muffins, so I said, ‘Shut up, Bruce,’ and squished the second muffin into my pocket (a squashed muffin tastes just as good as an unsquashed one). I picked up the notebook and pen and shone the torch around again. ‘Which way should we go?’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Bruce.

‘Well, the sooner we get this place mapped, the sooner we can get out of here,’ I pointed out. ‘So which way? Left or right?’

‘Left,’ decided Bruce.

So off I went, torch in hand, with Bruce hopping just behind me.



You know something? Pyramids are boring. Well, most bits of them are anyway.

We walked along the corridor (well, I walked and Bruce hopped). It wasn’t what you’d call interesting.

The corridor went straight for a while, then it started to slope down…and then the slope got steeper and steeper, and slimier and slipperier. It was alright for Bruce with his sticky feet, but I was afraid my feet were going to fly out from under me and I’d end up bum-down in 5000-year-old slime.

Down, down, down.

‘Hey, are you making notes?’ demanded Bruce.

‘What am I supposed to be writing?’ I retorted. ‘One corridor. Straight. Slopes down. I mean, who needs to make a note of…’

Suddenly the corridor shrank. One minute the ceiling was stretched way above our heads. The next, we were faced with a small, waist-high hole in a dirty black wall. (Well, waist-high for me—Bruce had to crane his neck to see in it.)

‘Hey, look, you can see ancient chisel marks in the stone!’ announced Bruce.

‘Well, whooppee,’ I said. ‘What do we do now? Go back the other way?’

Bruce shook his head. ‘I bet this hole is the mouth of a tunnel, and that the tunnel leads somewhere. I bet the builders were just trying to make it difficult for thieves. They used to put lots of treasure and stuff in pyramids. And mummies, of course.’

‘Mummies?’ I asked.

Bruce sighed. ‘Weren’t you listening to Mrs Olsen?’

‘Of course I was,’ I said. Then my conscience got the better of me. ‘Well, actually I wasn’t,’ I admitted. ‘But you weren’t listening either! You were catching flies!’

‘I can catch flies and listen,’ said Bruce loftily. ‘It’s a talent we frogs have. Anyway, as Mrs Olsen said, if you were listening, the mummies were the dead bodies of the pharaohs and queens of Egypt.’

‘Yuk,’ I said.

‘They took out the heart and liver and stuff like that and pulled the brain out through the nose with hooks—’

‘Hey, double yuk!’ Now, I was really glad I hadn’t listened.

‘And then they filled the bodies up with herbs and stuff to preserve them so that the bodies’d last forever, and then they wrapped them in bandages, and put them in great big coffin-type things with lots of treasure around them.’

‘Oh, great,’ I said. ‘I suppose they put booby traps in, too, like in that movie we saw, and any minute now, we’re going to fall into a pit of poisonous spiders or a skeleton holding a great long knife is going to fall from the ceiling onto us or…’ I tried to think what else had been in that movie.

‘I don’t think they used booby traps,’ said Bruce cautiously. ‘Anyway, Mrs Olsen didn’t say they did.’

‘Teachers always leave out the interesting bits,’ I said gloomily. ‘If we fall into a pit filled with poisonous spiders, it’ll be all her fault.’

‘I think it’ll be all Phredde’s fault,’ said Bruce.

‘You leave Phredde out of this,’ I said. ‘She’s my best friend.’ Actually, I sort of felt that it was Phredde’s fault too, but a whole pit filled with venomous spiders and girl-eating snakes couldn’t have made me say so to Bruce. ‘And anyway, you could have done your project with Amelia and Shirlee and be in the boring old library right now!’

Bruce ignored me. ‘Well, I’m going in,’ he said, and disappeared.

I hesitated. It was okay for him. It was a good-sized tunnel for a frog. But if you happened to be girl-size, like me…

I squatted down. The tunnel didn’t look so bad from that angle. I began to inch my way inside, still squatting. The ceiling loomed wet—and close—above me in the torchlight.

‘Hey, Pru!’ said Bruce. ‘Come and look at this!’

I duck-footed my way forward and suddenly the ceiling rose again. I stood up. ‘Hey, wow!’

We were in a room as big as our assembly hall at school, or even bigger. It was hard to see the walls in the torchlight, firstly because they were so far away, and secondly because they were all crammed with…

‘Treasure!’ breathed Bruce.

‘Oh, wow!’ I said. There were sheets of gold; gold chairs with legs made out of golden lions; couches with legs made to look like golden palm trees; tables with legs of golden leaves and, well, you get the general idea. And it was all heaped higgledy-piggledy, like someone had just shoved it all in and then fled.

‘Look!’ said Bruce softly, pointing with one moist foot-pad.

I followed his gaze. There was another passage, about as tall as I am, or maybe a bit taller, and not much wider then me either.

‘Let’s go!’ breathed Bruce.

‘Er…’ I said. But Bruce was already hopping across the room, so I followed him, picking my way through the golden furniture.

Bruce was waiting for me at the entrance. ‘Better shine the torch up first,’ he instructed.

‘In case there’s a poisonous spider pit?’

‘No, dummy. In case the ceiling gets lower and you hit your head.’

‘Oh right,’ I said. I shone the torch up the passageway. ‘It looks okay. All I can really see are stairs going upwards.’

‘Off we go then,’ declared Bruce, and he hopped inside.

I followed more slowly, trying to keep the torchlight steady. My hand was shaking a bit, to be honest. I mean, you try sneaking around a dark, slimy pyramid with just a frog for company—even with a frog like Bruce. It wasn’t all that easy.

Up the stairs: one…two…three…four…They were steeper and broader than the stairs in our castle at home—I could almost take two steps before I got to the next one.

Twenty-six…twenty-seven…twenty-eight—my legs began to ache—fifty-three…fifty-four…fifty-five…

‘Hurry up!’ yelled Bruce.

It was alright for him, I thought. Frogs can hop. Seventy-two…seventy-three…

I rested my back against the slimy wall and tried to catch my breath…eighty-one…eighty-two…‘Made it!’ I puffed. Then I held my breath.

We were in a small room, no bigger than my room at home. The walls were white and smooth, as though the room had been carved out of the centre of some pure-white jewel.

The floor was white as well, and bare, except for a tangle of tall, gold rods that looked like they’d once held up a canopy or tent, but now the fabric was rotted and hanging in threads from some of the rods. A gold plate and cup, a small gold basin and jug, and little golden boxes filled with who knows what sat on a small, gold table.

Whoever built that room had obviously never thought of nice, convenient plastic or fibreglass. I bet gold isn’t even microwave-proof or dishwasher-safe.

There was one other thing in that room too. It was taller than me, and much wider. It seemed to be made of gold as well, but when I shone the torch on it, I could see that the gold was just the trimming. It was really made of dark, rich wood, just like Mrs Olsen’s…

‘Coffin!’ I breathed.

‘I think it’s called a sarcophagus,’ whispered Bruce.

‘I don’t care what it’s called!’ I whispered back. ‘Let’s get out of here!’

‘Why?’ argued Bruce. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of. It’s five thousand years old! Nothing’s going to…’

The sarcophagus began to move. Slowly, the lid began to open…

Creak…

We stood there, frozen to the hard white floor.

Creak, creak…

You need to run, I told my feet. Come on! Run!

My feet refused to budge.

Creak, creak, creak…

There was something inside the sarcophagus. Something that was about the size of a grown-up, but it was all wrapped up, so it looked even bigger. It was white, just like the walls, but the walls were made of hard white stone. This looked softer, like…like…like…bandages.

The mummy took a shuffling step towards us and then another…

‘Run!’ I shrieked, and this time my feet did what they were told. In fact, they did even better than they were told. In three great bounds, I was out of the room, with Bruce leaping close behind me.

Zooooommmm went my feet down the stairs; thud, thud, crash, bang, whoooosh, across the great big room below.

‘Bruce, are you still there?’ I yelled.

‘Don’t worry!’ croaked Bruce. ‘I’m right behind you!’

This time, I didn’t bother squatting to go through the low passage—I went down on my stomach, wriggling like one of the poisonous snakes in the snake pit we hadn’t fallen into (yet, I told myself).

Wriggle, wriggle, wriggle, wriggle. I flopped out the end of the passage and fled down the corridor, with Bruce plip plopping at my heels…

The light wavered and bobbed in front of us as the torch shook in my hand. Faster, faster, faster…Suddenly, I stopped.

‘Bruce!’ I panted.

‘What?’

‘I don’t remember the corridor having a fork in it!’

‘Neither do I!’ croaked Bruce. ‘We must have missed it in the dark. Which way should we go?’

‘Left…er, right…er, maybe we should go back and retrace our steps.’

‘Do you really want to go back again?’

‘No!’I gasped. ‘Come on! Left!’

We went down the corridor, around a corner, and suddenly there was a fork—with another two passages.

‘Take the left one!’ I screamed. We panted on…

Thud, thud, thud went my feet; plop, plop, plop went Bruce’s footpads; huff, huff, huff went our breath.

‘I’m beat,’ I confessed. ‘Surely we’ve left it behind now!’

‘Shhh,’ said Bruce.

I shushed.

Silence, apart from the thump of my heartbeat. The pyramid walls disappeared into the darkness around us. Slime dripped slowly from the ceiling. Plop! Plop! Plop! A drop hit my nose, then dribbled down my chin.

‘Turn off the torch!’ Bruce whispered urgently.

‘But—’ I began.

‘Quickly! It might see the light!’ hissed Bruce.

I clicked the switch on the torch to off. Darkness swallowed us, thick and evil-smelling.

I stood there panting, frozen with terror.

‘Do you think it knows where we are?’ I asked, very quietly.

‘I don’t think so,’ whispered Bruce. ‘I think we outran it. Now all we have to do is—’

And then I heard it…

Clomp. Clomp. Clomp…

‘It knows where we are!’ I hissed.

‘Shhh,’ breathed Bruce. ‘Maybe it’ll turn down another passage!’

Clomp. Clomp. Clomp.

It was coming closer, closer, closer…

‘It’s nearly here!’ I squeaked.

‘Maybe, if we keep really still in the darkness, it’ll miss us,’ whispered Bruce hopefully.

Clomp, clomp, clomp. It was nearer now. Much nearer.

‘I think we should keep running!’ I hissed.

‘But if we run it’ll hear us…’

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

Too late! Suddenly, a light flared. The mummy’s face leapt out of the shadows towards us, all dirty bandages and staring eyes.

‘Found you!’ it shrieked triumphantly.

It lifted up one heavily bandaged arm and said, ‘Excuse me for bothering you, but I don’t suppose either one of you has a Band-aid?’

‘Erp,’ I said. Bruce just sat there with his mouth open and his tongue hanging out, and there weren’t even any flies around for him to catch.

‘A Band-aid,’ repeated the mummy politely. ‘You know, one of those sticky things. They’re such a marvellous invention. If only we’d had them five thousand years ago, life would have been so much easier. Death too,’ it added, after a bit of thought.

‘Erp. Wait a second,’ I said, as my brain came back together again. ‘I’ll have a look.’ I rummaged in my pocket for a minute. Handkerchief (Mum always checks I have one), bus pass, ticket stub from the movie I saw last Saturday, something I think used to be a plastic-wrapped lollie…and a Band-aid.

I held it up triumphantly. ‘I knew I had one in there somewhere. I had a blister on my heel last weekend,’ I explained to Bruce. ‘Mum made me take a Band-aid—just in case.’

The bandaged arm descended and plucked the Band-aid out of my hand. ‘Wonderful!’ (I think it must have been at least 5000 years since that mummy cleaned its teeth. I mean, pong!) ‘Just what I need.’

The bandaged hands fumbled for a moment and then the mummy said politely, ‘Excuse me, I don’t suppose one of you could lend me a hand would you? Preferably two hands. These things are so hard to manage…’

I glanced at Bruce but he’d be no use. Frogs have pads not hands, and small round discs rather than nimble fingers.

‘I’d be glad to help,’ I said insincerely. (Mum would have been proud of my good manners. Not that she’s ever actually said ‘Always help a mummy in distress,’ mind you. But you get the general idea.)

The mummy handed the Band-aid back. ‘It’s this bit here,’ it said, pointing to a loose bandage. ‘You know how these things are. One bit comes loose, and the next thing you know, the whole lot’s around your ankles.’

‘Well, not really,’ I admitted. ‘I’m not really into bandages.’ I peeled the wrapping off the Band-aid and forced myself closer. I took a suspicious sniff, but there wasn’t any dead-person smell. It was more like spices and lavender and old dust, plus a bit of tooth decay…

The mummy considered. ‘I suppose not,’ it said at last. ‘You’re much too young to be interested in bandages yet.’

‘Actually, bandages are sort of old hat these days, even if you happen to be dead,’ I informed it as I pressed the Band-aid into place.

‘Really?’ The mummy sat down on the slimy ground next to us. It looked fascinated. Well, as fascinated as a face full of off-white bandages can look. ‘Thank you so much for helping, that feels infinitely better. What do your pharaohs use instead of bandages when they die?’

‘Are you a pharaoh?’ I asked. I wondered if I should curtsey or something.

‘No,’ said the mummy.

‘Oh, good,’ I said. I hadn’t curtsied since I met the Phaery Queen in Phaeryland, and even then I was a bit afraid I’d fall over onto my nose.

‘I’m a queen,’ said the mummy. ‘The Pharaoh’s grandmother, actually.’

‘Hey, a grandmummy!’ giggled Bruce. I nudged him in the ribs with my toe.

‘But please, don’t stand on ceremony,’ said the grandmummy graciously. ‘So, do tell me—what are the funeral practices of pharaohs and queens these days?’

I hadn’t got the heart to tell the poor thing that pharaohs had gone out of fashion along with the bandages. ‘Oh, this and that,’ I said airily. ‘Look, I’d, er, love to stay here chatting with you. I mean, it’s a really lovely pyramid you’ve got here and all that. But Mum will go bananas if I’m not home in time to get my homework done before lunch. Could you possibly tell us the way out? We’re sort of lost.’

‘No,’ said the grandmummy.

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘Er…you don’t plan to keep us here and eat our souls or anything like that do you?’ I asked a bit nervously.

‘Of course not.’ The grandmummy looked affronted.

‘Then why won’t you show us the way out?’

‘Because I don’t know how to get out,’ said the grandmummy simply.

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘In fact, I don’t think there is a way out. As far as I know, the entrance to my pyramid was plugged with a block of granite when I was buried.’

‘You’re sure?’ I croaked. Suddenly, my voice was as froggy as Bruce’s.

‘Well, I was dead when they did it,’ the grandmummy pointed out.

‘But then how do you know about Band-aids if you haven’t been outside?’ I asked.

The grandmummy sighed. ‘I have visions,’ she said dreamily. ‘When I’m asleep in my sarcophagus, I can see people all around my pyramid. They’re wearing strange clothes and eating wonderful, chilled blocks of fruit…’

‘Iceblocks!’ I exclaimed.

‘And they have wondrous delights like Band-aids, and little boxes that sing, and camels with wheels instead of legs—’

‘So you don’t get out at all?’ I interrupted.

‘Well, there’s not much point, really,’ explained the grandmummy. ‘Not with being dead and everything. I mean, there’s not much of a future for me outside. Besides, there’s no place like home.’ She patted the walls affectionately.

‘But I want to get out!’ I wailed.

‘Um, Pru,’ said Bruce.

‘I want to get home to our castle before Mum grounds me!’

‘Um, Pru,’ said Bruce again.

‘I want to do my homework and have lunch, and borrow a video for tonight, and—’

‘I can get us home,’ said Bruce.

‘And…and…What did you say?’ I demanded.

‘I know how to get us home,’ said Bruce.

‘How?’ I asked suspiciously.

‘Well, magic of course.’

‘But, but, but why didn’t you tell me you could do magic?’ I shrieked.

Bruce shrugged—as much as a frog can shrug anyway. ‘I thought you knew. I am a phaery prince, after all.’

‘But why didn’t you say something before!’ I yelled.

‘I dunno. You seemed to be having fun.’

‘Having fun! You call being lost in an ancient pyramid fun?’

‘Well you didn’t say you weren’t,’ said Bruce reasonably. ‘I thought you might have wanted to experience being chased by a mummy. Girls like creepy things, don’t they?’

Boys! I mean frogs…or phaery princes!

‘How come you never do magic stuff at school?’ I demanded.

Bruce shrugged again. ‘I dunno. Spells and things—they’re kind of chick stuff…’

The grandmummy coughed politely. ‘Well, if you really must be going…’ she said. (You could tell she used to be a queen—her manners were really cool.)

She extended a bandaged arm and shook my hand, then bent down and shook Bruce’s froggy paw. ‘It was a pleasure to meet you,’ she said. ‘If you’re ever this way again, do drop in. If I happen to be asleep, just cough next to my sarcophagus and I’ll wake up.’

‘Oh, oh sure.’ I said. ‘Er, thanks for the invitation. Next time, I’ll bring you a whole packet of Band-aids.’

‘That would be lovely,’ said the grandmummy graciously.

Or better still, I thought, I’d get Phredde or Bruce to PING! a packet of Band-aids over to her, plus a few iceblocks and maybe a Discman and a few CDs, because, to be really honest, I’d sort of lost my taste for pyramids.

‘Ready?’ asked Bruce. Then PING! and we were back in our castle gardens and the pyramid was just a little shape under the rose bushes.

Another PING! and it was gone.

I breathed in a lovely breath of air scented with everyday things like castle rose garden and unicorn manure, and with no whiff of slime or pyramid in it at all.

‘Hey, Prune Face!’ yelled Mark from the castle battlements.

‘What?’ I yelled back.

‘Mum said lunch’s ready! Where have you been all morning?’

‘I’ve just been doing my homework project with Bruce!’ I shouted. ‘Tell her I’ll be right in!’ I turned to Bruce. ‘Hey, you want to join us?’

Bruce shook his head. ‘I’d better be getting back. Mum makes mosquito pizza on Saturdays.’

‘Yuk! Does your whole family eat stuff like that?’

‘Of course not,’ croaked Bruce indignantly. ‘They eat normal stuff, just like everyone else.’

‘Thank goodness for that,’ I said.

‘I think they’re having sparrow’s tongues with lotus sauce,’ said Bruce. ‘See you Monday!’

‘See you,’ I said. ‘And thanks for rescuing us,’ I added, but it was too late. There was one last croak and a PING!, then Bruce was gone.

I went inside to have lunch and write up the plan of the pyramid, while it was still fresh in my mind. To be honest I wasn’t quite sure about exactly which corridor we’d gone down and when, but I didn’t think it would matter. It wasn’t like Mrs Olsen was going to be zapping back to Ancient Egypt to check.

As a matter of fact, it was a good thing the project was out of the way, because with the invasion of the giant slugs on Monday, not to mention the curse of the zombie librarian, things got a bit busy at school that week.

But that’s another story.





The Curse of the Zombie Librarian

We heard the scream during maths class, just after we’d come in from morning tea.

It came over the loudspeaker in the corner of the classroom: ‘Aaaaaahhhhhhhhhkkkkk!’

Well, that stopped the arithmetic lesson. Mrs Olsen turned round from the blackboard and said, ‘What the *&%@ was that?’

Then she said, ‘Children, pretend you didn’t hear what I just said.’

‘Said what?’ asked Bruce innocently but sort of muffled, because he had a whole cheekful of flies that he’d been zapping while her back was turned.

Mrs Olsen just glared at him. ‘If you really want an extra three pages of homework, Bruce—’ she began, when suddenly the scream came again.

It was even louder this time.

‘AAAAAHHHHHHHHHHGGGGGHHH!’

Mrs Olsen stopped what she was saying and stared up at the loudspeaker in the corner of the room. Normally Mrs Allen, our Principal, just uses the loudspeaker for boring announcements like, ‘Would Jason Chickenburger bring his water bombs and come to the office at once!’ ‘Would the person who put the plastic cockroaches in the staff water cooler please refrain from doing it again. Three staff members have already gone home in a state of shock.’

I mean, you don’t expect anything interesting to come over the school’s loudspeaker system. And certainly not a scream.

‘Maybe Mrs Allen stubbed her toe or something,’ said Amelia helpfully from the front row. Amelia is always being helpful. It really gets up my nose.

‘It didn’t really sound like—’ began Mrs Olsen uncertainly.

‘No! No! Noooooooooo!’ sobbed Mrs Allen’s voice through the loudspeaker.

‘That was no stubbed toe,’ I informed Amelia.

‘I don’t know,’ she argued. (Amelia will argue about anything.) ‘When I stubbed my toe last Christmas—’

‘Don’t come any closer! I’m warning you—I have a bazooka in my filing cabinet,’ wailed the voice from the loudspeaker.

‘Well, that settles that,’ I said to Amelia. ‘You don’t attack a stubbed toe with a bazooka.’

Booooooom! went the loudspeaker.

‘I didn’t know Mrs Allen had a bazooka in her filing cabinet,’ whispered Phredde.

I shrugged. ‘Maybe the Education Department’s issuing them to all Principals. You know, to help keep discipline.’

There was a sort of choked panting sound coming from the speaker now, then Mrs Allen screamed: ‘Attention! Attention!’

Well, we were certainly paying attention.

‘Would all classes please assemble at once on the oval! This is an emergency. I repeat this is an—’ Booooom!, the bazooka went off again. ‘This is an emergency! The school is under attack from giant slugs! I repeat, would all classes please—aaaaaagggggghhhhhhhhh!’

‘Hey, cool!’ said Phredde, her wings fluttering like a fan in overdrive. ‘I’ve never seen a giant slug!’

Well, it was okay for Phredde. She could probably PING! away any giant slug that decided to go into attack mode. But what about me? Come to think of it, Phredde could PING! away any giant slug that tried to attack me, too. Or Mrs Allen or Mrs Olsen—even Amelia, I thought charitably, though maybe Phredde could wait just a little bit longer before saving Amelia.

Mrs Olsen cleared her throat. She looked a bit white, but then, vampires always look a bit white, so she was probably okay. After all, she might be able to vampirise a giant slug, though it mightn’t taste very good.

‘Alright, everyone. I want you all in a single file,’ ordered Mrs Olsen. ‘No panicking. Bruce, would you go to the end of the line, please, so that no one steps on you. That’s right, everyone—’

‘But Mrs Olsen,’ said Bruce.

‘Bruce, this is no time to—’

‘But I was just going to say: why do we have to worry about giant slugs?’

‘Eh?’ said Mrs Olsen.

‘Well, what can they do to us?’ asked Bruce reasonably.

‘Maybe they’re going to eat us!’ said Amelia.

‘No way. Slugs are vegetarians.’ Bruce always knows useful stuff about insects, slugs, spiders and stuff like that. He knows all sorts of stuff that’s not useful, too.

‘They could run over us,’ protested Amelia.

‘Slugs don’t run either, dummy,’ said Bruce scornfully.

‘Well…well…slug over us then!’

Bruce shrugged. ‘If you can’t run faster than a slug, you deserve to be slimed,’ he said.

Mrs Olsen coughed. ‘This is all very well,’ she said. ‘But Mrs Allen will be waiting for us on the oval.’

‘If the slugs haven’t eaten her,’ muttered Amelia.

‘I told you…’ began Bruce.

So, we all trooped down to the oval.



School always seems so deserted when everyone is in class. Or when everyone is marching down to the oval in single file too. There were just the pigeons, strutting around the rubbish bins, and the volcano, smoking gently in the corner of the playground.4 There were no kids racing around and no parents waiting for school to get out.

And no giant slugs, either.

‘Maybe Mrs Allen got them all with her bazooka,’ whispered Phredde.

‘Maybe they got Mrs Allen,’ I said.

‘Maybe they’re eating the petunias out the front,’ offered Bruce. ‘Slugs love petunias.’

‘Maybe Mrs Allen was wearing a floral perfume and they thought she was a flower and swallowed her whole,’ whispered Amelia.

We walked around the corner of the library to the oval. Everyone was lined up in their class groups (except for us, of course). It didn’t look like too many kids had been eaten. We seemed to be the last class to arrive, which, because of all the discussing that had been going on, really wasn’t surprising. Even Mrs Allen was there, with all her arms and legs—or, at least, all the bits that we could see were intact. She had her microphone with her, too.

There were still no signs of any giant slugs.

Mrs Allen glanced at her watch. ‘You took six minutes and forty seconds to get here,’ she said sternly. ‘That really isn’t good enough, you know.’

‘But where are the giant slugs?’ asked Mrs Olsen.

‘There are no slugs. It was just a drill,’ said Mrs Allen.

‘But schools have fire drills,’ protested Mrs Olsen. ‘Not giant-slug drills!’

Mrs Allen looked a bit wild around the eyes. ‘Some schools have fire drills. We have giant-slug drills! With the dragon and the ogre5 and other…recent events, one can’t be too careful! And let me tell you,’ she went on, ‘if the school is attacked by giant slugs, I expect all of you to be here in less time than six minutes and forty seconds!’

No one said anything.

‘Did you hear what I said?’ demanded Mrs Allen.

‘Yes, Mrs Allen,’ we muttered.

Mrs Allen looked a bit mollified. ‘Well then,’ she said in a happier tone of voice. ‘While you are all here, I’d like to introduce our new temporary librarian. As you all know, Miss Richards is taking some long-service leave this term to study ancient Tongan self-defence techniques. So, as of today, Miss Snagglethorpe will be taking over.’

Mrs Allen stood back, and for the first time I noticed there was someone standing next to her.

No wonder I hadn’t noticed her. She was sort of…well, nondescript. (I used that word in an essay last week and Mrs Olsen said it was very descriptive.)

She had grey hair, greyish skin and her eyes were sort of oyster-coloured. When she smiled at us, her lips were pale grey too.

‘Good morning, Miss Snagglethorpe,’ we chorused politely. Then we marched back into class.

‘I bet Mrs Allen’s really glad she’s got a normal librarian,’ said Phredde, as we filed into the classroom. ‘You know, not a vampire or a phaery—just a normal human being. I mean, I know she’s not prejudiced or anything, but sometimes I get the feeling…’

‘I know what you mean,’ I agreed. Mrs Allen’s really good about having vampires, phaeries and phaery princes disguised as frogs at school. She even coped well when Phredde’s dragon trod on the Science block, and when the volcano erupted a bit more than usual during our sports carnival and flooded the oval and car park with lava, and when the ogre tried to kidnap me last year.

But, sometimes, I think she might be getting just a little bit frazzled.

At least this time, Mrs Allen had nothing at all to worry about.



I’m a library monitor this year. It’s a great job. You get to visit the library at all sorts of times, not just when it’s officially open, and you get first go at all the new books, too.

Phredde’s a library monitor too, which is really useful because she can fly up to the shelves that none of us can reach. Of course, the books are too big for her to carry, but that doesn’t matter because she can just PING! them up.

Well, anyway, as soon as we’d eaten our lunch (I had a pickled cucumber and fetta-cheese focaccia and Phredde had a lotus-blossom salad on phaery bread but, as usual, we swapped), it was time for me and Phredde to zap off down to the library to do our monitoring.

‘Where are you two off to?’ demanded Bruce, as he finished off the last of his squashed-moth sandwiches.

‘Just down to the library,’ I said.

Bruce snorted, well, he sort of croaked and snorted at the same time, if you know what I mean. ‘You’re always in that stupid library,’ he declared.

‘So what?’ asked Phredde airily, fluttering about 30 centimetres from his nose. ‘Libraries are fun.’

‘They’re just full of books. Books are boring—unless they’re about frogs or insects,’ he added.

‘There are lots of other interesting books in the library,’ said Phredde hotly.

‘Well, okay. There are some good books on spiders too,’ allowed Bruce.

‘You just don’t—’ Phredde was beginning to get angry.

I tried to interrupt. ‘Phredde, it’s not worth arguing about.’

‘And I think that new librarian is weird!’ finished Bruce. ‘Did you see all the flies hanging around her this morning?’

‘I thought you liked flies!’ declared Phredde.

‘I do,’ said Bruce, ‘and those flies were acting strange.’

‘Well, some of us have better things to do than worry about flies,’ Phredde informed him. ‘Come on, Pru.’ And she fluttered off.



Our library is the new building just past the Science block. It looked kind of strange today, although I couldn’t put my finger on what, exactly, was different.

‘Hey, the door’s locked!’ said Phredde, tugging at it with her tiny hands.

‘Maybe Miss Snagglethorpe doesn’t know the routine,’ I said. ‘Look! I knew something was weird. Curtains!’

Our library has never had curtains before. In fact, I don’t know of any library that has curtains. These were so long and grey and thick, you couldn’t see inside the Library at all.

I gave a polite knock on the door, just to let Miss Snagglethorpe know we were here.

Nothing happened. I knocked again.

Suddenly there was a noise inside the library. Thump, thump, thump…the door opened, just a crack.

‘What do you want?’ demanded Miss Snagglethorpe.

‘Er…I’m Prudence,’ I said. ‘And this is Phredde. We’re the library monitors.’

‘Oh,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe. ‘Oh, I see.’ But she didn’t open the door any wider.

‘We have to report to you every Monday and Friday lunchtime,’ I said. ‘We put books away and stuff like that. I’m sorry we’re late. We knocked before but there wasn’t any answer.’

Miss Snagglethorpe began to look a bit more friendly. She even smiled with her pale-grey lips. ‘That’s alright girls,’ she said, opening the door. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t hear you. I didn’t expect anyone so soon! I was just feeding the books. Come in, come in.’

She opened the door even wider.

We went in.

It looked the same as always, except a bit darker. ‘Why the curtains, Miss Snagglethorpe?’ I asked politely.

‘The light fades the books,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe calmly. ‘The book trolley’s over there.’ She waved a grey hand towards the magazine section.

‘Hey, look,’ said Phredde. ‘There’s a whole new case of books!’ She fluttered over to it and tried to read their spines. ‘There are no titles on them!’ she complained.

Miss Snagglethorpe smiled again. Her teeth weren’t grey like the rest of her, I noticed. They were long and yellow. ‘They’re mine,’ she said. ‘My little pets. They’re not for taking out. I just like to have them with me when I’m working.’

I grinned at Phredde. It was sort of sweet, a librarian having pet books. Librarians are really nice people. ‘We’d better get to work,’ I said.

‘Thank you, girls. Everyone else will be coming in to borrow books soon. Lots and lots and lots of children, I hope,’ she smiled her yellow-toothed smile again.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘The library’s really popular.’

‘That’s wonderful,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe, beaming. She looked really happy now.

Then thump, thump, thump, she trudged back to her office.



It was hard to concentrate that afternoon. I mean, it’s always pretty hard to concentrate in school when you could be out riding your unicorn through an enchanted forest or flying a magic carpet to Kilimanjaro (I think that’s how you spell it).

But this afternoon seemed even worse.

I could tell Phredde was having trouble too. Her wings were drooping and she kept nibbling on the end of her pen. (It’s a magical pink and silver phaery-size pen. Anything she writes with it automatically becomes human-sized. It makes it a lot easier for Mrs Olsen to mark Phredde’s work because she doesn’t have to use a magnifying glass any more.)

Even Amelia seemed a bit far away. She’d been in the library at lunchtime, naturally, and had taken out her usual twenty books. (I bet she doesn’t even read half of them. She just likes showing off.)

Anyway, when Mrs Olsen said, ‘And who knows what the capital of Iceland is?’ Amelia put her hand up like she always does, but she just looked confused when Mrs Olsen said, ‘Yes Amelia?’

‘I can’t remember,’ Amelia admitted.

‘That’s alright,’ said Mrs Olsen kindly, giving Amelia a nice smile that showed the points of her fangs. ‘We all forget things sometimes.’

‘But I don’t,’ muttered Amelia in a puzzled voice.

Well, it was nice to see Amelia look like a dope, but all in all it was still a really long afternoon. In fact, I was so half-asleep that it wasn’t until halfway through Geography that I realised…

Books don’t eat, do they?



The next day was even worse.

It was Tuesday for a start. I hate Tuesdays. At least on Monday I’m all fresh from the weekend. And I can tell all my friends about how I was captured by trolls, chained up in their dungeons, and how I had to file through the chains with my nail file and all the other fun stuff I’d been up to over the weekend.

But on Tuesdays, the whole week just stretches out in front of me and I can’t even say: ‘Well, I’m halfway through,’ like I can on Wednesday.

And school was weird.

Phredde and I popped into the library before school, just in case Miss Snagglethorpe needed a hand. She didn’t, but she’d just catalogued a couple of new books, which we could take out before anyone else had even seen them.

She really was nice.

So we stayed and chatted with her for a while, then the volcano exploded and we had to go and line up for school.

Anyway, the first hour or so of class was okay. But as the morning wore on, I just got more and more tired. It was really weird.

At least we had a library class just before lunch. But you know something? It was hard even to get enthusiastic about the library.

I mean, normally I love the library. It’s as though it’s my personal territory—and Phredde’s and the librarian’s, of course. But this morning I couldn’t even seem to remember how to find the ‘E’ section.

I glanced at Phredde. She was perched up on the top shelf of the ‘Natural Science’ bookcase, looking vaguely around the library as though she’d forgotten what book she was interested in. In fact, everyone seemed to be in much the same state, except for Miss Snagglethorpe, who seemed bright and cheery with her big grey and yellow grin.

Glop!! I looked down. There was Bruce, gazing up at me with his googly, froggy eyes. ‘I’ve got a strange feeling about this place,’ he whispered.

I snorted. ‘You just don’t like books.’

‘I don’t like those books.’ Bruce waved a moist footpad over towards the new bookshelf.

‘Them? They’re just Miss Snagglethorpe’s pets.’

Bruce made a rude, froggy noise. ‘Who ever heard of pet books?’

‘I think it’s cute,’ I defended her. ‘It just shows how much she loves books.’

‘I just think it shows that she’s two buns short of a hamburger,’ said Bruce. ‘And I think there’s something weird about those books. In fact, the whole library feels different lately. We frogs have a feeling about these things.’

A few days ago, I’d have come up with a really good answer to that. But today, my head felt full of cotton wool. So I poked my tongue out at him instead, which was a mistake because Bruce poked his right back at me, and being a frog, his tongue is about fifty times as long as mine.

‘Anyway,’ said Bruce, when he’d rolled it back in, plus a blowfly or two he’d caught on the way. (There did seem to be more flies in the library than usual. I wondered vaguely if Miss Snagglethorpe was wearing a fly-attracting perfume.) ‘I’m not hanging around here any longer.’

I stared. ‘But you can’t go without taking a book out!’

‘Watch me,’ said Bruce. He hopped over to the window, then hopped up between the curtains and plop! he was gone.

I suppose being a frog must be useful sometimes.

The world was getting vaguer and vaguer…I gave myself a shake. Maybe Mum was right. Maybe I did need to get to bed earlier. I grabbed the first book I could see and took it over to the desk.

Phredde fluttered up behind me. She’d selected a book called Traditional Dances of North Eastern Scandinavia, which, believe me, really isn’t a topic that Phredde is fascinated with.

‘Ah, Prudence and Phredde,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe happily. ‘Are you coming to do your library monitoring again at lunchtime?’

I shook my head. ‘We only do monitor duty on Monday and Friday lunchtimes, Miss Snagglethorpe.’

Miss Snagglethorpe’s face fell. ‘Oh, what a pity! It’s so nice to have children in here. Lots and lots of children. Are you sure I can’t persuade you to change your minds?’

I glanced at Phredde. It’s awfully hard to say ‘No’ when someone really wants you to do something, especially someone as nice as Miss Snagglethorpe.

‘Okay,’ said Phredde.

‘Wonderful,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe. ‘And you tell all your friends to drop in, too. You don’t just have to wait for Tuesday mornings to take books out you know! And there are lots of lovely magazines as well!’ She leant forward conspiratorially. ‘You know what?’ she whispered.

‘What?’ I whispered back.

‘I’m going to get a Coke machine installed. And an icecream dispenser, too. Anyone who comes into the library will get free icecream and soft drink!’

‘Wow!’ I said.

Miss Snagglethorpe beamed. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I hope everyone in the whole school will come to my library at lunchtime!’



‘You know, she’s really nice,’ said Phredde, as she fluttered down the library steps beside me.

‘Mmm,’ I said. ‘Fancy doing all that, just to get kids reading. She’s really dedicated.’ I paused. ‘Phredde, did you happen to notice how many fingers Miss Snagglethorpe had yesterday?’

‘Ten, I think,’ said Phredde, surprised.

‘I thought so too,’ I said. ‘But today, she only had nine.’

‘You must have miscounted,’ said Phredde, giving a butterfly a swift kick up the abdomen when it brushed too close to her.

‘Yeah, probably,’ I said vaguely. It was really hard to remember anything today.



On Wednesday, I forgot my schoolbag and had to go back for it.

On Thursday, I forgot my schoolbag, and then I forgot my lunch and then I forgot to eat it.

And it wasn’t just me, either. Everyone else was getting vaguer and vaguer, though no one was quite as vague as me and Phredde.

‘I just can’t understand what’s wrong!’ cried Mrs Olsen on Friday afternoon, after she’d forgotten where she’d put the chalk for the fifth time. ‘I’ll forget my own coffin next! Maybe I need a tonic, a different blood group, perhaps.’ She sighed. ‘Well, at least it’s a long weekend! Three whole lovely days! I think we could all do with a rest!’



Phredde and I were almost out the school gates that afternoon when we saw Miss Snagglethorpe, tromp, tromp, tromping across the courtyard.

‘Have a good weekend, Miss Snagglethorpe!’ yelled Phredde.

Miss Snagglethorpe shook her head. ‘I don’t like weekends,’ she sighed.

I stared. ‘Why not?’

‘The books get…lonely…’ said Miss Snagglethorpe forlornly.

I tried not to giggle. Librarians sure are strange sometimes. But it was sweet how she was concerned for her books.

‘Well, it’s only for three days,’ I said comfortingly.

‘Three!’ Miss Snagglethorpe stared at me.

‘It’s a long weekend,’ I reminded her.

‘A long weekend. Oh, dear. Oh dear, oh dear. I haven’t made any arrangements,’ she said worriedly.

‘That’s okay. The supermarket down the road is open every day,’ I assured her.

‘That wasn’t what I meant…I meant the books…’ Miss Snagglethorpe broke off and forced a grey-lipped smile. ‘Well, have a good time, girls.’

‘You bet,’ said Phredde.

It was only when we were halfway home that I remembered.

Didn’t Miss Snagglethorpe have two ears at lunchtime?



It was a fantastic weekend.

I slept late on Saturday morning and when I woke up I felt really great, not vague at all.

On Saturday afternoon, Mum, Dad, me and Mark went to the beach with Phredde’s family. We’d planned to go to Hawaii for a few hours to catch the waves, but the Phaery Splendifera had forgotten about the time difference, so it was night-time when we got there.

Then she overcorrected and we went back 1000 years instead of 10 hours and there was a great battle going on, with hundreds of canoes, spears and everything. I mean, it was really cool! Though Mum got a bit upset when a spear went through the picnic basket. (It just crushed the banana cake a bit, that’s all.)

On Sunday morning, I just hung around at home, and in the afternoon, Phredde and I went out in my pirate ship and got attacked by this giant white whale, and I got heaps from Mum because I’d accidentally-on-purpose forgotten to tell her that I was going sailing. (You know how parents stress about every little thing.)

Which meant that on Monday morning, I was grounded.

Well, it wasn’t too bad. To be honest, I was pretty tired, especially as I hadn’t got to bed until late the night before, due to having to row the dinghy back in the dark after the pirate ship sank, and then having to listen to Mum’s lecture. (‘No, Mum, I won’t go out in the pirate ship again without telling you.’ Well, I can’t, can I? Not until the captain gets it repaired, and that’ll take weeks.)

So I slept in, had breakfast just as everyone else was having lunch, and then went down to the moat to feed my piranhas.

They’re Dad’s piranhas, actually. I gave them to him last Christmas, but now that he has to spend so much of his time grooming his giant sloth (you should have seen his face when he unwrapped it), not to mention wiping up its dribble, he’s quite happy to let me feed his piranhas.

‘You feed them any time you want to, Prudence,’ he said seriously.

‘Sure thing, Dad,’ I said. ‘Hey, do you know they can skeletonise a cow in ten minutes?’

‘You told me, Prudence,’ said Dad, sort of wearily. (I think he’s been overdoing things lately, with grooming his sloth and all that. Maybe he needs to get to bed early too.)

Then he brightened a bit. ‘How long do you think it would take them to skeletonise a giant sloth?’

‘Oh, Dad!’ I giggled. I mean, I knew he was joking.

Anyway, there I was, all relaxed in the sunshine, throwing bits of bacon rind and leftover meatballs into the moat, as well as the chicken breasts that had gone green in the fridge because Mum had forgotten she had them. Luckily, piranhas don’t mind about eating stuff like that. They were leaping out of the water and gobbling up each titbit, and sometimes gobbling bits of each other accidentally-on-purpose—just like me and the pirate ship.

‘Come on, Sarah, you spit out Nathan’s fins right now.’ I mean, you have to start somewhere when you are training piranhas. ‘Laura and Chelsea, it’s not good manners to eat your friends…’

Anyway, I was halfway through seeing if Melissa would burp up Anna, and if Anna would still be able to swim away if she did, when Mark yelled down from the castle tower, ‘Hey, Prune Face, phone call for you!’ (I hate big brothers sometimes.)

‘Coming Dog’s Breath!’ I yelled back. I raced over the drawbridge, through the forecourt and up the stairs; then through the Great Hall, along the corridor, up another flight of stairs; down THAT corridor (you get really fit living in a castle) and into the Ballroom, where we keep the phone, the TV and video, and other necessities.

‘Hello?’ I said, wondering who it could be. It wouldn’t be Phredde, because she’d just have PING!ed herself over to our castle if she wanted to talk about something. Even Bruce would probably give me a PING! instead of a call.

‘Prudence dear? It’s Miss Snagglethorpe,’ said the voice on the other end of the phone.

‘Oh, hi Miss Snagglethorpe,’ I said, surprised. ‘What’s up?’

The voice on the other end of the phone seemed to hesitate. ‘I wonder if you could do me a tiny favour, dear?’

‘Sure,’ I said.

‘Would you mind just popping down to the library for a few minutes? There’s a little job I need a hand with. It really won’t take long.’

I wrinkled my nose. Actually, I wasn’t too keen on heading back to school until I had to, even if it was to the library. But, after all, we library monitors have our responsibilities.

‘Okay,’ I said agreeably. ‘I’ll just check with Mum if it’s okay. I’m supposed to be grounded today, but she’s probably forgiven me by now.’

‘Oh, no dear, don’t tell your mother,’ Miss Snagglethorpe said hurriedly.

‘Why not?’

There was another pause at the end of the phone. ‘Um…er…because I’ve got a present for you to give your mother,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe at last. ‘As a reward for all your hard work in the library.’

‘Hey, cool!’ I said. ‘It’s not a book of crossword puzzles is it? Mum loves crossword puzzles.’

‘Yes,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe. ‘How did you guess? It’s a book of crossword puzzles.’

‘Cool,’ I said again. ‘Okay, I’ll tell her I’m going over to Phredde’s to check on some homework. Hey, are you sure you wouldn’t like Phredde to come, too?’

‘Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe. She gave a little giggle. ‘We certainly don’t need magic powers for this little operation! See you in half an hour then?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ I said.



School is weird without any kids around. Just empty buildings and the pigeons pecking at the…

I stared. The pigeons weren’t pecking at all. They were just standing there, like they couldn’t remember what pecking was all about.

Weird.

Miss Snagglethorpe was waiting for me at the library door, in her grey dress and cardigan, and clumpy, rainy sky-coloured shoes. She smiled her yellow, toothy smile and opened the door wide. ‘Come in, my dear. Come in!’

I followed her into the library, trying not to stare.

‘Er…Miss Snagglethorpe?’ I said.

‘Yes, dear?’

‘I hope you don’t think I’m rude, but I couldn’t help noticing…’

‘Noticing what, dear?’ Miss Snagglethorpe’s grey lips smiled down at me.

‘Er…your arm,’ I said.

‘Yes? What about my arm?’

‘Well, er…it isn’t there.’ I was absolutely sure Miss Snagglethorpe’d had two arms on Friday.

‘Oh, you mean this?’ Miss Snagglethorpe looked down at the empty sleeve of her cardigan. ‘I must have dropped it accidentally,’ she said casually. ‘So careless of me.’

‘Oh…er, right,’ I said. Maybe Miss Snagglethorpe had a false arm, I thought to myself. Maybe she’d had a really bad accident and had lost an arm, so now she wore a false one and she’d taken it off to…er, to…well, for some reason or other, and had forgotten to put it back on.

‘Is that why you need a hand…er…sorry…I mean, is that why you need my help this afternoon? Because you’ve only got one arm?’

‘Not exactly,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe gently. ‘Now if you’d just sit down here Prudence dear, next to my bookshelf.’

‘Well, okay,’ I said dubiously. I sat down, then sniffed.

‘Er, Miss Snagglethorpe?’

‘Yes, dear?’ said Miss Snagglethorpe as she rummaged in the drawer of her desk with her remaining arm.

‘Can you smell something?’

‘Ah, yes, the wonderful scent of books. Old books, new books…it’s a lovely smell, isn’t it, dear? Just hold this will you?’ Miss Snagglethorpe said as she pulled a piece of rope out of the drawer.

‘Well, actually, it smells like rotting meat,’ I replied, taking one end of the rope Miss Snagglethorpe was holding.

‘What a silly idea,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe, with a little giggle. ‘You don’t find rotting meat in a library.’

‘You don’t?’ I asked. For some reason, I was starting to feel a bit nervous.

‘Of course not. What a silly idea. No, that smell is just my little friends, I’m afraid. A slight problem with bad breath. Sometimes, they don’t clean their teeth after eating. I remind them and remind them, too,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe sadly.

I frowned at the rope in my hand. Something wasn’t right here. In fact, I had this feeling that something was really wrong.

Suddenly Miss Snagglethorpe lunged.

‘Hey, what’s going on?’ I yelled, as Miss Snagglethorpe twisted the rope round and round me, tying me to the chair. ‘Help! HELLLLPPPPPP!’

‘You see, that’s why I needed your help this afternoon, Prudence,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe, smiling down at me gently and she pulled the rope tight with her remaining arm. ‘I need you to help me feed my books.’

That’s when her other ear fell off.

Bruce was right, I thought, watching Miss Snagglethorpe carefully sweep her ear up with a dustpan. There really was something very odd about Miss Snagglethorpe.



Well, this wasn’t what you’d call my favourite way of spending the afternoon of a long-weekend Monday. Here I was, trapped next to a shelf of girl-eating vampire books, with bits of librarian scattered all over the place.

‘Miss Snagglethorpe?’ I asked politely. (It was possible, I thought hopefully, if I was really really polite, she just might let me go.)

‘Yes, dear?’ said Miss Snagglethorpe gently.

‘Why do bits of you keep falling off?’

‘Well, it’s only natural, dear,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe kindly. ‘You see, I’m a zombie.’

‘You mean…you mean you’re really just a dead body someone’s called up out of a grave?’ My voice choked on that last bit.

‘Not just someone,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe, reproachfully. ‘My dear little books called me up.’

‘But…but books can’t do something like that…’ I protested.

‘These ones can,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe proudly. ‘They’re special books.’

‘You mean magical books?’ I asked hopefully. I mean, what with Phredde and Bruce for friends, magic and I got along like a house on fire. I mean, surely, magic books wouldn’t eat me.

‘No, dear. They’re reverse books. You know when you read a book it gives you a whole new world? How you feel really satisfied when you’ve read a good book?’

I nodded.

‘Well, these books suck new worlds in. They take your world instead of giving you new ones. They’re hungry books.’ Miss Snagglethorpe gave the bookshelf a tiny pat. ‘Poor little bookies,’ she crooned. ‘Were you all hungry-wungry over the long weekend? We’ll soon fix that, won’t we?’

‘That’s why we’ve all been losing our memories!’ I exclaimed.

‘How very clever of you to work it out,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe admiringly. ‘That’s what my books do, don’t you little bookies? They suck out your memory. And other bits of you too, of course.’

‘And now you’re going to chop me up and…’

‘Oh, no, I wouldn’t do that,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe.

‘You wouldn’t?’ I asked hopefully.

‘Of course not, dear—I wouldn’t want to make a mess in the library. All I have to do is leave you tied up in front of the bookshelf and they’ll feed themselves. They’re quite grown-up little bookies, you know. They’ve been feeding themselves for years.’

‘But…but what will happen to me?’ My voice was a bit wobbly by now.

‘Well, I’m afraid you won’t be you anymore,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe regretfully. ‘You’ll just be an empty shell. In fact, by tomorrow morning you’ll have totally faded away. It really is a pity. You were the best library monitor I’ve ever had.’

‘You won’t get away with this,’ I threatened. ‘Someone will come and investigate.’

‘On a long weekend? I don’t think so, dear.’

Well, there was only one thing to do. ‘Heeelllpppp!’ I screamed. ‘Helpp! Hellllpp! Hellppppp!’

Miss Snagglethorpe sighed. ‘I wish you hadn’t done that, dear,’ she said. ‘Now I’m going to have to gag you.’

Her remaining arm rummaged in the drawer again. I kept on screaming. And then I stopped, because it’s hard to scream and think too, especially when, behind you, there’s a shelf of books trying to suck away your essence.

I had to think. I had to plan. There had to be something I could do.

Maybe I could bite her when she put on my gag. I shuddered. As Mum is always telling me and Mark, you should never ever eat meat that isn’t absolutely fresh. I suspected Miss Snagglethorpe wasn’t fresh at all.

‘Ah, I knew I had one somewhere.’ Miss Snagglethorpe held up a long silk scarf the colour of overdone roast lamb. Thomp, thomp, thomp, went her big grey shoes as she trudged over to me. A fly buzzed, fascinated, around her ear.

Why hadn’t I listened to Bruce? I thought desperately. Just because he’s a boy—and a frog—it doesn’t mean he’s always wrong…

‘Just sit still, if you will, dear,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe politely. ‘It’s just a little difficult to do this with one arm…’

Suddenly, deep in my brain, I heard the whisper of a plan. Maybe…maybe…

‘Yes, Miss Snagglethorpe,’ I said obediently.

Miss Snagglethorpe beamed at me. ‘Such a good girl,’ she crooned. ‘If only all library monitors were like you.’ She reached over me with the scarf and…

Whamp! I kicked with both legs as hard as I could.

‘Ahhhhhkkkk!’ screamed Miss Snagglethorpe, as one of her legs shot out from under her. And when I say shot out from under her, I mean, it shot right across the library, about three metres away from Miss Snagglethorpe. She tried frantically to balance on one leg, then went down, whump!, in front of me.

Miss Snagglethorpe gazed up at me from the floor. ‘Now look what you’ve done!’ she said crossly.

‘You come near me and I’ll go for your other leg!’ I threatened. ‘Helllppp!’ I shrieked, as loudly as I could.

Miss Snagglethorpe dragged herself over to a bookshelf, and levered herself up onto one leg (the other one was jammed under ‘Non-fiction E-G’).

‘A missing leg will be a little difficult to explain tomorrow morning,’ said Miss Snagglethorpe. ‘But I’ll manage. All I need is a pot of good, strong glue. I’m sure I can manage you too, dear.’ She hopped towards me purposefully.

Suddenly, I had another idea. I rolled my chair over, then pushed myself up to my knees. With a bit of struggle, I could just stand up, sort of bent over, with the chair poking out behind me.

‘Arrrrrrrrr—Hi!’ I screamed, just like that bloke does in those kung fu movies (TV can be really educational). I turned around so that the chair was facing Miss Snagglethorpe, then I belted it into her as hard as I could.

Then I reversed and rammed it into the bookshelf—just for good measure.

Well, the books fell on one side and I fell on the other, and Miss Snagglethorpe was screaming behind me and I was yelling ‘HELLLLPPP!’ at the top of my voice…

…and that’s when Phredde and Bruce arrived.

PING! There was Phredde in turquoise shorts and a purple boob-tube. Another PING! and there was Bruce, in his normal brown and yellow frogskin.

‘Don’t panic Pru! We’ve come to save you!’ croaked Bruce.

‘Huh!’ I panted. ‘I don’t need saving! I’ve saved myself!’

Phredde blinked, then settled herself on the top shelf of ‘Computer Science W-Z’. She gazed around the room.

‘If you’ve already saved yourself, how come you’re tied up to a chair in a locked library with a librarian spread-eagled on the floor?’ She looked at Miss Snagglethorpe critically. ‘Well, most of a librarian anyway. Where’s her leg?’

‘It’s by “Non-fiction E-G”, where I kicked it,’ I said. ‘And she’s not a librarian at all. She’s a zombie.’

‘I’ve never met a zombie before,’ said Bruce interestedly. ‘Where’s her arm?’

‘I don’t know. Her arm isn’t anything to do with me. She lost that before I got here. Phredde, okay, I admit I could do with a little help. Just untie me, okay? How did you know I was here anyway?’

‘I came over to ask you to my birthday party,’ explained Bruce. ‘And your mum said you were over at Phredde’s.’

‘But when he came over to our place I said I hadn’t seen you,’ added Phredde. ‘So we got worried.’

‘And I thought: what’s the most suspicious place around? And then I thought; the library and Miss Snagglethorpe! So we PING!ed over here first,’ concluded Bruce.

Well, that was about the end of that. One PING! and I was free. Another PING! and Miss Snagglethorpe was tied up instead of me—most of her anyway. (We didn’t bother with her leg. It didn’t look like it would be going anywhere by itself.) A third PING! and a couple of police arrived between ‘Hobbies A-L’ and ‘Natural History M-Q’. A fourth PING! and Mrs Allen was there, looking just a little stressed, plus a bottle of lemonade, a plate of lamingtons, a few slices of watermelon and some frozen bananas dipped in melted chocolate, peanuts and a bowl of frozen grapes—because, as Mrs Olsen told us last term, it’s good to have something sweet when you’ve had a shock and I reckon being attacked by a zombie librarian qualifies as a shock.

So, that was the end of Miss Snagglethorpe. Well, not quite the end. As soon as she was separated from the vampire books she became quite normal—well, normal for a zombie, anyway—and really ashamed of what she’d done.

It turns out that she really was a librarian. She’s quite happy now, looking after the library in the Centre for Delinquent Zombies.

I did wonder how long zombies live—well, sort of live (you know what I mean) but when I thought about it, I decided I didn’t really want to know.

And as for Miss Snagglethorpe’s ‘pet’ books…well, Bruce suggested we burn them. But when Miss Richards arrived back, she said, ‘What? Burn books? Never!’

But anyway, it turned out alright, because it seems that if you feed the books a few bones every lunchtime, they’re quite satisfied. In fact, I think they like bones even better than human minds. (The books haven’t let anyone read them yet, but Miss Richards says they just need a little time.)

Actually, it is a bit disturbing if you’re in the library at lunchtime and trying to concentrate, and the books are going, crunch, crunch, crunch, burp! behind you all the time. Now that Miss Richards has finished her ancient Tongan martial arts course, she’s quite capable of keeping the books in line if they get a bit stroppy.

Of course, Bruce said it all just goes to show that you can’t trust books…unless they happen to be about slugs, caterpillars or rare breeds of frog. But, as I told him, he doesn’t know what he’s missing.

Anyway, as library monitor, it’s my job to feed the books every Monday and Friday. I suppose I’ve forgiven them. Almost. And it’s just coincidence that the books seem to get indigestion on Monday and Friday afternoons. Me, squirt chilli and detergent, with just a touch of kitty litter, into the book food? Me?

And that’s about all that happened for absolutely ages (except for the incident with the giant squid and the pair of polar bears during Zoology) until Bruce’s birthday party.





Saturday Night Werewolf

It was an ordinary day at our castle.

Mum was working on her latest crossword, muttering ‘Smelly, stinky, begins with “f”, second letter “e”…’ and absently taking gulps of coffee to help her along. I was finishing up my breakfast (watermelon and ginger icecream, the magic kind that’s just as good for you as cereal).

Dad had just finished grooming his giant sloth.

Dad loves anything South American. Well, he used to anyway. Now that I’ve given him a jaguar, the piranhas and the giant sloth (I called her Dribbles, because that’s what she mostly does) he doesn’t seem as fascinated any more. I suppose when you’ve got the real thing, seeing it on TV isn’t the same.

‘Turn that thing off at once!’ he shrieked the last time The Wonders of the South American Rainforest flashed up on the screen.

‘But Dad!’ I protested. ‘You love anything South American!’

‘Me? No! I’ve gone right off it,’ Dad assured me earnestly.

‘You’re sure?’ I asked, dubiously.

‘Trust me,’ said Dad.

I looked at him speculatively. ‘How do you feel about Antarctica?’ I asked him.

Dad looked at me suspiciously. ‘There aren’t any jaguars in Antarctica are there?’

‘No, Dad.’ I said.

‘Or piranhas or giant sloths?’

‘No, Dad,’ I promised him. ‘Just penguins and krill and stuff like that.’

Dad looked relieved. ‘Well, now you mention it Prudence, I really am very interested in Antarctica. A few small fluffy penguins sound like a lovely idea. Or some nice little krill. Just what our moat needs.’

‘Sure thing, Dad,’ I said. You don’t have to hit me on the knee with a baseball bat for me to take a hint.

Of course, I’m not really going to get Dad a dozen dumb penguins or a few tonnes of krill for his birthday. For one thing, the piranhas in the moat would eat them. (If it takes a school of piranhas ten minutes to skeletonise a cow, I wonder how long it takes them to eat a penguin? Now THAT’s the sort of maths problem they ought to give us at school!) And anyway, I think presents should be a surprise. You should have SEEN Dad’s face when I gave him Dribbles!

‘Surprised, Dad?’ I’d asked him.

And he muttered, ‘Er…yes, Pru. You could say that. Stunned might be a better word.’

Maybe Dad would like a polar bear—even if they do come from the Arctic rather than the Antarctic. Both are icy places, after all…He could keep the bear in his bathroom—after Phredde PINGS! the bathroom a bit bigger and puts in some really good giant icebergs, of course.

Anyway, Dribbles is a great-looking sloth—well, as much as a long, fat, hairy thing that slobbers all the time can be great looking. But she does need a lot of grooming.

Apart from that, she isn’t any trouble at all, except for wiping up her slobber. I mean, sloths don’t really do much. I suppose that’s why they’re called sloths.

All Dribbles does is lie on the shelf in the kitchen where Mum used to keep her cookbooks (until they got too soggy—I suppose Dribbles thinks the shelf is a tree branch) and slobbers gently into the bucket Mum put underneath her after Gark complained that Dribbles had flooded the kitchen a couple of times. Of course, sometimes she does move a bit, so the slobber misses the bucket but, like I said, apart from that she’s no trouble at all!

Anyway, Dribbles was dribbling, I was munching, Mum was crosswording and Dad was sort of sighing in the way he does a lot lately, when Mark said happily, ‘It’s full moon tonight!’

Mum looked up from her crossword. ‘Does that mean you’re going out?’ she asked hopefully.

Last time it was full moon and Mark changed into a werewolf, he had a bunch of his mates over. What with all the tail-sniffing, lifting their legs on Mum’s geraniums, howling on the battlements till 2 a.m., burying their bones under Mum’s roses AND the smell in the Great Hall where someone did SOMETHING on the carpet that it’s not polite to mention…well, I could see why Mum was hoping they’d all go to some other werewolf’s place tonight.

Mark refilled his bowl with muesli. ‘Yeah, we’re all going over to Pete’s place,’ he said.

‘Are Pete’s parents werewolves too?’ I asked.

Before Mark had started growing the all-over type of whiskers every full moon, I’d thought that a person had to have werewolf parents to be a werewolf. But, as it turns out, being a werewolf can be passed down from a different part of the family tree altogether. (We studied all about it in Science last year.)

‘Yeah,’ said Mark, still wolfing down the muesli, except not literally of course, because he wouldn’t turn into a wolf till the moon rose tonight.

‘They’ve got this really cool house. Doggy flaps in every door so you don’t have to bother with the handles, and every month Pete’s dad orders a whole truckload of bones and buries them down the backyard so that they’ll be really ripe and stinking by the time the full moon comes round. I mean, it’s really cool.’

‘Yuk,’ I said.

Mark gave me a condescending big-brother-to-little-sister look. ‘You just don’t understand about werewolfing,’ he said. ‘And you know the really best thing about Pete’s place?’

‘What?’ I asked cautiously.

‘The people next door have just bought a pair of corgi puppies!’

‘Oh, how sweet,’ said Mum. ‘You’re going to let the little corgis play with you and share your bones.’

Mark grinned. ‘No way. They’re going to be dessert!’

‘Mark!’ shrieked Mum. ‘You wouldn’t!’

Mark gathered up his empty bowl and patted her head on the way out to the kitchen. ‘Just joking, Mum,’ he said.

Huh. I wasn’t so sure. Brothers!



Anyway, on Saturday afternoon I did my homework so that I’d be free to go out on my pirate ship with Phredde on Sunday. Then I helped Mum plump up the cushions in the living room and put out little bowls of peanuts, rice crackers and dog biscuits on the coffee table because Great Uncle Ron was coming over for dinner.

Uncle Ron often comes over to our place—especially during the full moon, when he is due to turn into a werewolf. Wolves like company, and I think Uncle Ron has been a bit lonely since his wife died.

Uncle Ron’s son, my cousin Jason, is a werewolf too, but unlike Uncle Ron, he’s keen on seeing how many lamp poles he can lift his leg on, and chasing cars, and all the other stuff that young werewolves are interested in.

So, Uncle Ron would come over to our place and we’d have dinner. Then, when the moon rose, he’d turn into a werewolf and Mum would scratch behind his ears while we watched one of these old black and white videos that Mum, Dad and Uncle Ron like so much (though it beats me why leaving all the colour out of a movie makes it so special). Then Mum and Dad would have a cup of something while Uncle Ron crunched a few bones out on the terrace. After that, Dad would clip on Uncle Ron’s leash (just in case anyone got a bit nervous at seeing a giant grey wolf on the prowl) and walk him home.

Just a nice, normal, family evening.

For once, though, I wasn’t going to have to sit through a whole Saturday night in black and white, with peanuts and dog biscuits, because it was Bruce’s birthday party.

‘Just tell me again where this party is supposed to be,’ declared Mum, fishing one of Mark’s bones out from under the sofa.

‘It’s on this really cool, totally giant lily pond in the garden of Bruce’s castle,’ I told her for the ten thousandth time.

‘But won’t the lilies collapse under your weight?’ demanded Mum worriedly.

‘No, Mum,’ I said patiently. ‘They’re magic waterlilies.’

‘And his parents will be there all the time?’

‘No, Mum! That’s the whole point!’

‘But what if—’ began Mum.

‘It’ll all be magically protected!’ I interrupted, before Mum could start imagining stuff, like: what if a mob of psychopathic axe murderers crashes the party, or what if there’s an earthquake and we’re all swallowed up into a hole in the ground—you know the sort of stuff mothers go on about. ‘It’s a magic castle for Pete’s sake! What can happen to us in a magic castle?’

Luckily, before Mum could come up with a hundred things that might happen, the phone rang. Mum answered it.

‘Hello?’ she said. ‘It’s Uncle Ron,’ she said to me with her hand over the mouthpiece. ‘Ron, how are you?’

There was a pause while she listened, and then she said, ‘Oh, what a pity Prudence won’t be here tonight. I’m sure she’d have loved to meet him…’

Another pause, while I made frantic gestures that meant, ‘Hey, consult me, would you, before you say I’d like to meet someone!’ and Mum made, ‘Go away, I’m talking!’ gestures back.

Then Mum said, ‘She’s going to a birthday party. Look, how about she takes little Tobias with her? I’m sure Prudence won’t mind…’

My gestures were so frantic now that I was about to become airborne, but, of course, Mum took no notice whatsoever.

‘No, I’m sure they won’t mind that he’s a werewolf,’ said Mum carelessly. ‘In fact, the boy who’s having the party is a frog—well, actually, he’s a phaery prince who’s turned himself into a frog—so they quite understand about things like that. See you soon, then.’

‘Mum!!!!’ I shrieked as she put the phone down.

‘Now, don’t you take that tone with me, Prudence,’ said Mum. ‘Or you won’t be going to this party at all.’

‘But Mum!’ I howled.

‘Uncle Ron’s wife’s grand-nephew Tobias is staying with him for a few days. Tobias is just a few years younger than you and doesn’t know anyone here. Surely, taking him to the party is not too much to ask.’

‘But Mum, he’s a werewolf!’

‘Your own brother is a werewolf, Prudence!’ said Mum sharply.

‘But Mum, phaeries are a…a bit nervous of werewolves!’

‘Sheer prejudice,’ said Mum, as if she hadn’t been nervous of werewolves too before she found out her son was one.

‘It’s not prejudice at all! It’s big sharp teeth and…’

‘That will be all, Prudence!’ declared Mum.

Well, I know what that tone of voice meant. So, I went off to get changed.



Well, anyway, come five o’clock, there I was, waiting on our castle drawbridge for Phredde and her mum, the Phaery Splendifera, to come and pick me up on their magic carpet. (I could have just gone on the bus, of course, but it’s more fun to arrive at a party with a friend, and the Phaery Splendifera said it’s much easier to find a magic castle if you travel there on a magic carpet. Also, a magic carpet is way cooler than a bus, especially the way the Phaery Splendifera flies it.)

‘Have you got your hanky?’ demanded Mum.

‘Yes, Mum,’ I said.

‘And you won’t let anyone else give you a lift home?’

‘No, Mum,’ I said. (Did she really think that if this crazy guy with a chainsaw whispered, ‘Hey, little girl, would you like a lift home?’ I was going to say, ‘Yes, please!’?)

‘And you won’t…geeeeaaawwwwphhhhh,’ shrieked Mum, holding onto the castle gates in an effort not to be blown away by the wave of displaced air that arrived ahead of the Phaery Splendifera’s magic carpet.

‘Hi, everyone!’ yelled the Phaery Splendifera.

‘Grawwwfffff,’ said Mum, trying to straighten her head.

‘Sorry about that! I miscalculated the landing!’ called the Phaery Splendifera. ‘Hop aboard, Prudence!’

‘Hi, Phredde,’ I said, seating myself next to her. ‘I like your skirt!’

As a matter of fact, this was the first time I had ever seen Phredde wear a skirt voluntarily. It was a really great one—golden leather with fang marks on it.

‘It’s gryphon skin,’ muttered Phredde. ‘Mum had a fit. She says I’m too young to wear leather.’

I wrinkled my nose at her sympathetically. ‘Mothers!’ I whispered.

‘Yeah,’ Phredde whispered back.

‘And we’ll have her home by eleven!’ promised the Phaery Splendifera. ‘Now, girls, hold tight!’

Well, I’d been on a magic carpet with the Phaery Splendifera before, so believe me, I was already hanging on so tightly that my knuckles were white. (Someone should really invent seat belts for magic carpets!)

Then we were off.

‘Whoooppeee!’ sang the Phaery Splendifera as we roared down our driveway.

‘Mum, look out for the electric wires!’ shrieked Phredde.

‘There’s no need to yell, Ethereal, I can see them perfectly well…ooops, sorry about that,’ yelled the Phaery Splendifera. ‘I didn’t see that stroller…I’d better reverse and see if that baby’s alright.’

Whap zam whooosh and back we went, zapping over a bicyclist and this kid on a skateboard. (There was no need AT ALL for him to make that gesture at us! We hardly touched him.)

The Phaery Splendifera peered over the edge of the carpet at the baby in its stroller.

‘Bufferfly! Big bufferfly!’ yelled the baby, pointing up at us.

‘Dumb kid,’ muttered Phredde.

‘Glooop,’ said the kid’s mum. She looked kind of white.

‘Sorry about that!’ beamed the Phaery Splendifera, ‘Glad there’s no harm done! We’ll just be on our way…’

‘Hey look at that enormous dog over there!’ said Phredde suddenly. ‘It looks just like a wolf!’

I followed Phredde’s gaze. She was right. The dog was almost as big as Uncle Ron, with golden-brown fur and a long wolf-like muzzle. It was peering at us, but then so was everyone else in the street, as if they’d never seen a couple of phaeries (and me, of course) on a magic carpet before.

‘I almost forgot!’ I yelled. ‘That’ll be my sort-of-cousin, Tobias!’

‘Who’s Tobias?’ asked Phredde.

‘He’s my Great Uncle Ron’s wife’s grand-nephew. He’s a werewolf,’ I explained. ‘And Mum wanted me to take him to the party with us tonight!’ I finished.

‘Well, of course he must come to the party,’ said the Phaery Splendifera, looking a bit nervously at the wolf. ‘He’s…er…he’s a very big werewolf isn’t he?’

I nodded. ‘But I’m sure he’s quite safe,’ I assured her. ‘I mean, as Uncle Ron says, a good bloke makes a good werewolf. Hey, Tobias! Over here!’

The wolf blinked at us.

‘I’m Prudence!’ I yelled. ‘Come on! We’re going to the party!’

The wolf seemed to make up its mind. It trotted across the road, then leapt up onto the carpet beside me and sat down on its haunches.

‘Hi, Tobias,’ I said. ‘This is my best friend Phredde, and this is her mother the Phaery Splendifera.’

‘Hi, Tobias,’ said Phredde, inching behind me just a bit.

‘Glad to meet you, Tobias,’ said the Phaery Splendifera. ‘Er…let’s get to the party really quickly, shall we?’

‘Woof,’ said sort-of-cousin Tobias.

I sighed. ‘Just ignore him,’ I said. ‘My brother Mark does this sometimes when he’s a werewolf, too. Just refuses to speak English…’

‘Grrrowfff,’ sort-of-cousin Tobias said, with a great gust of dog’s breath, as he lay down beside me.

‘Hang on!’ yelled the Phaery Splendifera, accelerating again.

Sort-of-cousin Tobias howled.



Well, I’ve never got anywhere so quickly since the last time the Phaery Splendifera broke the sound barrier. One second, we were there in the middle of the footpath, and the next, zap woooshh poweee, we were at Bruce’s lily pond.

It was great.

The lily pond was about as big as our school hall, with all these giant, round lily leaves (naturally), enormous pink and white waterlily flowers and this really cool magic lighting, so it looked almost as bright as day, even though it was starting to get dark. There was also the coolest looking rock band I’ve ever seen—all wearing gorilla suits. Maybe they really were gorillas, come to think of it, as this was an enchanted lily pond.

Our entire class was there, dancing on the lily pads—which looked quite firm, so there was no need for Mum to stress about drowning at all. In the middle of it all, Bruce was leaping about, croaking and generally frogging around.

I told you, it was great.

‘Bye, Mum!’ yelled Phredde, hopping off the magic carpet.

‘Thank you for the lift,’ I said politely, sliding off too.

‘Woof,’ said sort-of-cousin Tobias as he followed me, just as Bruce leapt up to greet us.

‘Hi!’ he croaked happily.

‘Happy birthday!’ I shrieked above the noise.

‘Happy birthday!’ yelled Phredde.

‘Thanks,’ croaked Bruce. He glanced suspiciously at Tobias.

‘Er…this is my sort-of-cousin, Tobias,’ I said. ‘Mum…er…suggested he come.’ I gave Bruce a look that said ‘Well, you know what mums are like’.

Bruce gave me a sympathetic look back. ‘Sure. Welcome!’ he said to sort-of-cousin Tobias, then hopped just a little bit further away from Tobias’s fangs. ‘Er…feel free to join in the dancing! He’s very…big isn’t he?’ he whispered to me.

‘Poor kid probably had an early growth spurt,’ I whispered back. ‘You know, like that really tall kid in Year Three.’

‘Er, I suppose so,’ whispered Bruce. He looked at sort-of-cousin Tobias a bit dubiously.

‘Woof!’ said sort-of-cousin Tobias, gazing at the dancers with interest. He scratched his ear with his back leg for a moment, then leapt out onto a lily pad and was lost amongst the dancers.

‘Sorry about that,’ I said to Bruce. ‘Here. Happy birthday.’ I handed him his present.

‘Wow thanks!’ said Bruce, grasping it in his damp, froggy, finger pads. He pulled at the wrapping paper. ‘Hey, thanks!’ he added as he saw what it was.

‘I made them myself,’ I said.

‘Great!’ said Bruce.

‘They’re chocolate-coated,’ I pointed out.

‘I can see,’ said Bruce.

‘I spent days catching them,’ I added. ‘And Mum helped me to roll them in melted chocolate.’

Bruce glanced down at his jar of chocolate-coated caterpillars. ‘It’s a really great present.’

‘And this is from me,’ said Phredde handing it to him. ‘It’s a book about mosquitoes.’

‘Yum!’ said Bruce. ‘My favourite snack food. Got any recipes in it?’ He lowered his voice. ‘Hey, you know what Amelia gave me?’

We shook our heads.

‘A pair of socks!’

‘Yuk!’ said Phredde, fluttering her wings smugly. ‘Who ever heard of a frog wearing socks? How stupid can you get?’ She gazed over at the musicians and her wings started beating in time to the music. ‘Come on, Pru!’ she said. ‘Let’s dance!’

Well, it was great. If you’ve never tried dancing on giant waterlilies that are floating in a magic frog pond, you should have a go! The lily pads sort of bounce up and down, not quite at the same time as you do (undulating, I think it’s called), and it’s really cool leaping from leaf to leaf, and even cooler when someone misses a leaf and falls in. Except, of course, as it was a magic pond, no one fell in very far, and they were dry as soon as we’d hauled them out again. (Like I told Mum, it was perfectly safe).

And there was Bruce, leaping around, sometimes on this lily pad and sometimes on that one, and there were the musicians, playing as fast as their furry arms could manage, and there was sort-of-cousin Tobias…

‘You know!’ I yelled to Phredde over the noise of the music. ‘Cousin Tobias doesn’t seem to be joining in at all! He’s just sitting on his haunches with his tongue hanging out, staring at people!’

Phredde finished a complicated move that involved a free-fall double somersault with a final, wild zoom upwards. She gazed at sort-of-cousin Tobias. ‘He looks hungry,’ she decided.

‘Well, we’re going to have dinner soon,’ I said.

‘That wasn’t the sort of hungry I meant,’ said Phredde, perching on my shoulder and staring over at Tobias thoughtfully. ‘Look at him! He’s gazing at Amelia like she’s a hamburger with extra cheese and beetroot.’

I followed her gaze. ‘So what if he’s drooling a little?’ I said defensively. ‘He probably just wants to ask her to dance.’

‘Amelia!’ hooted Phredde.

‘Well, maybe he likes smug know-it-alls,’ I said. ‘You’re just prejudiced against werewolves.’

‘What’s there to be prejudiced about? They’ve got long fangs, bad breath and eat small creatures like phaeries.’

‘Werewolves don’t eat phaeries!’ I declared.

‘Only because we’re too fast for them,’ stated Phredde, glancing over at sort-of-cousin Tobias again.

‘Why bother flying away?’ I said. ‘You can just PING! them if they threaten you, can’t you?’

Phredde shook her head. ‘Magic doesn’t work on werewolves. Not during a full moon, anyway. A full moon itself is sort of magic, which counteracts the spell…’ she wrinkled her nose. ‘It’s complicated. You wouldn’t understand it.’

Phredde always says that when I ask any questions about magic. It makes me want to strangle her sometimes.

But she’s my best friend, and I didn’t want to quarrel with her—not tonight anyway—so I just said, ‘Huh!’ and then, to distract her, I said: ‘Hey look! There’s the food!’

It was a pretty good distraction. This great long table had appeared like magic—well, okay, it was magic—along the edge of the lily pond.

The table was covered in a long, white tablecloth, but you could hardly see it, there was so much food on it. Plates of pizza at one end and on the other end, everything you could ever want on a hamburger—tomato, cheese, onion rings, four kinds of sauce, beetroot, pickles, sour cream, lettuce, coleslaw, pickled nightingale’s tongues, four kinds of buns, beef patties, grated carrot, fried moths, singed sausages, lentil burgers, gryphon burgers, chicken patties—you could add whatever you wanted.

And in the middle, there were about 10 000 different sorts of icecream, all kept magically cold, plus every sort of fruit I’d ever heard of, and a lot I hadn’t but couldn’t wait to get my teeth into and…

‘Er, Bruce?’ I said, examining the coleslaw carefully.

‘Mmmm?’ said Bruce, busily assembling a hamburger.

‘How much of this stuff has got flies and mosquitoes as an extra ingredient?’

‘None,’ said Bruce, adding sour cream and barbecue sauce to his hamburger.

‘What about caterpillars?’

‘Nope.’

‘Beetles?’

‘Nope.’

‘Fresh or dried maggots?’

‘Nope,’ said Bruce. He lifted up the tablecloth and there was a whole bucket of flies and…well, at that stage I decided I didn’t want to look closer.

‘I just add my own,’ said Bruce, shooting his tongue down into the bucket and bringing up a tongueful of…well, you don’t want to know either, but at least it was covered quickly by the bun of the hamburger. ‘I promise, everything on top of the table is creepy-crawly free. Except the fried moths. But really, they just taste sort of nutty.’

‘Yeah, nuts to them,’ I muttered. I grabbed a plate and started assembling, keeping well clear of the moth section. (The plate was magic too, which meant I could fit as much on it as I liked.)

I was up to my twelfth scoop of icecream (passionfruit and rose flavoured) and wondering whether I’d rather have tomato and eggplant pizza or prawn and pineapple, or maybe both, and some black olive and pickled onion pizza too, when someone bumped my arm.

‘Opps!’ I said, grabbing at a few slices of watermelon that were headed groundwards.

‘Sorry,’ sang out Amelia, not sounding sorry at all. She smiled at me smugly. ‘Look who I’ve met!’

I looked down. There was sort-of-cousin Tobias, with his great hairy paws, sitting at her feet and gazing up at her and panting.

Phredde was right, I thought uneasily. He did look a bit hungry.

‘I bet he’s a handsome prince in disguise,’ declared Amelia. ‘Just like Bruce.’

‘He’s not a handsome prince at all,’ I informed her. ‘He’s my sort-of-cousin Tobias. He’s a werewolf.’

Amelia blinked. ‘But he can’t be!’ she protested.

‘Take a close look at him Amelia,’ I advised. ‘See? Long fangs. Doggy drool. Perky ears. Hairy coat. Fleas. Doesn’t that sound a bit like a werewolf to you?’

‘But…’ said Amelia. She shook her head. ‘Prudence, he just CAN’T be a werewolf. Look up at the sky!’

‘Why should I? Alright then, ALRIGHT!’ I said, just to settle the whole thing. I squinted up into the sky.

‘Now what can you see?’

Black sky…starlight…a few moths (fresh and unfried) carefully keeping out of reach of Bruce’s tongue.

‘I can’t see anything,’ I told her. ‘Just a few stars.’

‘See!’ said Amelia.

‘See what? I don’t under…oh!’ I said, as the light finally dawned in my head. ‘Oh!! Oh—oh…’

It wasn’t what I could see up in the sky that was important. It was what I couldn’t…

‘The moon hasn’t risen yet…’ I said slowly.

‘Yep,’ said Amelia.

‘And werewolves don’t change into wolves till the moon has risen.’

‘Nope,’ said Amelia.

‘Which means that sort-of-cousin Tobias isn’t…’

‘Woof,’ said sort-of-cousin Tobias. Except he wasn’t was he?

‘Er…does that mean he’s a real wolf?’ I stuttered. ‘But…but he can’t be! Real wolves don’t go running around the suburbs!’

That’s when the moon started to rise. The glow in the east grew brighter, then suddenly a wide, goldorange rind appeared above the horizon. It grew bigger and bigger.

And sort-of-cousin Tobias—except he wasn’t cousin Tobias at all—began to change.

He sat up straighter. And straighter.

His nose grew shorter. His head grew longer.

He began to stretch and stretch, and his fur began to fade.

Sort-of-cousin Tobias stood up on his long human legs and stretched his arms. ‘Grrrfffffff,’ he rumbled, in the longest, meanest growl I’ve ever heard.

‘He’s…he’s…’ I stuttered.

‘He’s a reverse werewolf!’ shouted Bruce, leaping onto the table in alarm, scattering tuna and potato pizza all over the place.

‘And he’s…and he’s…’

‘He’s naked!’ shrieked Amelia.

‘For goodness sake don’t worry about that!’ I cried. ‘Look at his eyes!’

‘Look at his fangs!’ shrieked Phredde, fluttering up as far out of his reach as she could.

‘Look at his—’ began Amelia until Bruce interrupted her.

‘Stand back everyone!’ he ordered. ‘Stand back!’

Well, he didn’t have to tell us twice. I mean this was one mean-looking wereman. I suddenly remembered Mrs Olsen telling us last term about how humans are the nastiest species on this planet. Well, sort-of-cousin Tobias—or whoever he was—looked like he combined all the meanest bits of human and all the fiercest bits of wolf.

‘Grrrrooooowwwwwwlllll!’ rumbled sort-of-cousin Tobias again, showing his long, yellow, gleaming fangs. His golden eyes gleamed in the magic lamplight. He raised his paws and leapt!

Phredde zoomed even further upwards, her wings fluttering like they were electric-powered. Bruce gave a terrified ‘Croak!’ and dived into the lily pond. I leapt under the table (I managed to avoid Bruce’s bucket of food additives).

I peered out cautiously. Most of the class had escaped, and were huddling together at the far end of the lily pond, with the lily pads shuddering in sympathy under them. There was no sign of Phredde or Bruce. But there was sort-of-cousin Tobias, grinning down at me evilly. And in his arms he held…

‘He’s got Amelia!’ I shrieked.

‘Hellllp!!!!!’ hollered Amelia. ‘Helllppp, hellppp, helllpppppp!’

Phredde fluttered cautiously down towards me. ‘What should we do?’ she whispered.

‘I don’t know! Can’t you magic him or something?’

‘But I can’t magic werewolves! Or reverse werewolves either! Not at full moon! I told you!’

‘But we’ve got to do something!’ I yelled above the noise of Amelia’s screeching.

‘Why?’ said Phredde reasonably. ‘It’s not as though we like her or anything.’

‘Phredde!’ I hissed.

‘Alright, alright,’ grumbled Phredde. ‘I was only joking. Shut up Amelia!’ she yelled. ‘How can we concentrate on rescuing you if you keep screaming! How about we take him by surprise!’ she said to me. ‘I’ll kick him in the eyeball and you tackle him around the knees…’

‘And I’ll jump SPLATT! onto his back, all cold and clammy, and maybe he’ll drop her,’ put in Bruce, peering out from under a lily pad.

I glanced over at the rest of the class. They were still as far away as possible, shivering in fear. It looked like the rescue was up to us.

‘Well…okay…’ I said hesitantly. ‘When I say “three!” okay? One, two, three!’

Phredde zoomed, Bruce leapt and I dived into the football tackle that Mark had once shown me (brothers are useful sometimes).

Wham! went Phredde’s foot in sort-of-cousin Tobias’s eye.

Splatt! went Bruce onto his back.

Whump!! went my arms around his legs.

‘Arrrrrrrrrkkkkkkk!’ shrieked Amelia as sort-of-cousin Tobias dropped her onto the ground.

For a moment, I thought we had him, then whack! Sort-of-cousin Tobias had kicked me back under the table. Gloop! He’d plucked Bruce off his back and thrown him back into the lily pond. Wham! Bang! Biff! He tried to punch Phredde out of the air, except she was too quick for him and rocketed out of the way.

‘Heeeelllp meeeee!’ screamed Amelia as he slung her back over his shoulder.

‘Grrrrooowwwwlllll!’ snarled sort-of-cousin Tobias, staring around and baring his fangs at us, as though daring us to come any closer.

And that’s when it happened.

All at once, there was a small, brown streak way over the other side of the lily pond. It grew closer, closer, closer…

‘It’s another werewolf!’ shrieked Phredde from somewhere up towards Mars.

‘A real one!’ I added from under the tablecloth.

‘Just what we need,’ groaned Bruce from the lily pond.

The new werewolf paid no attention. It leapt from lily pad to lily pad towards us, growling under its breath. Then it was launching itself at sort-of-cousin Tobias, snapping at his throat.

Well, after that, it was all over very quickly. Sort-of-cousin Tobias—or whoever he was—screamed. He dropped Amelia and made a grab for the werewolf, who bit his ankle. Sort-of-cousin Tobias shrieked again and crumpled to the ground.

‘Tie him up someone!’ yelled the werewolf, but it was sort of muffled because his fangs were around his enemy’s throat again.

I looked around for a rope but there wasn’t one. Then suddenly PING! there was one in my hand (apparently Phredde could magic rope at full moon, just not werewolves). I crawled out and looped it around sort-of-cousin Tobias’s feet and pulled it tight, and then around his arms, then I strung them both together just like the hero did in that great movie I saw last Saturday. Then I shoved a few fried moths into his mouth, just in case he felt like a snack, and gagged him with a bit of tablecloth.

Well, by this time Phredde had descended and was perched on the table between the pizza and the caramel icecream with pecan brittle, Bruce had hopped out of the lily pond, and the rest of the class were all crowded around trying to peer over each other’s shoulders to see what was going on. Even Amelia had stopped screaming and was just snuffling against a leg of the table.

‘Wow!’ I said to the werewolf. ‘That was some rescue!’

‘Think nothing of it,’ said the werewolf modestly. ‘I’m your sort-of-cousin Tobias, by the way. You must be Prudence.’

‘Er, hi,’ I said. I wondered if I should try to explain the mix up to him, but then decided not to bother. ‘Er…how did you get here?’

‘Uncle Ron took longer mowing the lawn than he thought he would,’ explained the real sort-of-cousin Tobias. ‘So we were late getting to your place. Your mum gave the Phaery Splendifera a ring and she PING!ed me over here…’

‘Just in time too,’ croaked Bruce.

‘My hero!’ breathed Amelia from the table leg, but luckily no one heard her except me. How embarrassing can you get? I mean, that’s no way to thank someone who’s just saved you from a wereman.

Anyway, Bruce’s parents turned up about then (I suppose they finally noticed all the commotion). They helped us haul the wereman down into the castle dungeons, where he would stay until they worked out what they were going to do with him.

Then we all had supper and went back to dancing. Like I said, it was a really cool party, and the real sort-of-cousin Tobias had a really great time, which is what he deserved after defeating the wereman. (Although, he did keep well away from Amelia. Maybe he HAD heard what she’d said back there.)

Actually, Amelia seemed a bit shaken by it all—she hardly said anything the rest of the night. But Phredde and I reckoned that was an improvement.

‘Did you have a good time?’ Mum asked later that night, as I dragged myself off to bed.

‘Really great, Mum,’ I said.

‘And there weren’t any problems with the lily pond?’

‘Of course not, Mum,’ I said. ‘I told you it was perfectly safe.’

And I wasn’t lying, was I? It wasn’t the lily pond that was the problem…After all, there are just some things it’s better for mothers not to know.

Anyway, Mum has asked the real sort-of-cousin Tobias if he’d like to stay with us during the next school holidays, which is okay by me, because even if he is a bit younger than me and Phredde and Bruce, he’s pretty cool for a little kid. I mean, even Phredde has to admit that someone who knows how to go for the jugular like that can be a pretty handy wolf to have around.

Oh, as for the wereman, Bruce’s parents decided to send him to dog-obedience classes, plus charm school during the full moon. He’s much better-behaved now, and he has learnt to bring the newspaper inside in the morning, and how to heel and all sorts of useful things.

Of course, Phredde still won’t admit that werewolves are just like the rest of us except for the fur and fangs and pointy ears. Phaeries can be awfully stubborn, just like that time I was kidnapped by the Tooth Phaery…

But that’s another story.





Prudence and the Tooth Phaery

‘Errrraaaaahhhhhh!’ screamed Mrs Olsen. The note from Mum dropped from her hand, and fluttered down onto the classroom floor.

‘Er…’ I said.

Mrs Olsen covered her face with her hands. ‘Oh, my dear,’ she muttered. ‘Oh, my poor dear child…’

‘But Mrs Olsen—’ I said.

‘It’s horrible. Simply horrible!’ sobbed Mrs Olsen. ‘And you’re so young too!’

‘But it’s just—’ I said.

Mrs Olsen took her hands away from her face and grasped my hands. ‘You’re being so brave about it, Prudence! So terribly brave!’

‘It’s only—’ I tried again.

‘We’ll all come with you!’ promised Mrs Olsen earnestly. ‘You shan’t face this alone, Prudence!’

‘I don’t want the whole class coming to the dentist with me!’ I protested.

‘The dentist!’ groaned Mrs Olsen. ‘That place of vile torture! Why, I remember when my Aunt Griselda had one of her fangs removed! I’ve never forgotten how…’

It suddenly occurred to me that maybe a visit to the dentist was a lot worse for a vampire than it was for a human.

‘Er…Mrs Olsen…’ I said.

‘And then we mopped up the blood and…Yes, Prudence?’ said Mrs Olsen, still kindly gripping my hand.

‘It really isn’t such a big deal going to the dentist.’

‘But…’ Mrs Olsen picked up the note from Mum in a trembling hand. ‘Your mother says you have to have a tooth out! One of your dear little fangs!’

‘Yeah, the dentist says my mouth is too crowded and if I don’t have a tooth out now the rest’ll grow all crooked.’

Actually, I thought it was a bum deal. I mean, I’ve brushed and brushed every night and every morning too, and sometimes even at lunchtime if we’ve had something sticky like pavlova with cream and passionfruit and raspberry sauce, or vanilla icecream with cracked almond toffee through it (especially if Mum nags me about it for half an hour).

I mean I don’t deserve to lose a tooth. But it was no big deal.

‘It’s no big deal,’ I assured Mrs Olsen again.

Mrs Olsen shuddered. ‘Oh, Prudence…’ she began again.

Well, it took about half an hour to get Mrs Olsen sorted out. I had just enough time to gulp my lunch with Phredde before I had to trot off to the dentist.

‘Have you ever been to the dentist?’ I asked Phredde, as I finished off my banana and cream cheese focaccia with black olives and walnuts (our butler, Gark, makes great focaccia).

Phredde considered. ‘No,’ she said. ‘But I have met the Tooth Phaery.’

‘What? Really? But I thought the Tooth Fairy—I mean Phaery—was just pretend!’

‘Of course not!’ said Phredde, surprised. ‘Whatever gave you that idea? The Tooth Phaery is…’

Beeeeeeep! Mum was on the other side of the road, hitting the car horn impatiently. So I had to run.

Anyway, that got me thinking. (There’s not much else you can do when you’re perched in a dentist’s chair waiting to get your tooth hauled out. Well, I suppose there are other things you can do, like shriek ‘Get away from me!’ or, ‘One step closer and you’ll get my foot in your mouth, buster!’ But thinking about something is actually a lot more practical.

So, there was I, thinking as hard as I could about what WASN’T happening to me, when I got this idea.

What if I tried to trap the Tooth Fairy—sorry, Phaery?

As far as I knew no one had even seen the Tooth Phaery before. Well, no one human anyway. I concentrated even harder because the dentist was doing stuff now that I really didn’t want to notice. What if I sort of borrowed Mark’s fishing net? And if I tied two bits of string around my tooth (I was really concentrating on not noticing now) and tied one bit of string to the net and the other bit of string to my finger? Then as soon as the Tooth Phaery picked up my tooth, the string would tug down the net, and the net would fall on the Tooth Phaery (just like a hunter trapping a wild tiger) and, just in case I fell asleep and missed it all, the other bit of string would tug on my finger. And then I’d get to meet the Tooth Phaery!

‘All over now,’ said the dentist, holding up my bloody fang. ‘Now, how about I wrap this up for you so you can leave it out for the Tooth Fairy?’

‘Oh, she’s much too old to believe in the Tooth Fairy,’ Mum assured him.

‘That’s Phaery, buster,’ I said to the dentist. ‘And you’d better believe it!’



Well, I won’t bore you about what I had to go through to borrow Mark’s fishing net. (Big brothers don’t understand ANYTHING. There was no reason at all for him to laugh like that, just because I said I needed it to trap the Tooth Phaery.)

But, eventually, I got the trap all fixed up, had my tomato soup and icecream for dinner (stuff that doesn’t need chewing, although actually my mouth felt pretty much okay by then), and brushed my remaining teeth, and wriggled down between the sheets, and Mum and Dad said goodnight…

…and I was ready to close my eyes and pretend to be asleep till my trap went off.

Well, that’s what I meant to do. But it had been a long day, what with school all morning, then the dentist in the afternoon. (My tongue kept exploring where my tooth used to be. Or near it anyway—I didn’t quite have the guts to probe too close.) Anyway, between one thing and another, my eyes dropped lower…and lower…and lower.

I was just about to drift gently into a dream about me, Phredde, the magic carpet and the longest beach you ever saw, when suddenly, there was a tug at my finger and a giant Crash! came from across the room.

‘Glopp!’ I said, sitting bolt upright in the darkness and trying to focus on something very large that was thrashing about in the net.

‘HeywhattheImeanhelpImeangroolff,’ said whatever it was, struggling madly as it tried to escape. ‘Get me out of here!’

I switched on the light just as there was a loud PING! and the net disappeared. ‘Hey, how did you do that?’ I demanded.

The Phaery looked at me indignantly. ‘Well, I AM a phaery!’

I stared. ‘But you can’t be the Tooth Phaery!’ I declared.

‘Why not?’ snapped the Tooth Phaery.

‘But you’re supposed to be a woman!’

The Tooth Phaery looked at me furiously. ‘Pure sex discrimination,’ he hissed. ‘Blokes have just as much right to be Tooth Phaeries as women!’

‘But…but…’ I said, still staring.

The Tooth Phaery was tall—well, tall for a phaery anyway—and very thin. He had long, drooping hair and long, drooping wings, and a headband with a fringe of long, white beads around it. His bell-bottom trousers had ruffled fringes that went from his knees to the floor, and the pockets of his shirt were fringed as well. Dangling from one shoulder was a large carry bag, which was covered with patterns of flowers made of tiny beads.

‘People are just so prejudiced,’ the Tooth Phaery went on, shaking his head so angrily that all the little white beads rattled.

‘But…but…’ I said.

‘Just because a bloke’s a…well, a bloke, they think he isn’t capable of doing the simplest things.’

‘But…but…’ I said.

‘It’s not as though it’s hard to collect teeth, is it?’ demanded the Tooth Phaery indignantly, opening his bead-encrusted shoulder bag and hauling out a length of rope.

Suddenly, I realised what I’d been looking at. ‘Those aren’t beads! They’re teeth!’

The Tooth Phaery grinned nastily. ‘Pretty, aren’t they?’ he declared proudly.

‘But…but…’ I said. ‘What are you going to do with that rope?’

The Tooth Phaery looked at me in surprise. ‘Tie you up,’ he stated.

‘What? Oh, no, you don’t!’ I said, wriggling back as fast as I could into my pillows before he could flutter any closer. But it was too late. After all, he was a phaery.

PING! my hands were tied.

PING! my legs were tied, too.

‘Helpppp!’ I shrieked. But it was no use. Another PING! and all that came out when I screamed was a tiny whisper.

‘But why? What have I done?’ I shrieked in a whisper. ‘I didn’t do anything to you! Well, except for catch you in a net,’ I admitted. ‘But I apologise! Really!’

The Tooth Phaery flashed me a smile. ‘And your apology is accepted!’ he assured me generously.

‘Then you’ll let me go?’

‘Oh, no,’ said the Tooth Phaery. ‘I didn’t tie you up just because of your little practical joke. Dear me, no.’

‘Then…then why?’ I whispered hoarsely.

The Tooth Phaery gazed at me gleefully. ‘I can’t have you going round telling everyone you’ve met the Tooth Phaery, now, can I?’ he explained sweetly.

‘But I won’t tell anyone! I promise!’

‘Not good enough,’ declared the Tooth Phaery. ‘I’d like to believe you. I really would,’ he added insincerely. ‘But I just can’t risk it.’

‘But why not? I could tell everyone what a wonderful Tooth Phaery you are, even though you’re a bloke!’

‘It’s a matter of tradition,’ stated the Tooth Phaery airily. ‘No one’s ever seen the Tooth Phaery before. Or at least, they haven’t seen me and lived to tell the tale.’

‘What?’ I shrieked. But it was too late. The world PING!ed all around me and my bedroom vanished.



It was a lovely dream.

I was on my pirate ship. The sun was shining, the seagulls were seagulling and the waves were blip, blip, blipping, as they slapped against the side of the boat.

‘Hey, Pru, do you want a snack?’ called Phredde.

‘Mmmmmm?’ I asked. It’s hard to speak clearly when you’re still asleep.

‘I said, do you want a snack…want a snack…want a snack…WANT A SNACK?’ boomed someone about a metre away from my right ear.

I opened my eyes.

‘I said, would you like a snack?’

I zapped my eyes shut as fast as possible, then opened them again—cautiously. I was still in my dressing gown. My tooth was still tied to my finger. I was still tied up. And I still wasn’t in my bedroom. And the creature was still there.

He was small and round and blobby. His wings looked melted, too. His head was a blob—it sort of merged into shoulders, which bulged into a body that finished with a pair of tiny feet. His feet were wearing silver sandals with plastic daisies glued onto the tops.

He grinned at me. His teeth were green and slimy. ‘You want a sandwich?’ he offered generously, but with a suspiciously gleeful look in his eye. ‘A nice delicious sandwich?’

‘Er…where am I?’ I groaned, trying to sit up and shove my tooth into my pocket at the same time. (There was no way I wanted the Tooth Phaery to have my tooth now.)

‘You’re at our place,’ announced the creature, taking a large jar filled with yellow and green stuff out of the fridge and shutting the door.

‘But where’s that?’

‘Oh, nowhere in particular,’ said the creature vaguely, as he set the jar down on the bench and dipped a knife into it.

‘Who are you?’

‘Me?’ The creature’s little piggy eyes gleamed at me as he spread the green and yellow stuff onto a slice of bread. ‘Oh, I’m the Snot Phaery.’

‘You’re what?’ I tried to sit up properly, but it’s not easy when you’re on a beanbag with your wrists and ankles tied.

‘The Snot Phaery,’ said the Snot Phaery matter-of-factly, flapping his blobby wings. They reminded me of something…

‘But I didn’t even know there was a Snot Phaery!’ I protested.

‘I’m not very well-known,’ said the Snot Phaery modestly. ‘But there has to be a Snot Phaery. Who do you think takes away all the goolies when you blow your nose?’

I shuddered. Now I knew what his wings reminded me of. ‘I thought the hanky sort of absorbed them,’ I said lamely.

The Snot Phaery smiled damply. ‘A likely story,’ he said, slapping another slice of bread onto the first, and cutting it into triangles.

‘But why don’t you leave money in exchange, like the Tooth Phaery?’

The Snot Phaery gave an evil little giggle. ‘Leave money for snot? Don’t be silly. Anyway, would you like a sandwich?’ Holding it out, he flapped a bit closer to me. He looked like a constipated budgie trying to stay airborne.

‘What’s on it?’ I asked, as the green and yellow stuff oozed out between the slices of bread.

‘Snot!’ cried the Snot Phaery gleefully, leaping into the air with a great thrashing of wings.

‘Glerrrrppp,’ I said, as the Snot Phaery chuckled above me. ‘You can’t EAT that stuff!’

‘Why not?’ demanded the Snot Phaery, taking a big bite. ‘Kids pick their noses all the time!’

‘But their OWN noses…’ I decided it was time to change the subject. ‘Look, you couldn’t untie me could you?’ I asked, not very hopefully.

‘No,’ panted the Snot Phaery, landing with a thunk on the fridge and taking another giant bite out of his sandwich

‘Not even if I say, pretty please with a cherry, or, I mean, a goolie, on top?’

‘No,’ said the Snot Phaery, swinging his legs happily.

‘Er…could you PING! me back to my bedroom?’

‘No,’ said the Snot Phaery, throwing his crusts onto the floor.

‘Let me make a phone call to my best friend?’

‘Definitely not,’ said the Snot Phaery.

‘What are you going to do with me, then?’ I wailed.

The Snot Phaery shrugged. (A Snot Phaery shrugging is a pretty gruesome sight, so I won’t describe it.)

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘We’re going to have a house meeting about it.’ He gave a happy little chuckle. ‘But whatever it is, I bet it’s going to be fun! For us, I mean. Not for you, of course,’ he added.

And with that, he flapped out the door.

For the first time, I had a chance to look around me without being distracted. I hauled myself somewhat upright and tried to take in my surroundings.

The room was large and tatty—stained wallpaper that might once have been striped, and ratty-looking seagrass matting on the floor. The fridge in the corner was round-shouldered and looked old. As for the other furniture, there was a long table with metal legs and a faded vinyl top, half a dozen matching chairs (all phaery-sized, of course), plus some kitchen cupboards that looked like they belonged at the dump, and three black vinyl beanbags that had spider-web cracks—they were very old beanbags, indeed.

The beanbags were the only human-sized bits of furniture in the room. No, make that four beanbags, I decided, because I was in the fourth.

I considered my position. The first priority, obviously, was to get free before either the Tooth Phaery or the Snot Phaery—or any more of the house’s inhabitants—came back.

The next priority was to escape, which was a bit difficult, given that I had no idea where I was.

Okay, I thought. First things first. Firstly, get out of the ropes, and secondly, get out of the house…

I began to wriggle my hands like a worm in a hot frying pan, but it’s not as easy as it looks in the movies to get your wrists free. I’d managed to get one rope to move a bit further down my wrist, and had decided that maybe I should work on getting my feet free first, when something white and shiny flapped into the room.

I stopped wriggling, and tried to look innocent.

If the Snot Phaery was the blobbiest Phaery I’d ever seen, this one had the biggest bum and belly. And he wore tight white satin trousers, which didn’t exactly hide the blubber.

But underneath the paunch, his legs were long and skinny, as were his arms, and his wings were the giant economy size. I suppose they needed to be big to carry him around. His shirt had white sparkling things all over it—sequins, I guessed. He looked to be about the same age as my brother, Mark, or maybe a few years older.

The vision looked at me in surprise. ‘Hello,’ he said vaguely. ‘Where did you come from? You wanna beer?’

‘I’m too young to drink beer,’ I informed him.

‘That so?’ He frowned, as though he needed to work hard on that thought. ‘Yeah, I suppose you are.’ He flapped his way over to the fridge, opened it and bent down, stretching the seams on the biggest satin-dressed bum I had ever seen.

‘Er…who are you?’ I asked him.

‘Me?’ he pulled a can of beer out of the fridge and opened it. ‘I’m the Dandruff Phaery!’ he announced proudly, scratching the bit of bare, hairy stomach that was protruding between his shirt and his trousers.

‘The Dandruff Phaery!’

‘That’s so.’ He took a long drink of white froth and burped. ‘I knows a pome ’bout a Dandruff Phaery,’ he added.

‘A what?’ I asked.

‘A pome. You know,’ he said earnestly.

‘Oh, a POEM!’

‘Yeah. It goes like this.’ The Dandruff Phaery cleared his throat.

‘ “Twinkle twinkle on your shoulders,

Small and flat or shaped like boulders,

If it falls out of your hair,

Your Dandruff Phaery’s always there.”

‘My mum told me that pome,’ he informed me, fluttering his wings proudly.

‘That so?’ I muttered grimly.

‘Yeah. That’s when I thought: I want to be a Dandruff Phaery when I grows up. And now I is!’ he announced happily.

‘Whacky doo,’ I muttered. This was definitely getting worse. A homicidal Tooth Phaery was one thing. An evil Snot Phaery and a poetic Dandruff Phaery were just too much for me to bear. ‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘But just how many of you live in this house?’

The Dandruff Phaery counted on his fingers. ‘One, two, three, oh, and me. That’s four,’ he announced carefully.

‘I’ve met you and the Tooth Phaery and the Snot Phaery,’ I said grimly. ‘Who else is there?’

‘Just Myrtle,’ said the Dandruff Phaery. ‘But she moved out last week.’

‘What does Myrtle collect?’ I asked, just to make conversation. I mean, to be honest, I didn’t really want to know. ‘The dirt under your fingernails? Hiccups?’

‘Eh?’ asked the Dandruff Phaery. ‘Oh, I get you. You’re joking…no, Myrtle’s the Toe Jam Phaery. She collects…’

‘Yeah, I know. The gunk between your toes.’

The Dandruff Phaery stared at me admiringly. ‘Hey, you’re really bright!’

‘Thanks,’ I said sourly.

‘I bet you know all sorts of things!’

‘What sorts of things?’ I asked.

The Dandruff Phaery wrinkled his brow. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘but I bet you do.’

Well, this was getting me nowhere.

‘How about untying me?’ I said, as temptingly as I could. ‘Pretty please?’

The Dandruff Phaery made an effort to think this through. ‘Can’t,’ he mumbled at last.

‘Why not?’

‘Because now you know where we hang out. The Tooth Phaery says it’s a secret!’

‘But I don’t know where we are!’ I wailed.

The Dandruff Phaery made another effort. ‘Yes you do,’ he stated proudly. ‘Because you’re here.’

‘But I don’t know how I got here! I don’t know anything! I’m just a kid who accidentally woke up. Well, okay, sort of on purpose woke up after the trap went off…but really and truly, I’m the best forgetter you ever met! Just ask my teacher!’

The Dandruff Phaery tried to work this out. He was still puzzling when the door opened again and his two housemates fluttered in. They perched on the table and considered me.

‘Oh, goodie, she’s awake,’ said the Tooth Phaery. ‘The question is: what are we going to do with her?’

The Snot Phaery wrinkled his brow. ‘We could tie buckets of cement to her feet and then throw her in the sea!’ he offered.

The Tooth Phaery shook his head. ‘That’s a stupid idea,’ he said.

‘Yeah, real dumb,’ I agreed.

‘We don’t have any cement,’ finished the Tooth Phaery.

‘Maybe one of us could pretend to be the Cement Phaery and go to a building site and—’ offered the Snot Phaery.

The Tooth Phaery frowned. ‘No…no…’

‘How about we PING! up some crocodiles and they could eat her and then we could PING! the crocodiles away afterwards?’ suggested the Snot Phaery.

‘Too messy. There’d be blood all over the floor.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I bet bloodstains are really hard to get out of seagrass matting.’

‘I know what we can do!’ exclaimed the Dandruff Phaery triumphantly.

‘What?’ I asked suspiciously.

‘What?’ demanded the Tooth Phaery.

The Dandruff Phaery’s big white face broke into a great grin. ‘I think we should show her our treasure!’

‘Why?’ demanded the Tooth Phaery.

‘Yeah, why?’ asked the Snot Phaery.

‘Because we ain’t never shown anyone our treasure before. What’s the use of you being a Tooth Phaery and collecting lots of teeth and me being a Dandruff Phaery and getting lots of dandruff and—’

‘Okay, we get the idea,’ the Tooth Phaery interrupted. He looked at me consideringly. ‘You know, he just might have a point!’

‘I might?’ asked the Dandruff Phaery, beaming.

The Tooth Phaery nodded. ‘She can look after our treasure for us!’

‘Oh, goodie,’ I muttered.

‘Don’t you want to?’ inquired the Tooth Phaery, a little too politely.

‘Oh, er, yes. I’d love to,’ I assured him. After all, it was better than being eaten by crocodiles. ‘Er…do you think you might untie me then?’

The three phaeries looked at each other. Finally the Tooth Phaery nodded. ‘I don’t see why not,’ he said.

‘Because why? Because we’re phaeries and can PING! you if you try to escape,’ pointed out the Dandruff Phaery helpfully.

‘Wow, thanks,’ I muttered. ‘I had just about worked that out.’

PING! PING! PING! Suddenly, I was free—well, free as I could be while locked in a room with two homicidal phaeries and one dandruff collector who didn’t know how to tie his shoelaces. I rubbed my sore wrists carefully, and then my ankles.

‘Come on then!’ cried the Dandruff Phaery happily, fluttering over to the door. ‘Let’s go look at our treasure!’

I stood up unsteadily and followed them through the door and down a shabby corridor. Something scuttled in a corner. No, I told myself. It was not a rat. This lot would probably serve roasted rat for dinner.

We went past a couple of open doors. I forced myself not to look inside. They were probably bedrooms and I didn’t really want to see the bedroom of a Snot Phaery. We came to a door at the end of the corridor.

The Tooth Phaery flung it open proudly. ‘Ta da!’ he exclaimed.

It wasn’t as bad as I had expected. I’d thought there’d be bags of teeth all over the place, bloodstained at one end and maybe with bits of tooth decay at the other—I mean, not everyone brushes their teeth as often as I do. I thought that there might be great tubs of dandruff, too, all piled all over the place, and snot oozing out of damp, horrid barrels.

Instead there was only one gently oozing barrel of snot, a dozen or so quite small bags of what I supposed was dandruff (they were tied up neatly with white ribbon) and one phaery-sized bathtub full of teeth. Mostly baby teeth, by the look of it, although I could see the occasional yellow fang and a suspicious black-red root as well.

‘Is that all you’ve got?’ I asked.

I suppose it wasn’t the most tactful thing to say. The Tooth Phaery turned bright red, the Snot Phaery blew out his cheeks, and the Dandruff Phaery just looked at me mournfully and said, ‘We haven’t been at it long.’

‘What?’ I exclaimed. ‘You mean you’re not real Snot Phaeries and Tooth Phaeries?’

‘Of course we’re real,’ snapped the Tooth Phaery. ‘Length of service has nothing to do with it.’ He proudly pulled himself up to his full 30 centimetres. ‘And now we must get back to work!’ he declared. Then he glared at me. ‘I want you to have polished every one of those teeth by the time I get back—and I want to be able to see my face in them. Understand me?’

‘Or it’ll be crocodile snack time for you, bloodstains or no bloodstains,’ chuckled the Snot Phaery. ‘And I want you to weigh my snot, too. You’ll find the scales in the cupboard with the toothpaste.’

‘Er…an’ if you wouldn’t mind counting up me dandruff flakes,’ added the Dandruff Phaery. ‘I’d have done it but I keep on getting muddled.’

With a final glare at me and a PING!, the Tooth Phaery was gone.

PING! The Snot Phaery and the Dandruff Phaery were gone, too.

Then, suddenly, there was another PING! and the Dandruff Phaery was back.

‘Er…dere’s beer in de fridge if you want it,’ he offered kindly.

‘I’m too young for beer,’ I reminded him.

‘Oh, yeah.’ He thought for a minute. There was a soft PING! from the other end of the corridor. ‘I put some lemonade dere instead,’ he told me. ‘An’ dere’s some bread an’ other stuff, too, in case you’re hungry.’

‘Er…thanks,’ I said.

He gave me a tentative smile. ‘It’s a bit like Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, isn’t it?’ he asked hopefully. ‘My mum used to read me that story. You see, you’re Snow White and you get to look after us. And we’re…’

‘And you’re all the seven dwarfs…’ I added sourly.

He beamed at me. ‘Yeah! Boy, you’re clever! I bet you’re always top of the class.’

‘No,’ I told him. ‘A kid called Amelia is.’ I had a sudden bright idea. ‘Hey, why don’t you get Amelia to be your Snow White? I bet she’d be much better at it than I would be.’

‘I likes you,’ said the Dandruff Phaery simply. ‘I REALLY likes you.’ And with another PING! he was gone.



Well, I reckoned I had four options.

I could get out the toothpaste and start polishing teeth.

I could go and investigate the fridge and THEN start polishing teeth, counting dandruff flakes and weighing out cups of snot.

I could lie down in the corridor and scream and drum my heels against the floor.

Or I could try to escape.

I gave the matter a whole two seconds of thought, and decided on option four. I ran down the corridor and opened the front door…

Well, that’s what I meant to do, anyway. I got as far as running down the corridor when I discovered that the place where there should have been a front door was just a blank wall.

Okay, back door then. I ran back the other way.

No back door.

Side door? I tiptoed into the first bedroom, then the second and the third. (No, I am not going to describe them. It was bad enough having to tiptoe through them. You imagine what a murderous Tooth Phaery’s room would be like, and a Snot Phaery’s and a Dandruff Phaery’s. Now make them about 100 times worse than you imagined and you might just have it.)

And there was still no door.

A window then. A kid like me was quite capable of climbing out of a window. Except, of course, I hadn’t found a window, either.

Maybe a mouse hole, I thought desperately. Or a chimney. If Santa could come down a chimney I could go up it. Except, of course, there was no fireplace. Maybe a loose floorboard. Or I could kick a hole in the wall.

I had to do something. They’d be back any minute and I hadn’t polished a single tooth, much less started counting the dandruff…

And what other duties did Snow White have? Cooking and cleaning, wasn’t it? And packing the dwarfs’ lunch when they went off to work. I could just see myself cutting snot sandwiches into neat little triangles for the Snot Phaery’s lunch box…

If only there was some magic mobile phone that I could use to call Phredde—or Bruce—or even a non-magic mobile phone, come to think of it.

I patted my dressing gown pockets just in case a mobile phone had fallen in by accident. But, of course, they were empty. Or empty of anything useful anyway, like mobile phones, magic carpets or bazookas. There was just a bit of fluff in one and my tooth on its bit of string in the other.

My tooth…

Suddenly I had a brainwave!

Maybe I’d been right all along. Maybe my captor wasn’t the real Tooth Phaery, no matter what he said. Maybe he was only a pretend Tooth Phaery, a pirate Tooth Phaery, a freelancing, unlicensed, deregistered, unfrocked, non-kosher sort of Tooth Phaery…

Which would mean the real Tooth Phaery might still come and collect my tooth.

I calculated swiftly. I’d no idea how long I’d been unconscious, but I reckoned it wasn’t very long. So if it had been about one o’clock when I was kidnapped, it must be nearly dawn now…

And the Tooth Phaery ALWAYS collects your tooth before dawn, as long as you’ve put it in a glass of water beside your bed…

A glass of water! I raced out to the kitchen, and rummaged in the miniature cupboard. None of the glasses looked quite clean (I shuddered to think what might have been in them) so I washed one quickly and jammed my tooth in it (you try fitting a human-sized tooth into a phaery-sized container) and managed to get a few drips of water in, too.

That would have to do!

Now for a bed! There was no way I was going to lie down in the Tooth Phaery’s bed-shaped swamp, or the Dandruff Phaery’s piles of…well, I HOPED it was feathers, or the Snot Phaery’s…well, let’s just say it wasn’t a waterbed…

So, I grabbed the beanbags and shoved them together, then I lay down carefully, so that I didn’t push them apart. I placed the glass with my tooth in it next to me, then tied the string onto my finger again.

And then I shut my eyes.

Come on Tooth Phaery, I willed. Come on! Come on! Come on!

The minutes ticked by, except of course they didn’t, because I didn’t have my watch with me and, anyway, it’s digital and it doesn’t tick.

At any moment, I expected to hear a PING! as the three phaeries returned, with or without crocodiles. Unless the Snot Phaery had thought of some other way to bump me off, I thought desperately, like boiling me in snot or smothering me in dandruff (but I thought the Dandruff Phaery might object to that) or throwing me in a pit of leeches to suck out all my blood…

Something tugged at my finger.

‘Well,’ declared someone right next to me. ‘This is a nice state of affairs!’

I opened my eyes.

A phaery was fluttering just above my beanbags. She was tiny and delicate and businesslike in an off-white linen suit with big brown buttons and matching shoes, a big fashionable pair of glasses, and she was carrying the sort of handbag that holds a laptop computer.

‘You didn’t PING!’ I said accusingly.

‘Well, of course, I didn’t PING!, child,’ she declared. ‘If I went round PING!ing all the time, I’d wake everyone up. And I’d like to see how THAT would go down with the parents, waking their children up in the middle of the night.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got a schedule to meet. So if you could just tell me what you think you’re doing with that…’

She gestured to the string running from my finger to my tooth.

‘I had to attract your attention!’ I cried. ‘I’ve been kidnapped by a fake Tooth Phaery who wants me to polish his teeth and there’s a fake Snot Phaery who wants to feed me to the crocodiles and a Dandruff Phaery who wants me to be his Snow White and there’s a whole bathtub of teeth just down the corridor and…’

The real Tooth Phaery looked at me carefully. ‘Perhaps,’ she said after a while, ‘it might be best if I take notes.’ She pulled her laptop out of her handbag (I’d been right) and began to tap away while I kept on explaining.

Well, it took a while to sort it all out.

‘And at no time did this so-called Tooth Phaery offer to show you any credentials?’ demanded the real Tooth Phaery, tapping away.

‘Well, no,’ I said.

She glanced at me over her glasses. ‘My dear, let this be a lesson to you,’ she stated. ‘If anyone ever appears in your bedroom at two in the morning and claims to be the Tooth Phaery, have a very close look at his or her credentials.’

‘Er, do you have credentials?’ I asked timidly.

‘Naturally,’ she assured me crisply. She rummaged in her handbag again and handed a small folder over to me.

I peered at it. ‘By Royal Appointment,’ it declared at the top in big, gold, scrawly letters. Then underneath it said: ‘I hereby appoint The Phaery Dainty Foot as Tooth Phaery, by order, signed The Phaery Calendula, secretary, for The Phaery Queen.’

‘Are you the Phaery Dainty Foot?’ I asked.

The Tooth Phaery gave me a cold look. ‘I prefer simply to be known as the Tooth Phaery,’ she stated. ‘It’s a matter of professional etiquette.’ She bent down to her laptop again. ‘Now, there is one final matter I’d like cleared up. When you first arrived here, did this individual—’

There was a sudden PING! over by the fridge and there was the individual in question, in his fringed shirt and trousers with his bulging carry bag slung over his shoulder. Two more PINGS! and there were the Snot Phaery and the Dandruff Phaery.

The false Tooth Phaery took one look at me and the real Tooth Phaery and turned pale.

‘Oh #&%@!’ said the false Tooth Phaery. (I can’t write those words down because Mum would ground me for the next two decades if she even thought I knew what they meant!)

The false Tooth Phaery lifted up his arms and began to PING!…

‘Oh, no you don’t, my lad,’ said the real Tooth Phaery. Before the fake Tooth Phaery could finish his PING!, she swooped over to him like a wasp on steroids and grabbed his elbow.

‘Let me go!’ yelled the false Tooth Phaery, pulling his arm away. He lifted his heavy carry bag over her head.

Zam! Bang! Whop! went the real Tooth Phaery, as she gave him a karate chop to both wrists, followed by a kick to the back of his knees that sent him sprawling across the seagrass matting.

The real Tooth Phaery glanced over at the Snot Phaery and the Dandruff Phaery. (By this stage they were cowering over by the fridge.) ‘Either of you lads like to add anything?’ she demanded.

The Snot Phaery shook his head.

‘Um,’ muttered the Dandruff Phaery dolefully. ‘Does this mean she won’t be my Snow White no more?’ he said, nodding towards me.

I shoved the real Tooth Phaery’s computer out of my line of sight. (She’d left it hovering in mid-air when she dashed over to the fake Tooth Phaery.) ‘That’s right,’ I said.

The Dandruff Phaery looked crestfallen. ‘Oh,’ he said sadly. ‘And I brung you an apple too.’ He rummaged in his pocket. ‘It’s here somewhere…Snow Whites like apples. It isn’t poisoned or anything,’ he assured me.

Well, he was sort of sweet, in an Elvis Presley lookalike way. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said kindly. ‘I don’t think Mum will let me be anyone’s Snow White until I’ve finished school.’

The real Tooth Phaery glanced at her watch. ‘Well, I don’t know about you,’ she said to me. ‘But I have appointments. So if you’ll excuse me I’ll just PING! you back to your bedroom and…’

‘Hey, wait!’ I yelled. ‘I want to know what’s going to happen to my kidnappers!’

The real Tooth Phaery shook her head (she had a really cool haircut, sort of short at the sides and all streaked blonde on top). ‘This one,’ she said, gesturing at the false Tooth Phaery, ‘…will be charged with impersonating a duly appointed officer of the Phaery Queen, namely the Tooth Phaery. I would imagine he’ll get a long sentence.’ The real Tooth Phaery’s eyes gleamed behind her glasses. ‘Probably involving cleaning up the dragon droppings in the royal castle dungeons,’ she added.

‘Will I have to be a witness at his trial?’ I asked hopefully. (I’d heard that trials sometimes went on for months, which meant I’d get out of school.)

‘That won’t be necessary, dear,’ said the Tooth Phaery efficiently. ‘Phaery judges can PING! up the whole incident and see for themselves. But thank you for offering.’

‘What about the others?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, what about us?’ whined the Snot Phaery.

The real Tooth Phaery quelled him with a glance. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘as it happens, there is no official Snot Phaery, so this…person…isn’t impersonating anybody.’

‘Told you so!’ whined the Snot Phaery triumphantly.

‘But, of course, he did assist in kidnapping you, plus the threats to your person.’

‘Which included feeding me to the crocodiles and giving me concrete Ugh boots,’ I put in.

‘So I imagine he’ll be helping with the dragon droppings.’

‘Hey!’ yelled the Snot Phaery. ‘That’s not fair! It was all his fault! I didn’t do—’

‘Oh, be quiet,’ snapped the real Tooth Phaery. There was a piercing PING! and the fake Tooth Phaery and the Snot Phaery were gone.

‘What about him?’ I asked, nodding at the Dandruff Phaery, who was still standing there blinking, as though he was trying to work out what was happening. ‘It wasn’t his fault, really. He was quite nice, sort of.’

The Tooth Phaery sighed. ‘As a matter of fact, he is the real Dandruff Phaery,’ she admitted. ‘I know his family slightly.’ She fluttered over to me. ‘A good heart,’ she whispered in my ear, ‘but not…well, not the brightest phaery around. He just got into bad company. I’m sure the judge will be lenient.’

She straightened up and glanced over at the dejected Dandruff Phaery. ‘After all, he is very dedicated to his profession.’ She gave a little shudder. ‘No one else would collect dandruff with quite the same enthusiasm.’

The Dandruff Phaery brightened.

‘And if no one collected the dandruff,’ added the real Tooth Phaery, ‘we’d all be knee deep in it by next Tuesday.’

‘Then—’ I began, but the Tooth Phaery shook her head.

‘I’m sorry dear,’ she said, ‘but I really have to get you home now. I still have several collections to do before dawn.’

Before I could say anything, there was another PING!

And this time I woke up in bed.

Well, after I’d thought things through a bit, I decided not to tell Mum any of my adventures. She’d either have a stress attack or decide I’d been dreaming. I didn’t even tell Phredde, not for a few days anyway.

I think I must have been a bit upset about it, to tell you the truth—I mean, you try being kidnapped in the middle of the night by a homicidal Tooth Phaery and see what you feel like next morning.

But anyway, I felt a lot better after I’d told Phredde. Things always feel better after you’ve shared them with someone.

Phredde sighed after I’d finished my story. ‘It’s always sad when phaeries go bad,’ she said.

‘How long do you think they’ll get in prison?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Phredde vaguely. ‘A few thousand years, I suppose.’

And that was the end of it.

Except…

February the fourteenth was a Saturday this year. I hauled myself out of bed about lunchtime, as usual, and staggered down to the kitchen. I’d quite forgotten it was St Valentine’s Day until Mum yelled at me as I was passing the Ballroom (that’s where we keep the computer and the TV and stuff like that). ‘Prudence? There’s a letter for you on the kitchen table.’

So I staggered a bit faster and grabbed the letter before Mark saw it (big brothers give you no privacy at all about things like that), and opened it fast, just in case it was from…well, never mind about that now.

There was a card inside. It was a great, big, white one. I opened it up and there, in great gold letters, it said: ‘Will you be my Snow White? Thinking of you always…’

It wasn’t signed. But as I stood there staring, something floated to the floor.

It was big and thin and white and almost transparent. It looked a bit like a snowflake that someone had stuck in a flower press and forgotten about it until it was almost dried out.

It was the biggest flake of dandruff I’d ever seen in my life.

So I picked it up, carefully put it in the bin, then I washed my hands very, very thoroughly. And I haven’t even told Phredde about THAT yet, and if you breathe a word to her I’ll…I’ll…well, I’m not sure what I’ll do, but it’ll make the Snot Phaery’s crocodiles seem like little bunny rabbits, believe me.

And that was absolutely all that happened for ages, until Phredde and I decided we were bored with being attacked by giant squid or chased by ogres, and decided to…

But that’s another story.





Phredde and the Boa Constrictor

It was an ordinary sort of lunchtime in the library—peaceful, with that rich smell of books all around. There was the ping ping pong pang ping of modems as kids checked their e-mails, and the occasional burp from the vampire books, and Miss Richards yelling, ‘Oh, no, you don’t! Take THAT!’ when they tried to bite her as she fed them bones for their lunch.

In fact, it was so peaceful that I was drifting off into a really cool daydream about me and Phredde and our pirate ship and this evil band of bad guys who were trying to steal the world’s fish, so I didn’t even notice the book I was holding until I was putting it back on the shelf.

‘Hey!’ I yelled to Phredde. ‘Have a look at this!’

Phredde fluttered over to me. ‘Shh,’ she ordered.

I looked guiltily over my shoulder, in case Miss Richards had noticed, but she was struggling with one of the vampire books, which was trying to gnaw her arm for lunch instead of its bones, so she was too busy to frown at me for making a noise.

‘What’s up?’ asked Phredde softly, landing on my shoulder.

‘Look at this!’ I held the book up so she could see.

‘Animals of South America,’ read Phredde. ‘So what? I thought your dad wasn’t keen on South American things anymore.’

‘Yeah, but look at the cover!’ I insisted.

Phredde peered down from my shoulder. ‘It looks like a snake,’ she said.

‘Not just a snake!’ I yelled, then lowered my voice in case Miss Richards heard, but all I could see of her were her legs, which were kicking wildly at the bookshelf, so that was taken care of. I mean, I bet it’s hard to hear anything when your head and shoulders are being swallowed by a vampire book.

‘What is it then?’ demanded Phredde.

‘It’s a twenty-metre long, giant boa constrictor! It can swallow a whole horse in one gulp.’

‘Wow!’ said Phredde. We stared at each other.

‘That’s even better than piranhas,’ said Phredde at last. ‘It takes piranhas ten whole minutes to skeletonise a cow.’

I nodded. ‘How could Dad resist something like that?’ I demanded.

‘Yeah,’ said Phredde. ‘It’s pretty cool. But it’s not his birthday for ages, is it?’

‘Nup,’ I said. Then I brightened. ‘I could give him an un-birthday present! I mean, he’s a pretty good dad. He helps me with my homework and everything.’

Actually, Dad is hopeless at homework, especially maths. What did they teach kids back in the stone age before they had videos and Space Invaders? Poor old Dad probably had a set of dinosaur teeth instead of a calculator. But at least he tries.

‘Could you magic up a boa constrictor for me?’ I asked.

‘Sure,’ said Phredde. Then her face fell. ‘I’ve run out of magic till Friday,’ she admitted.

I blinked. ‘How can you run out of magic?’

‘Well, you know those fifty spaceships full of aliens I PING!ed up on Tuesday afternoon?’

‘Yeah. So what?’ I asked. We’d had this really cool battle with them (Bruce was there too, you should just see what a phaery frog with a magic tongue can do to spaceships), but we had to finish it early to do our homework.

‘Well, it used up all of my magic allowance,’ said Phredde.

‘I didn’t know you had an allowance! I thought you had as much magic as you wanted!’

Phredde snorted. ‘Not till I’m seventeen. I mean, I’ve got enough left this week for normal things, like PING!ing up a seven-layer chocolate cake if I get a bit hungry or going invisible like I did this morning when I didn’t know the capital of Chile. But I don’t think I’ve got enough left for a twenty-metre long giant boa constrictor that can swallow a whole horse in one gulp.’

‘Bother,’ I said. I felt so low about it (Dad would have really loved that boa constrictor) that I hardly noticed when Miss Richards struggled out from between the book’s covers and gave it a vicious karate chop on its title page.

‘Of course we could always borrow a bit of magic from Bruce,’ said Phredde casually.

I brightened. ‘Really?’

‘Sure,’ said Phredde. ‘He hardly ever uses any of his. Except for being a frog of course.’

‘Fabuwonderlous!’ I yelled, but that time Miss Richards did hear me. She gave the book a final karate kick and whispered, ‘Shhh!’

Boy, Miss Richards really loves books. Most people would have thrown those books out but she’s had special handcuffs made for them and everything.

‘Sorry, Miss Richards!’ I whispered. Phredde and I tiptoed out, and went in search of Bruce.



Bruce was in his usual spot, having lunch next to the rubbish bin. Rubbish bins are great when you’re a frog. All Bruce has to do is sit there and go zap with his tongue every time a fly tries to land in the bin. I could see why he hardly ever used any magic. I mean, what more could a frog want?

‘Ribbit,’ said Bruce.

‘Don’t croak with your mouth full,’ said Phredde, fluttering down beside him.

‘Sorry,’ said Bruce. He eyed another fly that was hovering near my ear.

Zap!

‘Excuse me,’ said Bruce politely. ‘That was a particularly juicy one. What’s up?’

‘I just wondered if I could borrow some magic till Friday,’ said Phredde.

‘Sure,’ said Bruce, his gaze on another big-bummed fly. ‘How much?’

‘Just enough to magic up a twenty-metre long, giant boa constrictor that can swallow a whole horse in one gulp,’ said Phredde in an off-hand fashion.

‘Okay,’ said Bruce. He thought for a moment. ‘What do you want a twenty-metre long, giant boa constrictor that can swallow a whole horse in one gulp for?’

‘It’s a present for my dad,’ I explained.

‘Oh,’ said Bruce, his eyes back on the fly. Phredde kicked it away.

‘Hey, concentrate,’ she said. ‘You can go back to your flies in a minute.’

Bruce sighed. ‘Alright, alright,’ he said. ‘One twenty-metre long, giant boa constrictor that can swallow a whole horse in one gulp coming up. Do you want it here or back at your place?’ he asked me.

I wasn’t quite sure how I’d get a twenty-metre long, giant boa constrictor that could swallow a whole horse in one gulp home with me, so I said, ‘Back at the castle, please. And could you make it a big bright green one with yellow spots?’

‘Sure,’ said Bruce. ‘Where in the castle do you want it?’

I blinked. I hadn’t exactly thought about where Dad would keep a twenty-metre long, giant boa constrictor that could swallow a whole horse in one gulp. I don’t think his bedroom is twenty metres long, even with the en suite, and even if it was, having a twenty-metre, giant boa constrictor in there would make it a bit difficult to have a shower and get to the toilet and all that stuff.

Besides, we’d never get a whole horse in there to feed it.

‘Better put it in the Ballroom,’ I decided. That’s one of the good things about living in a castle. There’s plenty of room for your pets.

‘Okay,’ said Bruce. There was a faint PING! all around us.

‘Wow, thanks,’ I said.

‘Can I go back to my lunch now?’ asked Bruce, hopefully.

But then the volcano exploded and it was time to go back to class.



You know, it’s sort of embarrassing what happened next. I mean, I’d forgotten all about having a volleyball match that afternoon. (We won. Bruce is really good at volleyball—his tongue can zap the ball out of the air from five metres away. Having a giant frog on the team spooks the other side, too. Not to mention having Phredde on the team, too, of course.)

So it was really late by the time Phredde and I were headed home, and I suddenly remembered the boa constrictor.

‘Bother,’ I said. ‘I really wanted to see Dad’s face when he saw it.’

I’ll never forget Dad’s face when I gave him Dribbles. He went quite white with joy.

‘Isn’t it the most incredible present you’ve ever received, Dad?’ I’d asked and he’d said, sort of faintly, ‘A giant sloth. Yes…yes, Prudence, it’s the most incredible present yet.’

So you can see why I was looking forward to being there when he saw his boa constrictor. In fact, I was just about to ask Phredde if she’d mind zapping us back in time a bit, when I remembered she was short of magic till Friday.

‘It’ll probably be hungry,’ said Phredde practically. ‘What are you going to feed it?’

You know, I hadn’t thought of that—at least I hadn’t thought of it again once I’d realised that fitting a horse in the bathroom for it to swallow in one gulp was not really possible. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘What do giant boa constrictors eat?’

‘Well, horses, I suppose,’ said Phredde.

‘Oh,’ I said. I hadn’t thought about where I’d get the horses to feed it. All I’d thought was that it was a really great present for Dad. I hadn’t considered the practicalities of boa constrictor ownership.

‘We don’t have any horses,’ I said slowly. ‘Well, only my unicorn. And I’m not feeding Tootsie to a twenty-metre, giant boa constrictor.’

‘Of course not,’ agreed Phredde. ‘Anyway, I bet boa constrictors eat all sorts of things.’

‘Like what?’ I was starting to get a bit nervous about having a hungry twenty-metre boa constrictor around the castle, to be honest.

‘Well, like…like…’ faltered Phredde. She shook her head. ‘We’ll just have to offer it all sorts of things and see what it prefers. Would you like me to come, too?’

‘Yes, please,’ I said. Somehow, the idea of a twenty-metre, giant boa constrictor didn’t seem quite as great as it did back in the library. I mean, it was still a supercool, splendimarvellously great present. But I was just starting to see that there might be one or two little problems.

‘Er, Phredde,’ I said.

‘Mmm?’ said Phredde, fluttering up above me and making a rude face at a butterfly.

‘How do twenty-metre, giant boa constrictors go to the toilet?’

‘Dunno,’ said Phredde. ‘Maybe we should have read the book.’

‘Yeah,’ I said.

I wondered how much kitty litter would be required by a twenty-metre, giant boa constrictor that could swallow a whole horse.

And it would have to be in a really big tray.



It was sort of quiet back at the castle, which was a relief. I’d kind of expected that maybe Dad would be in the courtyard bellowing: ‘Prudence! What’s this twenty-metre long, giant boa constrictor doing in our Ballroom?’

He may not even have realised that it was a present for him. He might have thought it was just one of my science projects or something.

Phredde and I dumped our schoolbags in front of the Great Hall and galloped up the steps. (Well, I galloped and Phredde flew.)

‘Hey, Mum!’ I yelled. ‘I’m home!’

No answer.

I peered into the Mostly Peach and Avocado Drawing Room, which is where Mum does her crosswords. The crosswords were there alright, sprawled out all over the desk, but there was no sign of Mum.

‘Let’s try the kitchens,’ I said. So we galloped (okay, galloped and flew) down to the first floor. ‘Hey Gark, what’s for dinner?’ I called.

No answer. And no Gark either. In fact, there wasn’t any sign of dinner, which was really serious because, what with playing volleyball, not to mention worrying just a tiny little bit about Dad’s reaction to the twenty-metre, giant boa constrictor, I was really hungry.

‘How about Mark?’ asked Phredde, hovering above me.

‘Probably doing his homework,’ I decided. ‘He’ll know where they all are.’ (Older brothers know everything. Or, at least, they think they do. It really gets to me sometimes.)

So we galloped and flew up another four flights of stairs (Mum really needs to ask the Phaery Splendifera to put some lifts in our castle) to Mark’s bedroom in the tower.

‘Hey, Mark!’ I puffed, as we rounded the last flight of stairs. ‘Where’s everyone?’

I stopped. There was no sign of Mark, either.

‘He’s probably out with his mates,’ I said, a bit weakly. It wasn’t just a lack of food and too many stairs, either. I was starting to get just a little bit worried. ‘Let’s try to find Dad.’

I peered out of Mark’s tower window. Dad usually likes to go for a swim after work. But there was no sign of him, just the pirate ship and a couple of whales.

‘Let’s look downstairs,’ said Phredde.

There was no one in the Pink Drawing Room, the Yellow-Spotted Drawing Room, the Patchwork and Quilted Drawing Room (Mum had been going to Tech classes again), the dungeons, the Great Hall, the Not-So-Great Hall, the Really Small Hall behind the TV room, or in the TV room either.

No one was in the garden, the stables, the bedrooms or up on the battlements or down in the courtyard…

Which left just one place left to look.

‘The Ballroom,’ whispered Phredde.

I nodded.

We didn’t gallop at all this time. For one thing, we were puffed, and, for another, well, that little bit of worry had become a giant lead ball in my stomach. So, I trudged there and Phredde sat on my shoulder. I opened the Ballroom door and…

Phredde gulped. ‘It is big, isn’t it?’

‘Twenty metres long,’ I said dubiously. Actually it looked longer, but I wasn’t going to get my ruler out of my schoolbag and measure it.

‘It’s sort of…of bright…’ whispered Phredde.

‘Well, I did ask for green with yellow spots,’ I reminded her.

The boa constrictor lifted up its head and stared at us with its tiny eyes. Well, they were tiny when compared to the rest of it, anyway. Actually, each eye was about the size of a TV set, the head was about as big as our classroom and the rest of it…well, it wasn’t its length, so much. It was just big!

I mean, that boa constrictor had never heard of a diet!

‘Er, Phredde?’ I said.

‘Yes?’ whispered Phredde.

‘Do you think it looks hungry?’

‘I can’t tell,’ whispered Phredde. ‘How do you know when a boa constrictor’s hungry?’

‘When it looks at you like that one’s looking at us, I think,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ said Phredde. She didn’t say anything else, just fluttered casually up to the furthest corner of the Ballroom ceiling. I could have told her that plucking a phaery from the ceiling would be a cinch for a twenty-metre boa constrictor.

Well, it was either stand there or run away, and someone had told me once that the best thing to do when faced with a snake is to stand still. So I did, because after all, if the boa constrictor really wanted to eat me, I figured that the Ballroom door would probably crack—just like the balsawood Mark used to make his model planes—if a hungry boa constrictor charged at it.

I stood frozen, and Phredde stayed grasping the ceiling, and the boa constrictor kept looking at us with those tiny TV-sized eyes. Then, slowly, they shut and the giant head dropped to the floor.

‘Phredde!’ I hissed. ‘It’s falling asleep!’

‘Maybe it’s not hungry after all!’ Phredde whispered down to me.

‘But…but…’

That’s when it hit me. The boa constrictor wasn’t hungry because it had eaten my family! It had eaten Mum and Dad and Mark (and even if big brothers are a nuisance, he’s the only one I’ve got), and maybe it had even eaten Gark, too.

I marched up to the boa constrictor and kicked it on the jaw.

Nothing happened.

‘Come on you rancid reptile! Open up!’ I screamed. I kicked it again.

The boa constrictor opened one eye, then shut it again.

‘Phredde, help me!’ I shouted.

‘How?’ cried Phredde, still hovering at ceiling level.

‘We’ve got to get it to open its mouth! My whole family’s down there!’

‘Where?’

‘Inside this putrid python!’ I kicked the boa constrictor again and beat on it with my fists, but it paid no attention at all. I mean, if snakes could snore, that one would have been snorting like a steam train.

‘But…but if it’s already eaten them…’ began Phredde uncertainly.

‘Boa constrictors swallow their prey whole!’ I reminded her. ‘Then they digest them inside! It may not be too late!’

‘But how can we get them out?’

‘I don’t know!’ I cried. ‘If only we could get it to burp…or…or…I know! We’ll tickle it!’

‘Tickle it?’

‘Yeah! Then it’ll have to open its mouth to giggle, and Mum and Dad and Mark might be able to run out and escape.’

‘Well,’ said Phredde. ‘I suppose it’s worth a try.’

She flapped down cautiously and hovered beside me. ‘How do you tickle a boa constrictor?’

‘How should I know? I suppose we just try tickling its tummy.’

Phredde blinked. Well, that boa constrictor did have a lot of tummy…

‘You try that side and I’ll do this one,’ I ordered.

I lunged at the nearest bit of snake-belly and began to tickle.

Tickle, tickle, tickle, tickle…

Nothing happened. That boa constrictor didn’t even wriggle.

‘Maybe it can’t feel us!’ I yelled. ‘Try tickling harder!’

I tickled with both hands. I tried head butting and kicking it, too.

That snake didn’t even blink.

‘We’ll have to try something else!’ I yelled. ‘There has to be some way of getting it to open its mouth!…Pepper!’

‘What?’ demanded Phredde, zooming up and over the boa constrictor and landing on my shoulder again.

‘Pepper! It’ll make it sneeze! You remember, just like that time in maths class when we…’

Well, you don’t have to know about that. Come to think of it, even Mum doesn’t know about that. Mrs Olsen said she wouldn’t tell Mum and Dad as long as Phredde and I apologised to Amelia and cleaned up the playground for a week, but, anyway, it had worked.

‘I’ll go get the pepper!’ I cried.

‘No, I will,’ said Phredde. ‘I’ll be faster.’ She zoomed off like a wasp after lemonade, while I stood there, glaring at that snake. If looks could kill, that snake would have been fried into snake kebabs, but I suppose they can’t, because it just lay there snoozing away, while its digestive juices were working on my family.

‘Got it!’ shrieked Phredde. She held up the pepper grinder triumphantly. I grabbed it and stuck it under the snake’s nose—or, at least, where its nose might have been, if snakes had noses.

I started grinding the pepper, anyway.

‘Er, Pru,’ said Phredde.

‘Yeah, what?’ I said, industriously grinding.

‘If the boa constrictor does sneeze…’

‘Yeah?’

‘There won’t be time for your family to escape! It’ll just go, “atishoo!” and shut its mouth again.’

I stopped grinding. ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ I admitted. ‘How can we keep it open? I’ve got it!’ I grabbed one of the brocade chairs that stood against the Ballroom walls. ‘We’ll stuff this in!’

‘I don’t think that’s going to keep a twenty-metre boa constrictor’s jaws open,’ said Phredde dubiously.

‘A table then! Come on, you’ll have to help me!’

We raced out into the corridor and into the Cork Tile and Banana Lounge Drawing Room (it’s where we relax after having a swim) and grabbed the table, sending glasses and jugs and Mum’s big fruit bowl flying everywhere but, after all, this was an emergency. I mean, Mum couldn’t admire her new fruit bowl if she was all dissolved by gastric juices inside a boa constrictor, could she?

We got back to the Ballroom just as the boa constrictor was opening its mouth for a gigantic sneeze.

‘Ahhh…ahhhh…ahhhhh…’ went the boa constrictor.

‘Quick!’ I yelled. Phredde fluttered madly with her end of the table (luckily phaeries are stronger than they look) and I shoved my end…

‘Choooooooooo!’ sneezed the boa constrictor, just as we pushed the table into its mouth.

‘Gllumpphhhhh,’ went the boa’s giant head, which was sort of flattish-looking. I guess there wasn’t much room in there for brains.

‘Mum! Dad! Mark!’ I shrieked. ‘The mouth’s open! Run!’

The boa constrictor made a sort of whummphing noise. It shook its head from side to side trying to spit the table out—or maybe to swallow it. But tables must be harder to swallow whole than horses, because the table stayed put.

‘Dad! Mum! Mark!’ I yelled again.

I stuck my head into the snake’s mouth but I couldn’t hear anything, except a vague gurgling sound coming from a long way down.

‘It’s no use!’ I shrieked up at Phredde. ‘We’ll have to go in there and find them!’

‘Go in there?’ cried Phredde.

‘Sure! It’s perfectly safe. The boa constrictor can’t shut its mouth with the table there.’

‘Both of us?’

‘Of course! You don’t expect your best friend to go down into a snake’s belly by herself do you?’

Well, when I put it like that, Phredde didn’t have much of a choice. Okay, her wings did tremble a bit, but she put her chin up and said, ‘Course not,’ and zoomed down towards me, through the table legs and into the giant mouth.

I hoisted myself up on the boa constrictor’s lips and, let me tell you, it wasn’t like practising on the gym equipment at school. For one thing, those lips were damp and sort of slimy, and I bet boa constrictor’s never brush their teeth after meals. It was alright for Phredde, she could just zoom in without treading in boa constrictor spit…

‘Hurry up!’ yelled Phredde, jetting out again. ‘Boy, is it gungy in there!’

You know something? Phredde was right.

I’d thought that inside a twenty-metre long boa constrictor, there would be a giant passage that you could walk down, or at least crawl. But it wasn’t like that, at all.

First of all, even with Phredde glowing, it was dark. (Didn’t you know that phaeries glow in the dark? I thought everybody knew that.)

It wasn’t much use, though, because the walls, er, the stomach, kept crowding in on us, closer, closer, and closer until I was pushing my way through these slimy, sticky sheets of snake intestine. And the smell! Imagine a rubbish bin full of prawns and vinegar that’s been baking in the sun for a week. Well, it wasn’t like that at all. It was a million times worse!

Phredde perched on my shoulder and kept the walls from clamping over my face. I kept pushing, pushing, pushing.

‘Mum!’ I yelled. ‘Mum! Where are you? Dad? Mark?’

There was no answer. Just a glub, glub noise in front of us. I didn’t even want to THINK what that was…

Suddenly the world shuddered.

‘Arrk!’ screamed Phredde, grasping my hair like it was a lifebelt.

‘Owwwwwk!’ I shrieked.

‘What…what’s happening?’ cried Phredde.

‘I don’t know! I think the boa constrictor’s trying to shake out the table again.’ I was beginning to wish I’d brought my carsickness tablets with me.

‘Pru, we’d better get out of here!’ urged Phredde.

‘But Mum and Dad and Mark…’

‘We won’t do them any good if we’re trapped in here too! We need to get out and then we can think of another plan!’

‘I’ll just call them once more!’ I cried desperately. ‘Dad! Mark! Mum!’

And then I heard it. Very faintly in the distance.

‘Prudence?’ And then Mum’s scream. ‘Aaarrrkkk!’

‘She’s in here!’ I yelled.

‘No, she’s not!’ shrieked Phredde. ‘That scream came from outside!’

Suddenly, there was a faint thumping on the bit of python stomach next to us. I heard Mum’s sort of hysterical voice. (Mum can really get stressed sometimes.) ‘Prudence! Prudence! Are you in there!’

‘Yeah!’ I yelled. ‘So’s Phredde!’

‘Well, you come out right now!’ hollered Mum.

So we did.

It was easier getting out than getting in, actually, because the boa constrictor was shaking its head trying to spit out the table, which it did just as we emerged at its mouth. We were spat out with it. Splurrrk!

I hit the Ballroom wall in a great glob of boa constrictor spit. Phredde got tossed up to the ceiling, which would have been okay because usually she can fly, except, now, her wings were gummed up with yuk, so she fell on top of me, and then I fell down on Mum, and, somehow, Dad was there, too, yelling, ‘Prudence! What’s the meaning of all this?’ while the boa constrictor was very carefully chewing the table into toothpicks.

‘Prudence,’ cried Mum again, sort of shaking and crying. ‘Are you alright?’

I scrambled off her. ‘Sure Mum,’ I said. ‘I’m fine. There’s no need to stress about it. Phredde’s fine too.’

‘I need a shower,’ said Phredde, inspecting her gummed-up wings. ‘Eerrk.’

‘Well, young lady,’ said Dad glaring at me. ‘You’ve got some explaining to do!’

‘But it was for you! I just wanted to give you a little present!’ I cried.

‘Little!’ shouted Dad. ‘This thing must be fifteen metres long!’

‘Twenty metres long and it can swallow a whole horse in one gulp,’ I said proudly.

‘Ethereal, did you magic this up?’ enquired Dad sternly.

‘No,’ said Phredde. ‘It was Bruce.’

‘Well, he can just magic it—’ began Dad.

‘Hey, you lot, the pizzas are getting cold’ yelled Mark from the TV, Video and Space Invaders Drawing Room down the corridor.

‘Hey, pizza!’ I cried.

Dad shook his head dazedly. ‘Yes. We just went out to get pizzas for dinner because it’s Gark’s night off, and when we got back, this thing—what exactly is it, Prudence?’

‘It’s a twenty-metre long boa constrictor,’ I informed him. ‘You’ll really love it once you get to know it, Dad. It’s South American!’

‘Listen, Prudence,’ said Dad. ‘I’ve been meaning to have a little talk to you about…’

‘Come and get your pizza!’ yelled Mark again.

So Phredde and I raced off to have showers and get rid of the snake spit before the pizzas got cold, and then Phredde stayed for dinner. (She rang her mum to see if it was alright, but she didn’t mention the boa constrictor. Her mum stresses about things, too.)

After that, Dad seemed to have forgotten what he was going to say to me, which is probably a really good thing.

In fact, what with pineapple, prawn and avocado pizza (which is my favourite at the moment), and peanut butter and sausage pizza (which is Phredde’s), we sort of forgot about the boa constrictor until it started thumping on the Ballroom ceiling.

‘Poor thing,’ said Mum ‘I bet it’s hungry too. What do boa constrictors like?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Horses, I suppose.’

‘Well, I’m not going to have a horse indoors,’ said Mum firmly. ‘You know what a mess your unicorn made the last time you rode it through the Grand Hall. Anyway, it would be cruel.’

‘But the boa constrictor’s got to eat something!’ I pointed out.

‘Pizza,’ said Mark, still with his mouth full. ‘Give the poor thing some pizza.’

So we did.

Of course, it takes a lot of pizza to fill up a twenty-metre long, giant boa constrictor that can swallow a whole horse. So Phredde rang her mum again and asked her to magic up an everlasting pizza for us, one that you could eat forever and it would still be there (which is a really great idea and I wish we’d thought of it before).

You know something? Twenty-metre long boa constrictors really like peanut butter and sausage pizza.

And then, it really did go to sleep.

Boa constrictors snore.

Well, that’s the end of that story. I got Bruce to shrink the boa constrictor a bit the next day.

It still looks cute, all green with yellow spots, but it can’t swallow a horse whole, just one of Mark’s guinea pigs, but that’s alright because Mark hasn’t noticed yet.

And I reckon Dad must be getting fond of it, because I saw him staring at it last Saturday as it wound around the legs of the kitchen table while we were having breakfast. Dad was muttering, ‘I wonder if boa constrictors eat giant sloths or vampire bats?’

Didn’t I tell you about the vampire bats?

They followed me home that time Phredde and I borrowed her mum’s magic carpet and accidentally-on-purpose crashed through the time barrier and landed in a jungle next to this great ancient ruined temple and…

But that’s another story.6



1 See Phredde and a Frog Named Bruce.

2 See A Phaery Named Phredde.

3 See Phredde and a Frog Named Bruce.

4 See A Phaery Named Phredde.

5 See A Phaery Named Phredde and Phredde and a Frog Named Bruce.

6 See Phredde and the Temple of Gloom.
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