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– WHAT’S SO GREAT ABOUT SCHOOL, ANYWAY? –

Whetū Toa and her mum lived in a little cottage in the country. They both worked for a magician called The Mighty Mikaere. Mum did his paperwork and show bookings, and took care of his house while he was away on tour. Whetū was in charge of looking after the animals on his farm.

One morning, Whetū gave the animals some exciting news.

“What do you mean, you’re going to school?” asked one of the horses. He was named Socks, because of the purple bandages he wore on his legs. “What’s school, anyway?”

“It’s where you learn things and have lunch,” said Whetū. “The holidays end next week, so I’ll be starting a new school. I’ll have to get up extra early to do the feeds and mucking out.”

“An early breakfast?” grumbled another of the horses, who called himself Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum. The other horses had told Whetū that his name was really Spot, but he didn’t like it, so he’d changed it to the grandest thing he could think of. “Horses cannot digest anything before eight o’clock on weekdays and ten o’clock on the weekends. It’s a well-known fact.”

 “I don’t think that’s true,” said Whetū. “And if it is, you can eat when you like. All I’m saying is that I’ll be down here at six o’clock, whether you’re up or not. I can’t be late for school.”

“School sounds stupid,” snorted the third horse. Her name was Daisy and she always wore a plastic daisy chain around her neck. “Forcing people to learn and making them eat lunch. It should be banned.”

“It’s good for kids,” said Whetū. “I have to get an education. It’s the law.”

“I think it’s a silly law,” said the fourth horse. He didn’t have a name and didn’t want one either. “And I bet everyone else agrees with me.”

He was right. None of the other animals were very enthusiastic at all.

“But … but …” the bull said, his bottom lip trembling. “You’re leaving us?”

“Don’t cry!” Whetū said hastily. The bull was very big and looked extremely fierce, but really, he was rather sensitive. “I’ll only be gone during the day. I’ll still see you every morning and evening, and all through the weekends.”

“But don’t you like us any more?”

“Of course I like you!”

“Then why are you going away?” the bull wailed. “Is it me? Do you hate me?”

“Of course not!” said Whetū. “You’re my favourite bull in the whole world!”

But the bull wasn’t listening. With tears streaming down his face, he let out an anguished howl and galloped off down the field to hide behind his favourite clump of flax.

Whetū didn’t follow him. The bull liked to calm down in his own time. Meanwhile, she still had the other animals to tend to. She clambered over the fence and headed for the chicken coop. She told the chicken her news, but it just pecked at her and stalked back into its coop. Whetū was glad she hadn’t magically multiplied the chicken before telling it her news. One beak was sharp enough let alone thousands of them.

Rubbing her leg, Whetū limped to the pigsty and looked over the top of the stone wall. The three pigs were sprawled out on the straw, as usual. One was white, one was black, and one had black and white and pink blotches, and they were all incredibly lazy.

“I have some good news,” Whetū said, putting an extra cheery note into her voice and hoping she sounded convincing.

The white pig opened one eye. “We heard you telling the chicken. And we don’t care. We never see you during the day, anyway.”

“Only because you’re always asleep,” said Whetū. “I am here quite a lot, you know, fixing things and cleaning up.”

“That means nothing to us,” said the white pig, closing her eye again. “And we like eating breakfast as soon as possible, anyway. In fact, you could consider coming the day before and then we could eat our breakfast straight after our dinner.”

Whetū frowned. “I don’t think so. Six o’clock in the morning is quite early enough.”

“Then stop keeping us awake and go away. We have to be up at six o’clock, you know.”

“It’s not for another week. I’m just giving you plenty of warning. And don’t forget our new fitness programme. We’ll be doing some cardio exercise before dinner, okay?”

“Why do you hate us so much?” the white pig hissed bitterly.

Whetū began to protest, but the white pig just rolled over and went back to sleep. The other two pigs hadn’t even bothered opening their eyes.

Gritting her teeth, Whetū headed to the barn to visit one of her closest friends, Ramses. He was quite stern with the other animals, but he had always been very kind to Whetū. In fact, once he’d even saved her life. Whetū had always thought that her job as animal keeper would be much more difficult if Ramses wasn’t there to support her and help keep the other animals in line.

She felt in her pocket for her sunglasses, put them on and opened the door.
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– RAMSES’ GIFT –

A blaze of golden light greeted Whetū as the door swung open. Ramses was lying, as usual, on his bed of straw in the corner. Inside the shadowy barn, his fleece shone as bright as the day, and his diamond horns twinkled, making little white spots dance all over the walls.

“Good morning, young Whetū!” he said. “How is our animal keeper this morning? And what’s got him so riled up?”

Him was the bull, whose sobs could be heard through the barn doors from half a paddock away.

“I told him I’d be going to school next week,” said Whetū. She filled up Ramses’ trough with grain and began to sweep the floor. “He wasn’t very happy about it.”

“Ah yes, school,” said Ramses in a cheerful voice – but his expression wasn’t very cheerful. “Next week, is it? Well, goodness me. Are you sure you should be going? Because I’m sure the magician would get you a tutor. Or perhaps your mother would consider homeschooling?”

“We can’t afford a tutor,” said Whetū in surprise. “And Mum’s got far too much to do already. Besides, she’s always going on about how the holidays are too long and she can’t wait for me to get back to school.”

“What about all the germs?”

“What do you mean, germs?”

“Children are very germy,” said Ramses firmly. “They’re simply crawling with viruses and bacteria. If one child gets the plague, they all get the plague. We wouldn’t want you getting the plague, Whetū. Your tongue goes black, you get big boils filled with bright green pus and then you fall down dead.”

“I definitely wouldn’t want to get the plague, either,” said Whetū. “But animals are germy too, and I haven’t been sick yet. I always wash my hands.”

Ramses sniffed. “I don’t think animals are quite as germy as children.”

There was silence while Whetū finished sweeping the floor, and then Ramses gave such a heavy sigh that a couple of wisps of straw blew off his bed and landed at her feet. She picked them up and dropped them back on his bed.

“What are you going to do today?” she asked.

“Waiting until sunset. As usual.”

Ramses’ fleece and horns were quite dazzling in the sunlight. The other animals often complained of the glare, especially the bull, who insisted that Ramses was trying to make his eyes bleed on purpose. Ramses usually only went out to graze when the other animals were going to bed.

“I could get Mum to make you a coat to put over your fleece,” Whetū said thoughtfully.

“Too hot. But thank you for the thought.”

“It’s a pity. But you really are the shiniest ram I’ve ever seen. I don’t think there’s anyone in the world as golden as you!”

“There’s not,” the ram said decidedly. “Not on this planet or even in the entire universe. I am one of a kind.”

“You must get lonely sometimes,” Whetū said. There used to be a flock of sheep on the farm, but they’d all been eaten. Now there was only Ramses left.

“Lonely? Me?” Ramses fluffed up his fleece in a haughty manner and tried to look stern, but it wasn’t very convincing.

Whetū stood the broom carefully against the wall, next to a ladder. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” She looked at Ramses closely. He certainly didn’t look as happy as he usually did. In fact, he looked extremely glum.

“No,” he replied. “You’d better get on with your jobs. The others are jealous enough of me already, taking up so much of your time. I have something for you, though. The cat just finished making it this morning.”

“What is it?”

Ramses nudged at the straw and there came a little shimmer of light. It was a little tāniko friendship bracelet woven from the ram’s own fleece in different shades of gold. It looked lovely against her brown skin. Whetū was delighted.

“It’s beautiful! Thank you!” And then she said with a confused frown, “Did you say the cat made it? I’ve never seen a cat weaving before.”

“Oh, they won’t do it if you’re watching. You’d be surprised at what they get up to when no one’s looking. I mean, I’m not one to gossip, but I’ll just say this.” Ramses looked around before lowering his voice and hissing, “The Sistine Chapel.”

“What?”

“You didn’t hear it from me,” the ram said, tapping his golden nose with a golden hoof.

Whetū tied the friendship bracelet around her wrist. She gazed at it happily. “Thank you. I’ll wear it every day. I’d better find the cat and say thank you.”

“No, don’t do that,” Ramses said. “Best you pretend you know nothing about it. Cats like having secrets.”

“All right then. I’m going to finish my jobs now. See you later.”

Whetū carefully closed the door and wandered off into the courtyard. A pair of green eyes gazed at her from atop the wooden wagon. It was the orange tabby cat, lazing in the sun. Whetū pretended she hadn’t seen her and made a great show of stroking the bracelet and admiring it as she walked past. Slowly the green eyes blinked shut, but in a smugly satisfied sort of way.

Suddenly, there was a piercing scream from the direction of the cottage. All thoughts of friendship bracelets and farm jobs vanished. That scream could only have come from Mum, and by the sound of it, she was in trouble!
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– GIVE HER A WAVE –

“Mum!” Whetū threw open the back door and bolted into the kitchen, almost tripping over a mop swishing foamy water across the floor. “Mum, where are you?”

“In the living room!” came Mum’s voice from down the hall.

Whetū’s reflection in the hall mirror waved at her as she hurried past, but Whetū was so worried, she didn’t even notice.

She was relieved to find Mum sitting on the couch looking perfectly well … apart from one thing.

“Oh, Mum,” Whetū cried. “What the heck have you done?”

Mum’s usually tidy hair was standing on end and waving about as though it was alive. It looked as if her head was caught in a tornado. A little black rabbit sat next to her, looking embarrassed.

“I didn’t do it!” said Mum crossly. “It was Poppycock!”

Poppycock was The Mighty Mikaere’s new stage assistant. He hadn’t been in the job for very long, and Whetū was fairly sure he wouldn’t be in the job for much longer, either. He was a nice rabbit, but he wasn’t much good at magic.

“I’m so sorry,” Poppycock said. He muttered something that sounded like “Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!” and waved a paw.

There was a loud explosion and Mum vanished behind a cloud of purple smoke. Whetū coughed and flapped her hand at the hazy air. When the smoke cleared, there was Mum with her hair tied back in its usual way. Unfortunately, her arms were now waving about in the air instead.

“For goodness sake, Poppycock,” Mum shouted. “How am I supposed to get any work done with my arms like this?”

“We could get you a feather duster for the ceilings,” suggested Poppycock helpfully. “The corners are a bit cobwebby.”

Mum growled deep in her throat.

“Hello, Whetū!” Poppycock said, clearly trying to change the subject. “Been over at the farm?”

“Never mind that,” said Whetū. “What have you done to my mum?”

She grabbed one of Mum’s arms and tried to yank it down, but it was no use. They were stuck straight up in the air and waving about as though Mum was at a concert.

“I was practising,” said Poppycock. “We’re on tour tomorrow, and I’m not sure I’ve got everything quite right.”

Whetū had once been the magician’s stage assistant, but now that school was starting, Mum said she’d have to give it up. The magician was often on tour for weeks on end, and Mum wouldn’t let Whetū miss school for that long. Whetū had been sad and a bit jealous when she’d had to hand over her stage assistant magic to Poppycock, but she could see why Mum had insisted. There was no way Whetū could manage the animals and school work and stage assisting as well.

“It’s no use, Whetū,” said Mum. (By now, Whetū had two feet braced against the side of the couch and both hands wrapped around Mum’s arms.) “The magician will just have to fix it.”

“Don’t be cross,” said Poppycock. “I’ll put some music on, and we can pretend you’re having a little dance.”

“Don’t you dare!” shouted Mum, but Poppycock had already waved a paw and muttered something that sounded like “Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!”

A reggae song came blasting out of nowhere, and Whetū giggled. Her mum did look funny sitting on the couch with her arms waving around to the music and a scowl on her face.

“It’s not funny!” Mum said, but there was a twinkle in her eye, and she burst out laughing. “You silly rabbit. You’d better put in some more practice before tomorrow, don’t you think?”

There came a loud rap at the window. It was The Mighty Mikaere, dressed as usual in a black evening suit with a white bow tie, his long black beard trimmed to a sharp point. He slid the window open and Poppycock immediately sank into a low bow. Whetū gave the magician a little wave. Mum waved too, but then again, she couldn’t help it.

“Are we having a party?” the magician asked.

“A slight problem, sir,” Poppycock began. “I thought I’d make Ms Toa’s straight hair a little more wavy and then it started waving all over the place, and now … well …”

“I see,” said the magician, and quickly muttered something that sounded like “Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!”

The music abruptly switched off. Mum’s arms dropped back down by her sides and she heaved a sigh of relief.

“You do realise, Poppycock,” said the magician sternly, “that you might have made an ocean wave crash through the window? You might have even trapped Ms Toa inside a giant microwave!”

Mum looked startled.

Poppycock rubbed his furry chin thoughtfully. “It’s quite tricky, isn’t it, when one word can mean so many different things. Hair wave, hand wave, ocean wave, microwave … it’s all very confusing.”

“You’ll have to do better than this, Poppycock,” said the magician. “This tour is very important.”

“Oh, we’ll be fine,” said Poppycock breezily. “I’m sure of it.”

Whetū, Mum and the magician all exchanged looks, but nobody said anything.

“And I’ve promised a reporter at the Daily JackNohi an interview when we get back,” Poppycock continued. “Won’t that be fun? We’ll be featured in the newspaper!”

The magician looked aghast. “Oh no, we won’t. That would be a disaster! Magic relies on secrecy. If you let the secrets out, there’s no magic any more. It says all that in your employment contract!”

“I didn’t actually read my contract,” said Poppycock. “It was so long and boring.”

“You should always read a contract before you sign it,” said Mum firmly. “That’s one of the two most important things about starting a new job.”

“What’s the other important thing?” Whetū asked.

“Finding out where the bathroom is,” replied Mum.

“Ms Toa,” the magician said sternly. “Please contact the reporter at the Daily JackNohi and tell them that there will be no interviews. And you, Poppycock, go up to the Rehearsal Room and get practising!”

“Yes, sir,” said Poppycock. It took him a couple of tries to leap out the window, but finally he managed it, his back paws scrabbling against the wallpaper and leaving little scratches that made Mum close her eyes and take deep breaths. The magician slid the window shut again, and he and Poppycock disappeared from sight.

Mum wiggled her shoulders. “I’m glad my arms are back to normal. But he could’ve left the music on. I liked that song.”
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– HORSING AROUND –

The next day, the magician and Poppycock left on their tour. Whetū wasn’t entirely convinced that Poppycock knew what he was doing, but Poppycock was unconcerned.

“It’ll be fine!” he said to Whetū. “You’re such a worrywart. What could go wrong?”

Whetū didn’t want to tell him about the stage show where the King himself had nearly been murdered, so she just smiled and wished him well. After dinner, she went back to the farm to settle everyone down for the night.

At that time of the evening, the horses were usually yawning and heading into the stables for some quiet time before bed. But to Whetū’s surprise, she found them cantering around in complicated figures of eight and flicking their hooves up as they passed each other.

“Hello!” called Whetū.

Startled by her shout, Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum mistimed his steps and crashed into Socks who banged into Daisy. The three of them fell down in a tangled horsey heap, and the fourth horse burst into a huge whinny of laughter.

Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum, Socks and Daisy struggled to all twelve of their feet and glared at Whetū.

“You put us off!” Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum grumbled.

“Sorry,” said Whetū. “What are you doing, anyway?”

“Practi–” Socks began, but was cut off as Daisy gave him such a tremendous shove that he nearly fell over again.

“He means, exercising,” Daisy said. “It’s important to stay fit and healthy.”

“So it is,” said Whetū. “Carry on, then!”

The horses didn’t move, however; they just watched her with narrowed eyes, and eventually she turned away and went to visit the bull.

“What are they up to?” she asked.

The bull shrugged.

Whetū waited.

The bull fidgeted.

Whetū waited.

“Oh all right, stop nagging me!” the bull wailed. “They made me promise not to tell. They said they’d take my beautiful silver nose ring out while I was sleeping and swap it for an onion ring. And onions make me cry.”

Whetū didn’t want to point out that everything made the bull cry, so she said, “It’s not okay for them to bully you. If you can’t make them stop, come and tell me straight away, and we can sort it out.”

“But … but …” the bull said, his lower lip trembling, “they can bully me! I’m a bull!”

“What I mean is, they’re not allowed to be unkind,” explained Whetū. “I’ll have a word with them.”

“Don’t!” said the bull. “You’ll just make things worse!”

There was a clatter of hooves. Daisy leaned over the fence, her eyes wide and innocent. “Having a nice chat, are we?”

The bull snorted, galloped off to the far side of his field and hid behind the clump of flax.

Whetū glared at Daisy. “Don’t be horrible to him! And whatever you horses are up to, it’d better be within the rules of the farm, or I’ll tell the magician and you’ll be in big trouble.”

Daisy looked startled and then tossed her mane. “He’s away, anyway.”

“Then I’ll tell Ramses!” said Whetū. “He won’t stand for any nonsense. And I won’t either. Behave yourselves. I mean it.”

Daisy glared at Whetū and trotted off, flicking her tail in a very rude manner.

Whetū sighed. The horses were certainly beginning to try her patience. But they were exercising, which was a good thing. Speaking of which, it was time for the pigs’ evening fitness routine.

The pigs were sprawled out on their straw and didn’t look like they’d moved all day.

“Come on,” she said, opening the sty door and giving their piggy behinds a gentle prod with her foot. “Three times around the courtyard, and then you can have a kick about with the rugby ball for a bit. No dinner until you’ve had a play, okay?”

“I hate rugby,” the white pig grumbled as she got to her feet. “And besides, I’ve just curled my tail. It’ll get all dirty.”

“Do you good,” said Whetū. “Come on, I’ll run with you. It’ll be fun.”

After a very sweaty twenty minutes of exercise, which wasn’t that much fun because the lazy pigs moaned non-stop, Whetū left them to their dinner and went to visit Ramses.

He was lying listlessly on his bed and hardly raised his head when she came in.

“Are you going out to graze?” she said. “It’s nearly sunset.”

“No,” said Ramses. “I don’t feel like it. I’ll just stay in here.”

“Are you sure?”

“I just said so, didn’t I?” snapped Ramses, and Whetū blinked in surprise. Ramses was never rude to her.

“Sorry for asking,” she muttered.

She didn’t say anything else to him as she cleaned up the barn. His gloom was like a thick, damp fog that made her feel very uncomfortable. She did her work as quickly as possible and then left, glad to shut the barn door behind her.

The wind had got up a bit, making the shingles on the barn roof rattle. A scrunched-up piece of paper whipped through the air and landed against her foot.

She bent to pick it up, meaning to put it in the bin, but a few brightly coloured words caught her attention. She smoothed it out so she could read it better.

Village Talent Show!

Win Big Prizes!

Dance, sing, juggle your way to FAME and FORTUNE!

And underneath was a picture of a girl dancing with a little white dog that was wearing a tutu.

Whetū put the flyer in her pocket. She couldn’t sing, dance or juggle, and now that she didn’t have any stage assistant magic left either, there wasn’t much point in entering. Maybe she could watch, though? The show was in two days’ time, over at Kanikani, the next village. She could ask Mum to drive her. It was too far to walk, and even biking would take ages.

From over the fence, she caught sight of Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum watching her closely, before he flicked up his heels and cantered away.
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– GOODNIGHT … BUT NOT FOR LONG –

Mum was relaxing in the living room, lying on the couch. On the table next to her, a book was reading itself aloud in a deep, dramatic voice. Whetū didn’t interrupt. Mum was always so busy she hardly ever got the chance to put her feet up.

Whetū went off to the bathroom for a wash. As she passed the hall mirror, her reflection gave a sharp rap on the glass. Her hair was a tangled mess with bits of straw in it, and she had smudges of dirt on her face.

“I was about to have a shower, you know,” said Whetū.

Her reflection smiled and held out her arm. A tāniko bracelet twinkled against her skin. It was the same as Whetū’s except the pattern was backwards.

“It’s nice, isn’t it?” said Whetū. Her reflection nodded. Whetū stroked the bracelet on her own wrist and thought of Ramses. He was certainly down in the dumps. Perhaps she should have tried to comfort him a little more. Never mind, she thought. Everyone has bad days sometimes. Maybe he’d feel better in the morning. Perhaps she could make him a hot mash for a treat.

Whetū left her reflection and went down the hall to the bathroom for her shower. When she finished – her hair combed, and wearing her pyjamas – she went back to the hall mirror and struck a pose.

“Happy?”

Her freshly washed reflection smiled and nodded. Whetū poked her head into the living room to say goodnight to Mum.

“Goodnight, darling,” Mum said. “Did you pick up your clothes from the bathroom floor?”

The book stopped reading and coughed, loudly and indignantly.

“Sorry,” Mum said, with a wink at Whetū. “Carry on.”

The book began the page again in a long-suffering sort of manner, and Whetū went back to the bathroom. Her jeans rustled as she picked them up, and she took out the talent show advertisement from her pocket before putting her clothes in the laundry basket.

She climbed the stairs to her bedroom. From her window she could see the horses’ paddock quite clearly. And there were the horses, cantering in figures of eight and doing complicated twirls and dance steps in the middle.

Whetū watched the horses, puzzled, and then looked down at the advertisement in her hand. If she wasn’t mistaken, it looked as though the horses were practising for the talent show! But how could they be so silly? The magician would never let them enter a talent show where people might hear them talking, and there was no way they’d be able to keep their mouths shut for a whole performance. Besides, she could bet that a group of horses didn’t usually perform dance routines all by themselves without a trainer in sight. The whole thing would look very suspicious.

The sun sank behind the trees, and the horses eventually finished what they were doing and went off to the stables for the night. The moon came out and twinkling stars began to appear in the sky. Whetū squinted. There was a little shadow creeping across the courtyard by the barn. It was the cat, her tail held high. The cat nudged the barn door open, and a shaft of golden light streamed across the ground before the door closed shut again.

“I hope Ramses doesn’t get cross with the cat too,” Whetū thought. “Still, if the cat can make a tāniko bracelet, she should be able to cheer up a grouchy ram.”

Whetū drew her curtains closed and laid the crumpled advertisement on her dressing table. She would have to have a word with the horses tomorrow, and she was quite sure they wouldn’t like it. They were certainly causing all kinds of trouble at the moment, and she didn’t even have the magician around to back her up. She doubted Ramses would be in the mood to help her either. Maybe she could separate the horses from each other for a bit? Individually, they were all very nice, but when they were together they just seemed to make each other worse. Mind you, they had worked hard together at their practising. Perhaps they just needed a job that would keep them occupied?

Still pondering the problem, she got into bed and flicked off her light.

“Goodnight,” her alarm clock said.

“Goodnight,” Whetū replied.

She went to sleep quite quickly that night. However, if she had known what would happen the next day, she wouldn’t have slept at all.
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– DISAPPEARANCES –

The next morning after breakfast, Mum bustled about collecting cleaning cloths and detergent and popping them into a bucket.

“Now that the magician’s gone, I’m going to make sure his whole house is spick and span,” she said. “The brooms and dusters over there have been quite slack, I’m afraid. There’s a room on the fifteenth floor that hasn’t been cleaned since 1945!”

“How do you know that?” asked Whetū.

“Because there’s a young soldier in there from World War Two. He told me.”

“Wouldn’t he be very old by now?” asked Whetū.

“I don’t think the room knows it’s not 1945 any more. Everything in there has been exactly the same for years and years and years. The soldier just sits inside, listening to the wireless and writing letters to his sweetheart. She died a long time ago, I’m afraid.”

“Can’t you bring him out?”

“I don’t think so. He’d age years in an instant. The shock would probably kill him. He’s quite happy, though. He likes writing letters. I told him about email, but I’m not sure he believed me. Are you ready to go to the farm? I’ll walk with you.”

They went out to the back porch, and Mum slipped on her sneakers while Whetū tugged on her red gumboots. They took the track through the garden and over the stile. Then Mum went to the magician’s house, while Whetū headed over to the farm.

She realised almost instantly that something was wrong. It was quiet. Too quiet. The horses’ paddock and bull’s field were completely empty.

She hurried through the field and climbed the fence. To her surprise, the chicken wasn’t pecking around in its little wire enclosure as usual. She opened the door and scrabbled around in its roosting box, but all she found was a single brown egg.

Frowning, she went to see if the pigs knew where the chicken, the bull and the horses had got to, but they weren’t there either. Now Whetū was really beginning to worry. The disappearance of the other animals was peculiar enough, but nothing usually shifted the pigs off the straw unless it involved bribes of food.

Her heartbeat quickening, she ran over to the barn. But for once there was no friendly golden glow seeping under the door. What was going on?

She threw open the door to a cacophony of noise. Heads turned and then the pigs, the bull and the horses all began talking at once, with the chicken adding a loud “Buk buk” whenever there was a break in the chatter.

“Be quiet!” Whetū said, her hands over her ears. “One at a time! What are you all doing in here?”

“It’s Ramses!” the fourth horse said.

“What’s wrong with him?” Whetū cried. “Move aside everyone!”

The animals parted and let Whetū push through to where Ramses usually lay on his heap of straw. Only this time …

“He’s not here,” said one of the pigs helpfully. “He hasn’t been here all morning.”

Whetū felt quite faint. Ramses would never leave the farm without telling her. He was a stickler for rules and regulations and always very deferential to her position as animal keeper. “Did he leave a note?”

“How could he write a note? He doesn’t have hands!” Socks whinnied rudely, and soon all four horses were in fits of laughter.

“Stop it! This is serious!” Whetū said. “We’ll split up and search the farm. He may have wandered off and fallen into a ditch or something.”

The pigs looked at one another and then piped in unison, “We’ll search the barn.”

“Don’t be so lazy,” said Whetū. “We’d see him glowing if he was in the barn. No, you three can go up to the oak tree forest and take a look. You know the area better than the rest of us.”

The three pigs groaned. They often went truffle hunting in the oak tree forest, but as truffle season wasn’t quite due yet, they weren’t very enthusiastic about having to go all that way without a delicious treat to make the journey worthwhile.

“He won’t be there,” the white pig grumbled. “And we’ll probably drop dead from exhaustion, all for nothing.”

“Just go, please?” begged Whetū. “He might be lying somewhere, hurt. We need to find him quickly.”

With much dark muttering, the pigs stalked out of the barn and set off towards the distant forest.

Whetū sent the horses and the bull to do a quick sweep of the whole farm. Their long legs could cover much more ground than she could. The horses groaned when Whetū told the bull to go with them, and they quickly galloped off before he had a chance to follow.

The bull’s lower lip trembled and his eyes welled up.

“Now, now, don’t cry!” Whetū said. “Sometimes we need to put our own feelings aside when other people – I mean animals – are in trouble.”

The bull’s lip stopped trembling, and he bravely raised his shaggy chin. “You’re right. This is about Ramses.” And he lumbered off after the horses without another word. Whetū was impressed.

“It’s true what they say,” she thought. “Hard times can sometimes bring out the best in people. And bulls too, I suppose.”

The barn was now empty except for the chicken. It eyed her with its head on one side.

“I suppose we’d better have all of you out,” Whetū said thoughtfully, and added something that sounded like, “Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!”

There was a BANG! and suddenly the chicken had turned itself into three thousand of them, all cawing, strutting, pecking and flapping and making a terrific hullabaloo.

“Go off and look for clues,” shouted Whetū above the noise. “And if you must poo, can you please do it on the grass. It takes such a long time to clean it off the concrete.”

The chickens ran off outside into the sunshine, leaving Whetū alone. All at once she felt shaky, and with wobbly knees, she sank down into the straw. Where on earth could Ramses be?
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– WHETŪ’S FAULT –

As Whetū waited for the animals to come back, she went on with the feeds and tidying their sleeping areas. Keeping busy was better than sitting in the straw, where Ramses used to sit, feeling guilty. Because she did feel awful. Ramses had been upset, and she hadn’t even asked him about it. Mum always said that if a worry was left alone inside a person, it would feed on the darkness within and become bigger than it should be. If a worry was heard by someone else, it would stop growing. Sometimes it would even shrink away to nothing. Whetū hadn’t asked Ramses what was worrying him. She should have. Maybe she could have helped shrink his worries away to nothing too.

Wait – the cat was in the barn last night. Perhaps she knew where Ramses had got to?

She called out, “Puss! Puss! Here kitty, kitty, kitty!” but there was no answering meow or scrabble of claws.

Whetū visited all the sunny corners where the cat liked to doze. Unfortunately, there was no sign of her. The cat often went missing for days on end, but she always returned, her tail held high and a smug expression on her orange face. Whetū hoped the cat would come back today. She was probably the last to have seen Ramses.

As the morning wore on, the animals returned to report their findings. And each said the same thing – that they hadn’t found one single, glistening strand. With a sinking heart, Whetū divided the three thousand chickens by three thousand chickens and sent the remaining one back to its coop.

“I’ll ask Mum to call the magician,” she said. “He might be able to find Ramses with magic.”

“Are you sure you want to tell him?” said Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum. “When he finds out you lost his ram, you’re going to be in a heap of trouble. You’ll probably be fired.”

“I didn’t lose him, exactly,” said Whetū. “He went and lost himself.”

“You should say that someone else lost him,” Daisy suggested. “You should never admit to anything when you can put the blame on someone else. Especially someone who might not even exist. That way, you can never be proved wrong.”

“That doesn’t sound right,” said Whetū, frowning. “How could someone else lose Ramses, anyway?”

“Unless …” she thought, “unless he’d been stolen?” He was a golden ram after all. He was probably worth millions of dollars.

“I have to tell the magician,” she said. “It’s the right thing to do.”

“Just don’t blame me when it all goes wrong,” said Daisy. “Blame someone else.”

Whetū hurried off down the track that led to the magician’s house. It was a very odd house, which looked like a skinny lighthouse with a bend in the middle. Colourful bubbles drifted from the top windows, and they yelped as they popped in the sun.

She took off her shoes and banged on the front door, which immediately swung open. Disregarding the doors lining the circular wall, she headed for the staircase in the middle. The stairs played a musical note with every step she took, and she found herself humming along to her favourite song. She passed landing after landing, all lined with different-coloured doors, and she’d heard her favourite song three times and was completely out of breath by the time she got to the fifteenth floor. She wandered down the hall until she got to the door with a brass plaque that said 1945, knocked, and went inside.

To her relief, Mum was there, wearing rubber gloves and talking on an old-fashioned phone attached to the wall. A carpet sweeper rattled over the rugs, and two wet cloths rubbed soapy circles against the windows. A handsome young man in an army uniform was scribbling away at a desk in the corner.

“What did you say?” shouted Mum into the phone. “Can you hear me? I said, ‘What did you say?’ Oh – never mind.” She hung up the phone and said, “Hello, Whetū! What are you doing here?”

“It’s Ramses,” Whetū cried. “He’s gone. Completely disappeared. We’ve been looking for him for ages. What if he’s been stolen?”

“Slow down,” Mum said. “How could anyone steal him? Nobody can get through the wall.”

The magician had built a magical wall around the farm to prevent people from spying on his magical secrets. The wall didn’t work on Whetū or her mother. They could see and walk right through it. But when other people passed by, all they could see of the farm was a red brick wall, too high to see over and too smooth to climb, with only a little slot for the mailman to push the mail through.

“But Ramses would have told someone if he’d gone off by himself,” said Whetū. “Nobody knows anything. And a golden ram would be worth millions of dollars.”

“Good luck to anyone who steals Ramses,” said Mum, rolling her eyes. “All those lectures and bragging about himself? A thief wouldn’t last a day before they brought him back.”

“Don’t tease, Mum. He’s not that bad.” Whetū’s mouth turned down unhappily. “It’s all my fault.”

“No, it isn’t.” Mum gave Whetū a squeaky hug with her rubber-gloved hands. “You couldn’t prevent Ramses from being stolen by someone who wanted him badly enough. And you’re not responsible if Ramses has chosen to go off by himself. People will do what they do. We can’t blame ourselves for everything.”

“He’s not a people. He’s an animal. Can you please call the magician and tell him what’s happened?”

“Ah, well, that’s the thing,” said Mum. “I was just talking to him when you came in. There’s been an accident.”

Whetū groaned. “Poppycock?”

Mum nodded. “He was supposed to vanish from a top hat and go backstage, but unfortunately he vanished and ended up in the Bermuda Triangle. The magician is looking for him now. He was very angry. He’s had to cancel two shows. Poppycock’s been fired, I’m afraid.”

“Can’t you call him back and tell him about Ramses?”

“Phones don’t work very well in the Bermuda Triangle. I could hardly hear him over the static, and then the call was cut off. We’ll just have to wait until he leaves.”

“You could always write a letter,” said the young man in the corner.

Whetū jumped. She’d almost forgotten he was there. “Won’t that take ages?”

“Letters are worth the wait. Everyone likes getting letters.”

“Depends on the letter,” Mum said. She stripped off her rubber gloves and took a piece of paper from the desk. “I’ll write one now. The post office has a flock of pigeons that deliver letters to far-off places. Don’t worry, Whetū. And remember, this wasn’t your fault.”

Whetū left Room 1945 without another word. It was all very well Mum saying it wasn’t her fault, but in her heart she knew it was.
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– ANIMAL TROUBLE –

Even though the animals had already searched the farm, Whetū spent the rest of the afternoon going right round the magician’s property, inspecting odd corners and looking under bushes, peering down drains and even gazing up into the trees, even though she was fairly sure Ramses couldn’t climb a tree trunk. She wanted to search the oak tree forest, but Mum wouldn’t let her go by herself and the pigs flatly refused to go back with her.

“We’ve already been,” the white pig said from her prone position on the straw, her eyes closed. “He’s not there.”

“But you might have missed a spot,” said Whetū, who was becoming more and more worried with every minute that passed.

“It’s too late now, anyway,” said the black pig. “It’s nearly time for dinner.”

He was right. Shadows were lengthening across the courtyard. The day was almost done without any sign of Ramses.

Whetū turned away and almost tripped over the chicken gobbling up a slater it had unearthed from between the cobbles.

“How did you get out of your coop?” Whetū said. “Come on then, back you go.”

The chicken looked up at her with its head on one side and gave a little squawk that sounded a little like, “Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!”

BANG!

The chicken multiplied itself by three thousand, and the courtyard became a seething mass of white-feathered bodies, clucking and pecking and scratching and pooing.

“What are you doing?” shouted Whetū. “You’re not supposed to multiply yourself! Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!”

She waited for the chickens to divide back down to one, but they didn’t. Instead, they all cackled wildly, almost as though they were laughing. Whetū tried again. “Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!”

Nothing happened.

“Why isn’t it working?” she asked the pigs in despair.

“Ask Ramses,” said the white pig sleepily. “He generally keeps them in order.”

“He’s not here!” Whetū said. “Remember?”

But the white pig had already gone back to sleep. Whetū tried dividing the chickens again, but it was no use. They stubbornly remained three thousand, no matter how hard she tried.

“What am I supposed to do with you all?” she said crossly. “You won’t all fit in the coop, and I can’t leave you out all night.”

She hurried off to get a bucket of grain and rattled it enticingly, calling, “Come on, chicky chick chicken!” The chickens soon followed her, and she was able to bundle them all into the barn and shut the door behind them.

“My goodness,” she thought. “Ramses won’t be too happy when he comes back and finds his barn full of chickens.”

If he came back.

It was getting darker now. It was time to head home for dinner. She wearily climbed the fence and walked off through the empty field. The horses were cantering around in figures of eight, in and out and round about and flicking up their heels as they passed each other. They were actually getting rather good.

“Excuse me!” she called. The horses careered to a halt and glanced at each other before trotting to the fence.

“What do you want?” asked Daisy. “We’re in the middle of exercising.”

“Exercising, my foot!” said Whetū hotly. “I know what you’re really up to.”

“We’re just getting in our daily quota of galloping–” began Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum.

“Don’t fib!” interrupted Whetū. “I know you’re training for the talent show tomorrow!”

“What?” gasped Socks, in such a dramatic manner it would have been funny if it hadn’t been so unconvincing. “What on earth do you mean? What talent show?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about,” said Whetū. “I found the advertisement. I know you’re planning to enter, and you can’t. The magician wouldn’t like it.”

“The magician wouldn’t like that you lost his ram, either,” muttered the fourth horse.

“What did you say?” asked Whetū.

“You heard!” said Daisy rudely. “You lost Ramses, and now you’re trying to ruin our lives too.”

“I’m not!” said Whetū. “But you can’t enter a talent show, people would find out what you are, and it would cause all sorts of trouble …”

“Rubbish,” said Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum. “What kind of trouble? Nothing, that’s what. People would just find out that we’re exceptional and extraordinary and deserve to be treated with a bit of respect!”

“If people found out you can talk,” said Whetū, “they might kidnap you! They might lock you in a science lab and do tests on you! They might put you in a circus or a zoo!”

“Why are you always so full of doom and gloom?” roared Socks. “Why can’t nice things happen to us?”

“You’re not doing the talent show!” shouted Whetū. “And that’s the end of it!”

She stamped away and pretended not to hear Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum calling angrily after her, “Well, that’s all you know!”

Whetū trudged down the fence line, fuming. The bull was waiting for her at the end of the field. She sighed. She really wasn’t in the mood for the bull’s tears today, although, as she looked closer, she saw that, for once, he wasn’t in tears at all.

“I just wanted to say goodnight and I hope things turn out better tomorrow,” said the bull abruptly, and then he galloped away to the far side of his field.

Whetū felt her eyes begin to water. “It’s funny how kindness can do that sometimes,” she thought.
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– NO PICTURES, PLEASE –

Whetū had a very restless night, and the sun was barely up the next morning before she was racing down to the farm, so preoccupied with thoughts of Ramses that she didn’t notice the dewdrops outlining the spiderwebs in the corners of the wire fence or the melodic song of the tūī in the kōwhai trees or the misty shapes rising off the grass in the fields.

She scrambled over the wire fence in record time and headed straight for the barn. But there was no golden glow seeping under the door, and it was only when she went inside that she remembered the barn was full of three thousand chickens.

“Oh, for goodness sake!” she cried as the chickens let out a collective deafening squawk and then scrambled for the open door, rushing past her like a feathery river.

Whetū stared around at the barn in horror. Straw, feathers and poo were everywhere. Some of the chickens had laid eggs, which was nice, but Whetū couldn’t imagine what they were going to do with at least – she began counting – five hundred eggs. Mum would be making omelettes for months.

The mess could wait. She would check the farm for Ramses first.

“Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!” she cried, hoping that the chickens would divide back to one, but they didn’t. So she tried to ignore them and ran about the farm, checking all the places she’d checked the day before.

Nothing.

Dejectedly, she began on the animal feeds.

“I simply cannot eat with all those beady eyes looking at me!” wailed the white pig. A row of chickens sat on the sty’s stone walls, eyeing the pigs in a curious manner and cocking their heads from side to side. “What do they want? Get rid of them, Whetū, do!”

“I’ve tried!” said Whetū. “And it’s worse for me than it is for you. You should see the mess they’ve made of the barn, and there isn’t enough grain for all of them! I’ll have to go down to the village and get some more.”

“Hurry up, then!” cried the white pig. “They’re staring at my breakfast!”

“All right,” said poor Whetū. “Hopefully the store will be open.”

“Just so you know,” said the white pig in a menacing tone, “I’ve eaten chicken before and I won’t hesitate to do so again.”

Whetū tore back to the cottage as quickly as she could. Mum had already left for the magician’s house. Whetū scribbled a note to tell Mum she’d gone to the village, and she made a banana sandwich to eat on the way.

As she wheeled her bike through the gate and leapt on, she thought she heard a rustling in the hedge, but she was in too much of a hurry to investigate.

It wasn’t far to bike to the shops, just down a few country lanes and then along a busier street and then finally onto the main street in the village where Mum did their weekly grocery shopping.

Whetū went straight to the pet and farm animal store, ordered a few sacks of chicken feed to be delivered and then grabbed a big bag of grain to take back with her. Balancing a heavy bag in her bike basket was tricky, and she was relieved when she finally made it back home.

She was about to push the gate open when a man with bulging eyes and four cameras slung around his neck scrambled out of a hole in the hedge on the other side of the road. There were leaves and twigs tangled in his grey hair, and the knees of his pants were muddy.

“Hello!” he said cheerfully, lifting a camera to his eye.

“Don’t!” Whetū didn’t much like having her picture taken, and he hadn’t even asked her permission.

“Sorry, do you mind? It’s just for my story.”

“What story?”

“Shaun Shutterbug, at your service.”

The man smiled and held out his hand for Whetū to shake, but because she had her hands full keeping her bike steady, he changed it to a wave instead.

“I’m a reporter for the Daily JackNohi. Mr Poppycock asked me to write an article about The Mighty Mikaere, the man behind the magic, sort of thing. What’s your name? Are you a relation?”

“Mum should have told you there wasn’t going to be an interview. Poppycock … I mean … Mr Poppycock got it all wrong.”

“Yes, I did get a message about that,” Shutterbug said, “but I thought it must be a mistake. Who doesn’t love being in the papers? Everyone wants to be famous these days.”

“I don’t,” said Whetū. “And neither does the magician, I can tell you that!”

“Really?” Shutterbug whipped out a notepad and pen from his pocket. “What else can you tell me?”

Whetū bit her lip. She hadn’t meant to tell him anything. “If you don’t leave, I’ll call the police.”

“This road is public property,” said Shutterbug. “I’m perfectly within my rights to be here. I’ve been waiting for two days for someone to come out of your gate. And when you finally did, I got stuck in the hedge.”

Whetū felt a bit sorry for him. Fancy sitting in a hedge for two days! Mind you, he might not have seen her or Mum, but he might have seen something else …

“I don’t suppose you’ve seen a ram wandering around, have you?” she said.

After all, it wasn’t breaking her contract to ask about a ram, as long as she didn’t mention that it was the magician’s golden ram with diamond horns who liked to talk about himself a lot.

Shutterbug frowned. “A ram? No, I haven’t seen a ram. I tell you what I did see, though. I saw …”

But Whetū had lost interest. She opened the gate and wheeled her bike through. “I have to go.”

“Wait a minute,” Shutterbug said. “What about my interview?”

“Sorry,” said Whetū, and shut the gate behind her.

The sound of the reporter’s voice was instantly cut off by the magical wall. Whetū could see Shutterbug’s lips moving, but she couldn’t hear him, and she could tell he couldn’t see her any more, either. His big eyes swivelled this way and that, and he didn’t react when Whetū waved at him. Eventually, he kicked the ground in frustration and dived back into the hole in the hedge.

Whetū made her way behind the cottage towards the hungry chickens. So Ramses hadn’t left the farm. Then where on earth could he be?
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– TRICKY QUESTIONS –

Whetū dumped her bike on the front porch and lugged the heavy bag of grain down to the barn. The chickens immediately stopped eyeing up the pigs’ breakfast and ran after her, cackling and flapping. Once they were all inside the barn, Whetū tipped the grain onto the floor and backed out, slamming the door.

“I’ve got to figure out how to get them back into one chicken,” Whetū said, gloomily surveying the streaky chicken droppings all over the courtyard. “There are too many to handle. We’re not set up to be a proper chicken farm.”

“Why can’t you divide them?” the white pig asked. “You could do it before.”

“I don’t know,” said Whetū. “I think I’ve forgotten how.”

“Ramses would know. You’ll just have to wait for him to come back.”

“Unless he’s lost.”

“Or he just doesn’t want to come back,” said the white pig.

Whetū’s lip trembled, and the white pig hastily closed her eyes and gave a loud fake snore.

Whetū miserably left the sty and set about scrubbing the courtyard and collecting eggs that had appeared in odd corners around the place. She was just wondering how an egg had managed to get on top of a fence post, when she looked over the field and saw …

“Oh no,” she breathed. “The horses!”

Whetū raced over to the bull’s field, where he was quietly grazing, and yelled, “Hey! Where have the horses gone?”

The bull jumped in surprise, his eyes wide, long blades of grass hanging from his mouth. “You frightened me! My ears hurt!”

“Don’t be silly!” cried Whetū, for once too upset to worry about the bull’s feelings. “Where are the horses?”

“I don’t know!” the bull wailed. “And stop shouting at me! It makes me so sad!” He flopped down into the grass and howled.

Whetū took off down the track to the magician’s house to find her mother. Mum would have to try and call the magician again, what with Ramses and the horses missing.

Mum was just coming out the magician’s front door, carrying a stack of papers that towered over her head.

“Whatever’s the matter, Whetū?” said Mum, peering around the pile of paper.

“It’s the horses. They’ve gone too!”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes! You have to try and call the magician again,” Whetū pleaded. “First Ramses, and the chickens, and now the horses … and I haven’t seen the cat in days, either!”

“The cat’s always going off by herself,” said Mum. “Cats like having secrets. And have the chickens disappeared too?”

“No, but I wish they had,” said Whetū bitterly. “Everything’s going wrong, and I don’t know how to fix it!”

“The first thing you can do is calm down,” said Mum. “I’ve sent the magician a letter by pigeon, and we should have a reply soon.”

“Can’t we go in the car to look for the horses?”

Mum sighed. “I’m sorry, Whetū, but I don’t have time. I found a big stack of paperwork hidden in a desk, and it needs sorting out as soon as possible.”

“You’re always doing paperwork,” said Whetū crossly, and then immediately wished she hadn’t when she saw the look that passed over Mum’s face – a mixture of exasperation and guilt.

“I’m sorry,” said Mum. “But that’s just the way it is. I have a job to do. Besides, the horses could be anywhere. We can’t drive all over the country looking for them. The magician will know what to do. Don’t worry.”

“But I can’t help worrying!” cried Whetū.

Mum sighed. “Then why don’t you check their field for clues? They might have just gone for a wander.”

She gave Whetū a kiss, which made Whetū feel a little better, but not much, and then she went off to the cottage, her stack of paperwork wobbling precariously.

Whetū trudged back to the horses’ field. First, she checked the stables. They were empty, and there was nothing in there that gave Whetū any hint as to where the horses might have gone. Next, she inspected the gate, which was still firmly latched, and then the field itself. The ground was soft, and the horses’ hoof-prints were clearly marked against the turf. The prints ranged in large sweeping circles from when the horses had practised their routine, and then, oddly, veered off towards the fence. Whetū followed them. The prints vanished just before the wire and then reappeared on the other side. They’d jumped the fence!

She scrambled through the wire and followed the prints around the side of the cottage, through the front gate and into the lane. She looked one way and then the other. The road was tar-sealed and there were no hoof-prints to show which way they had gone.

A tap, tap, tapping sound came from the hedge. She pushed the branches aside. Shaun Shutterbug was sitting on a purple sleeping bag, banging away on a little laptop computer. A tin of soup bubbled away on a little camping stove, and all around, cameras were balanced on tripods.

“Excuse me, Mr Shutterbug,” said Whetū. “Have you seen some horses?”

The reporter jumped at the unexpected voice and knocked his soup over into the dirt.

“Sorry,” said Whetū. She still had half a banana sandwich in her pocket, so she took it out and offered it to him.

“Thanks,” Shutterbug said, taking the sandwich and blowing off the pocket fluff. “I didn’t really like soup anyway. Now, what were you saying?”

“Horses. Did you see any horses, or hear galloping or anything? A little while ago?”

The reporter grinned. “So you want to know about the horses now, do you? I tried to tell you before.” He popped the whole half-sandwich in his mouth, chewed and swallowed. “First, a missing ram, and now, missing horses. The magician doesn’t keep a very close eye on things, does he?”

“It wasn’t his fault,” said Whetū. She knew whose fault it was. “And if you won’t tell me, then …”

“All right, all right. I’ll tell you where the horses went, if you answer one teeny-tiny question about the magician.”

Whetū bit her lip. She knew she wasn’t supposed to talk about The Mighty Mikaere and his magical secrets, but what choice did she have?

“Go on, then,” Whetū sighed. “Where did the horses go?”

“They went that way.” Shutterbug pointed up the lane, in the direction of the next town, Kanikani.

Of course! They’d gone to the talent show! Whetū looked up the lane, half-hoping to see the horses galloping towards her, but of course they weren’t.

“Now you have to answer my question,” Shutterbug said, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “How does the magician do his magic?”

Whetū bit her lip. It was a tricky question.

“Well …” she said.

“You promised!” Shutterbug warned. His fingers were quivering, poised over his laptop.

If he could be tricky, then so could she. “How does the magician do his magic? He does it very, very well,” she replied.

And with that, she let the branches flick back into place, muffling the sound of Shutterbug’s furious snort, and headed back to the cottage.
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– TWINKLE TWINKLE –

Whetū dithered at the gate, half-wondering if she should go after the horses. She knew Mum would go ballistic if she went off to Kanikani by herself. Biking to the shops was one thing, but Kanikani was ages away. She’d never make it there and back before dark. And what if the horses wouldn’t come back with her? She didn’t seem to have any influence over them any more. They just did as they pleased. They wouldn’t have dared to go off if Ramses had still been around.

She was cross that they’d disobeyed her, but she was disappointed too, and worried. If they could do their routine without talking, they might, just might, get away with it. But whoever heard of horses doing a complicated dressage routine by themselves? She certainly wouldn’t put it past Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum to start bragging or Daisy to complain loudly about something. And what if they got hurt? Or lost?

Hot tears rolled down her cheeks, and she fiercely knuckled them away. Crying wasn’t going to help. She’d just have to wait for the magician’s reply. She trembled at the thought of it.

Wiping her face with her hands, Whetū went inside the house. A delicious smell was wafting through the air.

“Dinner will be a little while,” Mum said. Her paperwork was all over the kitchen bench, and she was reading her notes while stirring a pan filled with tomato mince sauce. Mum quite often did lots of things at once.

“I know where the horses have gone,” Whetū said. “They went to Kanikani.”

“That’s good!” said Mum, still reading. “Where’s my pen? Oh dear.” She stopped stirring and ruefully held up a pen covered in red sauce. “Whatever happened to the wooden spoon?”

Whetū found the spoon hiding beneath a pile of paper and handed it to her. “Can we go and look for them?”

“Those horses are smart enough to look after themselves,” said Mum, rinsing the pen off under the tap. “But if they’re not back by bedtime, we’ll drive over and see if we can spot them, all right? Although how we’ll fit them all in the car if we find them, I have no idea.”

“Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum said I’d probably be fired, and Daisy said I was trying to ruin their lives,” said Whetū miserably.

“There’s a reason why horses shouldn’t talk!” Mum said, crossly. “And I’ll tell the magician so, too. They bully that poor bull, and now they’re starting on you! Maybe it’s good that they’ve gone!”

“Mum!” said Whetū, shocked. “You don’t mean that.”

“No, I don’t,” Mum said. “I’m just mad that they’ve upset you. Look, why don’t you go and have a wash? Water’s good when you’re feeling sad or troubled. You always feel better after a swim or a bath, don’t you? And isn’t it lovely when it stops raining and the world feels clean and new?”

“Is water magic, then?”

“Life first began in a drop of water. If that’s not magic, I don’t know what is.”

Mum went back to her mince and her paperwork, and Whetū went to the bathroom. She ran herself a hot bath and threw in one of her mother’s special bath bombs. The water fizzed and the rising steam smelled like vanilla and lemon. Whetū hopped in and soaked for a while. Then she washed all over, even between her toes and behind her ears. And when she finally got out, strangely enough, she did feel better.

She went up to her room to get dressed. The bottom drawer of her dresser was open a crack, and she yanked it open all the way to get some clothes. And there, curled up on her sweatshirts, was the cat.

The tabby yawned, stretching out one orange paw in a languorous fashion and blinking large green eyes.

“Cat,” said Whetū in surprise. She’d never seen the cat inside the cottage before. “What are you doing here?”

The cat didn’t reply. The cat never did.

“Come on,” said Whetū. “Out you get. I need a sweatshirt.”

The cat hopped out of the drawer, and Whetū pulled out a hoodie, giving it a quick shake to get rid of a few stray cat hairs.

“At least I’ve found you,” Whetū said. She stroked the cat gently, feeling a little rumbling purr underneath her fingertips. “And now I just have to find the horses and Ramses. I don’t suppose they’ll be curled up in my drawer, though.”

She frowned, and feeling a little silly, opened the other drawers in her dresser just to check. Of course, they were empty.

The cat gave a sneeze that sounded a little like a laugh and leapt up onto the windowsill. Outside, the sun was just setting and stars dotted the darkening sky. The cat purred and lifted a paw. It looked as though she was pointing at something.

“Ramses isn’t out there,” said Whetū. “We’d see him glowing.”

The cat pressed a paw against the windowpane and made a little meowing noise that sounded a bit like, “Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!”

One of the twinkling stars began to flash.

“Look at that star!” said Whetū. “How weird! Or maybe it’s not a star after all. It might be a plane or a satellite or …”

It definitely wasn’t a plane or a satellite. It was a star, but it was the strangest-looking star she’d ever seen. Its flashing beams lengthened and elongated until they looked like long silver streamers shooting out across the sky. Whetū watched with her mouth open. One of the silver rays finally grew long enough to touch her windowsill.

The cat meowed, loud and insistent, and scratched a claw down the windowpane. Whetū hurriedly opened the window, and the cat leapt onto the starbeam and padded off into the night.
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– STAR - STRUCK –

“Cat!” Whetū cried. “Be careful!”

Whetū scrambled up onto the windowsill and tentatively stepped onto the ray. It was shiny and firm and stretched out before her into a haze of silver. She couldn’t see the end.

She hurried to catch up with the cat.

“Cat,” Whetū said. “What are we doing out here? We can’t walk off into space, we won’t be able to breathe. We don’t have astronaut helmets or tanks of oxygen or anything. And besides, stars are just balls of exploding gas, like our sun. We’ll frizzle up and burn if we get too close …”

And just like that, the starbeam twinkled.

One minute, Whetū was there and the next, she wasn’t. It was like when she blinked her eyes, except it was the star that was blinking and she was inside the blink. It was like walking through an invisible doorway and becoming invisible herself, only to reappear on the other side.

Before she even knew she was gone, she was back again, still walking, only this time she could see her bedroom window in front of her. She stopped, confused, and looked back. Behind her, the starbeam stretched away into a haze of silver.

Whetū frowned. What had happened? Her stomach felt a little queasy, like it had that time at the A&P show when she’d gone on the Ferris wheel after eating too much candyfloss. Slowly, she followed the cat to the window, got a knee on the sill and tumbled inside.

The cat was sitting on her dresser. Whetū stared at the cat. The cat stared back.

“Did we just walk on a starbeam?” asked Whetū. “Or did I fall asleep and dream the whole thing?”

The cat yawned. “We walked.”

It was the first time Whetū had heard the cat talk. She’d been expecting a little squeaky voice, but what came out was deep and husky. She sounded a bit like Whetū’s Great-auntie Valerie, who liked strong drinks in small glasses.

“You talked!” Whetū said.

“I do in this world,” the cat said.

“What do you mean – this world?”

A voice shouted up the stairs, “Whetū! Dinner’s ready! It’s your favourite!”

Whetū brightened. Mum must have been making lasagne as a treat. Whetū loved lasagne, but Mum hardly ever made it because she said it was too much drama. Whetū didn’t know what Mum meant by that, but she did know that on lasagne days, Mum was in the kitchen for hours.

“I’m so hungry,” she said to the cat. “Come and have dinner in the kitchen. Mum won’t mind. There’s cat food in the cupboard.”

“Wait, Whetū, I have to tell you something–” the cat began, but Whetū was too hungry to wait. She ran down the stairs and past her reflection in the hall mirror … but stopped short.

“What the heck?” Whetū gasped.

Her reflection looked just as surprised as Whetū was. She put her hands up to the glass and gazed wide-eyed at Whetū. Her cheeks were dusted with silver glitter, and she was wearing a frilly pink dress with lace all round the hem. Her hair was in long ringlets, and she had a tiara perched on top of her head. She looked as if she was going to a fairy ball.

Whetū looked down at herself. Yes, she was still wearing a shirt and jeans, and when she swung her ponytail around and inspected it, it looked the same as it always had.

Whetū gave her reflection one last puzzled look and went into the kitchen. Mum was just putting her dinner on the table.

“Mum, have you seen my reflection? It doesn’t look anything like me!”

Mum stared at Whetū. “I hope not! What on earth have you done to yourself? You look positively ordinary!”

“But I am ordinary,” said Whetū.

Mum wasn’t listening. “Hurry up and eat, darling. I have an interview with Shaun Shutterbug soon.”

“I thought you weren’t allowed to do interviews?” said Whetū, puzzled. She plopped down into her seat and looked at her dinner – a big bowl of carrot soup with three sticks of celery poking out of it. “What happened to the lasagne?” Whetū wrinkled her nose. She didn’t like carrot soup, and celery was just gross.

“But Whetū, you hate lasagne!” Mum said. “By the way, I found your mirror down the back of the couch. What have I told you about keeping it in your pocket? It might come in handy.”

She tossed a pink compact mirror to Whetū who, very much surprised, automatically caught it and put it in her pocket.

Mum took out her lipstick and carefully applied it. Whetū stared. Her mum hardly ever wore lipstick and never a bright red one like that. And instead of the tidy pants and shirt she’d had on before, she was now wearing a slinky black dress, a long fur coat and a big diamond necklace that Whetū was one hundred percent sure her mum didn’t own. Also, Whetū had never had a pink compact mirror in her whole life.

“Now don’t forget,” Mum said, “the horses are performing at the talent show, so I’ll get them after the interview.”

“But … I never told you about the talent show,” said Whetū frowning. “How did you know?”

“It was all my idea!” Mum said. “If they don’t win, I’ll send them to the knacker’s yard to be boiled up for glue. Can’t have any animals around here that aren’t famous.” She blew an air kiss at Whetū. “Bye, darling. Wish me luck!” And then she was gone.

“Cat,” Whetū cried. “What on earth is going on?!”
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– SUPERSONICALLY SERPENTINE –

“Firstly,” the cat said, “my name is not Cat. It’s Tori, named after my famous ancestor Tornado Tori who came from Egypt. She was standing on a pyramid enjoying the view, when poof! she was blown away in a desert storm and ended up here.”

“I’m named after one of my ancestors too,” said Whetū. Then she added thoughtfully, “Names are a bit like shoes, aren’t they? They’re much more comfortable when they’ve been worn in a bit.”

“Secondly,” continued Tori, “this is not Earth. This world is two galaxies over, and in another dimension.”

Whetū blinked.

“Starbeaming is a very efficient way to travel,” said Tori. “Of course, you can only do it on cloudless nights, which is a bit annoying, but everything has its downsides.”

Tori leapt on the kitchen bench and peered out the window. Whetū joined her. At home, the farm would have been in dusky darkness by now, but here the farm was lit up with twinkly fairy lights. A big neon sign at the gate read:

The Mighty Mikaere’s Magical Menagerie!

Open every weekend. Adults $20, children $10.

NO ORDINARY ANIMALS ALLOWED.

“People pay to visit?” Whetū asked in surprise.

“Oh, yes. It’s very lucrative. I’ve been here a few times, but only to get to somewhere else. I’ve never stayed long.”

“So there are more worlds out there?”

“Of course! There are billions and billions of worlds in the universe. Some are just dead rocks or balls of gas, while others have strange plants and alien creatures. A few are called parallel planets, and they’re almost exactly like our own world.”

Whetū frowned. “So there’s another me living here?”

“Yes.”

“With sparkly cheeks and ringlets?”

“Presumably.”

“So where is she now?”

“She automatically swapped with you. You can only have one version of yourself in any one place, you see. If there were two of you, it would cause such a disruption to the universe that the system would collapse and your entire species would be destroyed. That’s what happened to the dinosaurs. One silly brontosaurus with a very small brain who couldn’t quite grasp the fundamentals of quantum physics as it applies to space–time relativity.”

“Right,” said Whetū, who wasn’t at all sure what Tori was talking about. “So that other Whetū is eating my lasagne with my mum?”

“I shouldn’t think so,” said Tori. “She doesn’t like lasagne, remember?”

“Mum’s going to be so cross!” Whetū cried. “I’m not allowed to go anywhere at night by myself, and definitely not to a strange planet in a different galaxy. What’s she going to say when she meets another Whetū who doesn’t like lasagne?”

“You’re not by yourself,” said Tori. “You’re with me. And besides, do grown-ups ever really pay attention to children? Especially when they’re thinking of boring things like money and housework and putting petrol in the car? With any luck, your mum won’t notice a thing.”

Whetū wasn’t too sure about that. “And what about Ramses?”

“Ah, Ramses is very special. There’s only one Ramses in the whole of the universe. There’s no other version of him anywhere! He is completely and utterly unique. He’s been starbeaming for years. I did him a favour once, and he showed me how to do it. You have to think of the starbeams like a bus timetable. The starbeam that we took twinkles into our world every evening at the same time. Mostly it ends up here, but sometimes it doesn’t.”

“Where does it go then?”

“To a planet entirely covered with water. You have to stay afloat for three hours until the next beam comes along. Not a pleasant place, especially for cats.” Tori gave her shoulder a lick and shivered.

“So Ramses went starbeaming?”

“He said he needed a holiday. He wasn’t very happy, you know.”

Yes, Whetū knew. “But you don’t know exactly where he is?”

“Not really. But yesterday’s starbeam timetable is pretty much like today’s, so if we just try to catch all the starbeams he might have caught, we might find him.”

“It’s all very complicated,” murmured Whetū.

“It’s confoundedly complicated! Incredibly intricate! Supersonically serpentine! But don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll be all right. After all, for centuries your Polynesian ancestors used the stars to navigate the oceans. We’re just using the stars to navigate the universe, which is more or less the same thing, only drier.”

Tori leapt down from the bench and padded over to the back door. “Let’s see if Ramses is at the farm. This world loves fame and celebrities, and perhaps Ramses is tired of hiding away where no one can see him.”

Whetū opened the door and looked for her gumboots. They were in the usual place on the porch, but they weren’t red any more, they were …

“Pink with high heels?” said Whetū in disgust. “Whoever heard of gumboots with high heels?”

She slid them on and tottered off down the back path. It was hard to balance, and she kept falling sideways. Eventually, she took them off altogether and left them by the fence. The grass was wet, and soon her socks were soaked through.

The bull was in his field, his chin hair groomed into curling waves, his hooves polished and shining like mirrors. When he saw Whetū and Tori approaching, he immediately thrust out his chest, arched his back, and smiled with all his big teeth showing. He held the pose for a moment and then said, “Aren’t you going to take my picture?”

“I don’t have a camera,” said Whetū in surprise.

“Go and get it then!” the bull roared. “I still have to post three photos on my website today, and I’ve been working on this pose since lunchtime!”

“Er … I’ll get it soon,” said Whetū. “I must say, it’s nice to see you in a good mood and not crying or anything.”

“Crying makes your eyes red and your nose runny. My fans would hate that! Unless …” the bull sucked in a dramatic breath, “Ooooh! I could drizzle a few drops of water on my cheeks, furrow my brow artistically and stare at the stars, like this …” (and here, he struck a theatrical pose with a hoof to his heart), “and I could caption it, ‘Tears for the Long Lost Day’, or something like that. What do you think?”

“Um …” said Whetū, “it’s … different.”

“It’s fabulous!” the bull said. “Go and get your camera, a squirty bottle of water and a lacy hankie. Hurry up!”

“I’ll just check on the others first,” said Whetū. “By the way, have you seen a golden ram?”

The bull struck another pose and stared into the distance. “Be quiet,” he hissed. “I have to concentrate!”

Whetū waited for a moment but he didn’t move, and so she left him to it and followed the cat to the barn.
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– THE PRICE OF FAME –

Whetū and Tori carefully picked their way across the unfamiliar courtyard. The sty and the coop were painted in bright colours that glowed under the lights of the neon sign. There were benches for visitors to sit on and there was a little caravan parked in the corner where the wagon usually stood. The caravan window was boarded shut, but a wooden sign leaning against the side said it sold refreshments and little bags of chicken feed (Feed the chicken and watch it multiply!). Underneath was a picture of the other Whetū with a tiara on her head, holding a bag of chicken feed in each hand.

“I suppose that’s where the other me works,” said Whetū. She wasn’t quite sure how she felt about that. It would be fun working there, meeting new people every day and using a cash register, but her own farm was nice and peaceful, and she wasn’t very good at maths.

She went to the barn and pushed the door open. To her surprise, she found herself staring at a row of cubicles and hand basins. “They’ve turned the barn into toilets!”

“Well, unless you think Ramses is sitting on the loo, I suggest we hurry,” said Tori. “The next starbeam will be here soon.”

“I’ll just see if the chicken has seen Ramses,” Whetū said, and hurried over to the coop. Most of the dark hutch seemed to be taken up with a huge pile of feathers. She squinted into the gloom. It looked as though there was something shiny and pointy sticking out the side. She gasped. It was a beak! The huge pile of feathers was the chicken!

“It’s fifty times the size it should be!” she cried. “They’re overfeeding it!”

Tori leapt onto the stone wall of the sty and peered inside. Whetū could hear squeaking and panting noises. Curious, she peeped over the sty wall. The three pigs were trotting on treadmills, huffing and puffing, their matching headbands soaked with sweat. The treadmills beeped and stopped abruptly, and the pigs staggered to a halt. Whetū was used to seeing her pigs nicely plump and happy, but these pigs looked exhausted, scrawny and miserable.

“Good workout?” said Whetū.

The pigs jumped, startled, and the white pig said hastily, “We’re not slacking! We’ll get back on the treadmill as soon as we’ve done our forty push-ups.”

She threw herself on the ground and pushed up with her front hooves. “One! Two!”

“You look like you’ve been working very hard,” said Whetū. “You probably deserve a break.”

“A break?” said the black pig. “What’s that?”

“Oh dear,” said Whetū. “You don’t get time off to relax?”

“We perform, we exercise, we eat, we sleep,” chorused the pigs. “What else is there?”

“Well, I’m the animal keeper, and I say you should have the rest of the evening off. Lie down. Take it easy.”

The pigs looked thunderstruck. “But we never take it easy!”

The white pig, who was halfway through a push-up, collapsed onto her belly. “Ooooh. I could go to sleep right here.”

“Before you do, can you tell me if you’ve seen a golden ram?”

“A golden ram? What do you mean? A new animal?”

“Sort of. He has gold fleece and diamond horns and–”

“Gold fleece? Diamond horns?” the white pig cried. “Who will pay attention to us if there’s a ram with gold fleece and diamond horns sheepishly soaking up the limelight? Come on, everyone! We can’t afford to lie around! We must be in peak condition!”

She thrust herself upward again and the other pigs followed suit. “Three! Four!”

“You’re working too hard,” said Whetū. “It’s good to have a rest.”

“Rest?” said the black pig bitterly. “There’s no rest for us. We know what the public wants, and we’ll give it to them!”

“Ramses isn’t here,” Tori said to Whetū. “Let’s go and catch that starbeam. It’s the only one for the next four hours, so it must have been the one Ramses took.”

“But what about the pigs?” cried Whetū. “And the horses? They might be boiled up for glue if they don’t win the talent show! The bull has become entirely too vain for anything, and the chicken will explode if it keeps eating like that!”

Tori flicked her tail, unconcerned. “It’s not your problem, Whetū. This isn’t your world. You can’t do anything about it.”

“Oh yes, I can,” Whetū said. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper and a pen. She thought for a moment and then wrote: Congratulations! Your Menagerie might be chosen to feature in a reality TV show. To qualify for this prestigious event, your animals must be healthy and happy. Our undercover agents will visit your property regularly to ensure the animals are being well cared for. Horses are very necessary for this TV show, so please do NOT boil them up for glue. We will be in touch soon!

She added a squiggle at the bottom that looked like a grown-up signature and read it out to the cat.

Tori laughed. “It might work.”

“I hope so,” Whetū said, and pushed the note carefully under the caravan door.

“Come on then,” said Tori. “We’d better catch that starbeam before it leaves without us!”
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– PEOPLE MAKE GREAT PETS –

Tori leapt onto a bench and then up onto the caravan. Whetū followed. The top of the caravan creaked under her feet. The cat ran forward and jumped up onto the steep barn roof.

“Why do we have to go up there?” Whetū said.

“Starbeams are like lightning,” said Tori. “They tend to hit the highest point. You’d better hurry. I can see it coming!”

Whetū took hold of the guttering that ran along the side of the roof and pulled herself up. She stood, a little unsteadily, and peeped over the side to see how high she was. Immediately, she wished she hadn’t. The ground looked a very, very long way away. She sank down to a crouch.

“I can’t,” she said. “My head feels all spinny.”

“For goodness sake,” said Tori. “You walked out of your bedroom window onto a starbeam, and that was quite high up too, you know.”

“That’s because I wasn’t quite sure what I was doing,” moaned Whetū. “I didn’t have time to worry. But now I do have time, and I’m quite, quite sure I’m going to slide off the roof and smash into smithereens on the concrete.”

“You have to get higher,” Tori said anxiously. “Or you won’t reach the starbeam.”

“How the heck did Ramses get up here?” grumbled Whetū. “He’s a ram, not a monkey.”

“Rams are surprisingly agile,” said Tori. “And Ramses used to do competitive parkour when he was young. He was very good. Hurry! It’s here!”

Whetū crawled up a little further. One hand and then another, and then her hands weren’t pressed against the rough iron roof any longer, they were on the smooth, shining starbeam. She crawled onto it and breathed a sigh of relief.

“Wait for it …” said Tori, scampering forwards.

Whetū scrambled to her feet and followed.

Twinkle!

There was that strange feeling of passing through an invisible doorway, and then she was suddenly walking towards a dark window. Tori, looking like a shadow against the silver light, leapt through first and then Whetū jumped in.

She found herself falling and falling, and she just had time to let out a scream before she hit a pile of hay with a loud WHUMP. She lay there for a moment, blinking. Far above was a window under the red barn ceiling. An indignant yowl came from somewhere beneath her. Whetū hastily dug through the spiky straw until she found soft fur and yanked Tori to the surface.

“Tori?” said Whetū in surprise. “Is that you?”

Tori hadn’t just looked like a shadow – her fur had turned from orange to midnight black.

“Yeeeooow,” Tori replied.

“Oh dear. You can’t talk here?” Whetū guessed. “Never mind. We’ll just have a quick look for Ramses, and then we’ll get the next starbeam out of here.”

Tori yowled again and darted off across the barn and out of sight.

“Tori!” called Whetū. “Tori! Come back!”

“Whetū?” said a voice. “Who are you talking to?”

Whetū crawled out of the hay and looked around. The barn didn’t look like it usually did. There were paintings on the walls, two beds in the corner, and a table in the middle. And sitting at the table was …

“Mum! What’s happened to you?”

Mum, who was usually very tidy and clean, had smudges on her face and straw in her hair. Her dress hung off her like a sack, and she was wearing odd socks.

“Where have you been, Whetū?” said Mum, getting up and giving her a hug. “Everyone’s been out looking for you. They’ll put you back in Obedience School if you’re not careful.”

“What do you mean?” said Whetū. But just then, the barn door opened and in marched the bull carrying a plate of sausages.

Mum gave a glad cry and rushed over to him. She jumped up and down with excitement and tried to hug him.

“Get down, get down,” the bull said sternly, but he gave Mum an affectionate little nudge with his big head. She smiled proudly and then sat at the table with her arms folded, as though she was at school. The bull put the plate of sausages on the table in front of her, and Mum grabbed one with her hands. She stuffed it in her mouth, her cheeks bulging.

Whetū stared. Her mum usually used a knife and fork and never chewed with her mouth wide open.

The bull caught sight of Whetū. “There you are! And where did you get to?”

“I fell asleep in the hay,” said Whetū.

“Did you get out, did you?”

“I said, I fell asleep in the hay,” Whetū said loudly.

“There must be a hole in the wall,” said the bull. “I’ll have to check that tomorrow.”

“I fell asleep!” shouted Whetū. “In the hay!”

“Stop shouting, Whetū,” Mum said. “You know he doesn’t understand you.”

“Stop shouting, Whetū,” said the bull. “You know I don’t understand all that squeaking. Now have something to eat. Sit! Sit!”

“I don’t feel like it,” said Whetū. Her bottom still hurt from landing on the straw. “I’d prefer to stand for a little while.”

“Sit!” said the bull again, and placed his heavy head on her shoulder, forcing her down and down, until she was sitting on a chair. “Sit! Good girl! Who’s a good girl?”

Mum sat up and clapped her hands. The bull laughed. “Yes, you’re a good girl too. Well, it’s off to Obedience School for you, Whetū. You’re cute, but you’re hopeless. Never mind. We’ll make a good pet out of you yet.”

“A pet!” said Whetū.

“Stay,” said the bull and, holding her gaze, walked backwards out of the barn. “Stay!”

“Do the animals run the farm here?” asked Whetū once the door had closed behind him.

Mum nodded. “Of course!”

“And they keep us here as pets?”

“We’re very lucky. They’re so kind. Are you all right, Whetū? You seem … different.”

“Have you seen a big golden ram around anywhere?”

“No. Have a sausage.”

Just then Tori came streaking back through the barn. She meowed urgently and pawed at a ladder leaning against the wall.

“I think it’s time to go,” said Whetū. She hurried to the ladder and dragged it underneath the window.

“Go? Go where?”

“Don’t worry, Mum,” said Whetū. She quickly climbed the ladder and looked out the window into the night. The starbeam they’d arrived on had long gone, but there was another one coming, its long rays sweeping through the sky. Tori ran up lightly behind her and leapt onto the sill.

Suddenly, she felt the ladder wobble beneath her feet and she grabbed at the window frame in a panic, terrified she was going to fall. Mum was trying to shake her off!

“No, Whetū,” Mum cried. “Bad girl! Come back or they’ll send you to the pound!”

“They put people in the pound?” cried Whetū.

The ladder was shaking quite violently now. She only just managed to grab the windowsill before the ladder slid sideways and clattered to the ground. Tori was yowling at the top of her voice. Whetū struggled to pull herself up, but her arms were burning from holding her weight. She pressed her toes against the wall and managed to crab-walk up a little way, hoisting her tummy onto the windowsill. But she was off balance and, with a scream, fell right through the window and out the other side.
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– JUNGLE FARM –

Whetū’s scream was cut off as she landed heavily on the starbeam. She lay there for a moment, catching her breath.

Tori meowed and batted at Whetū’s face with her paw.

“I’m okay.” Whetū got to her feet. “Although I’m quite cross with Mum right now.”

The two walked off down the beam and …

Twinkle!

A green hole lay directly ahead.

“This is one of Ramses’ favourite places,” said Tori. “I can’t say I like it much, though.”

“You’re talking again,” said Whetū, looking down at Tori. “But you’ve shrunk!”

Tori was back to her usual orange self, but she was now so small she could have fitted in the palm of Whetū’s hand.

“I don’t know what it is about this world,” Tori sighed, “but the animals are very, very small. Birds aren’t, though. The first time I came here, a bird tried to eat me. Can you imagine how awful that is for a tiny cat?”

Whetū laughed. “I bet it taught you not to chase birds any more.”

“You have no idea how scary they are, with their beady eyes and pointy beaks. I couldn’t look at the multiplying chicken for weeks afterwards.”

“How come you change wherever we go?” Whetū asked. “I don’t.”

“Cats are very adaptable,” said Tori. “Humans take ages to get used to new surroundings. Even the Whetū who lives here is your size.”

Tori leapt through the hole and Whetū followed, stepping out of a mossy cleft in a tree trunk, her feet sinking into soft grass. The twilight air was warm and smelled like toffee, and there were so many trees it was as though the air itself was tinted green. Brightly coloured flowers dotted the bushes, and bunches of berries hung from vines. Orange butterflies fluttered everywhere, and the birds were all singing in tune with each other.

“Where’s the farm?” Whetū asked.

The cat looked surprised. “This is it. It’s a jungle farm. The animals roam around and sleep in a burrow together. The Whetū who lives here swings from vine to vine. She has a mere pounamu for protection, and she weaves all her clothes from banana leaves.”

“I s’pose she’ll be eating my lasagne, then,” Whetū remarked.

“Probably not,” said Tori. “She’s a vegetarian.”

Tori led the way through the trees, pausing every few steps to listen intently. Because she was so small, it was very slow-going. Eventually Whetū picked her up and popped her in her pocket.

“Now which way?” she said.

“Straight ahead and under those bushes.”

The bushes were minty green and the leaves smelled like toothpaste. Whetū pulled the branches aside to reveal a burrow leading down under the ground.

“Hello?” Whetū said.

There was a cry. “Boo hoo hooo! What’s that noise? It frightened me!”

Whetū grinned. “I bet I know who that is.”

There was a clatter of tiny hooves, and then a horse that looked exactly like Daisy, except of course, much, much smaller, poked her head out.

“Oh, it’s you,” said Little Daisy disagreeably. “What do you want? It’s not morning.”

“You’re adorable!” Whetū cried. Little Daisy only came up to her knees.

“Yes, I know,” Little Daisy said, as the other horses (who all looked exactly like Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum, Socks and the fourth horse, except of course, much, much smaller) crowded around.

“Is it breakfast?” chorused three hopeful voices, and three little pigs poked their heads out.

“Where did everyone go? I’m all by myself! I’m lonely!” wailed the bull from the depths of the burrow, and the little horses rolled their little eyes.

“I just wondered if you’d seen a golden ram?” asked Whetū.

To her surprise, all the animals fell to their knees and chanted, “Ramses! The Golden Ram! All hail Ramses! The Golden Ram of Shining Goodness and Beauty!”

“They worship Ramses,” Tori remarked. “That’s why he likes this world so much.”

Whetū had to shout to be heard over the chanting. “Has Ramses been here?”

“We were blessed by his presence yesterday!” the black pig said, his eyes wide with awe. “But he said our chanting got on his nerves, so he left.”

“All hail Ramses! The Golden Ram of Light and Wisdom!” chanted the other animals.

“All right, all right,” said Whetū. She could see why Ramses hadn’t stayed long. “Do you know where he went?”

“More importantly, do you know what time he went?” asked Tori anxiously.

“He took the starbeam that leaves in about ten minutes,” said the black pig.

“Are you sure?” said Tori. “He can’t have!”

“What’s the matter?” said Whetū.

“There are only two starbeams that come to this planet,” explained Tori. “One of them leads to a world of soft grass and gentle hills, and lots and lots of sheep.”

“That’s where he is, then!” cried Whetū. “Of course he’d want to be with other sheep. He hasn’t had any sheep friends in ages. Where does the other starbeam lead?”

“To a farm that belongs to an evil magician where all the animals are enslaved, robbed of their magic and eventually eaten,” Tori replied.

Whetū frowned. “There’s no way Ramses would have gone there.”

Tori looked solemn. “Whetū, the starbeam that leads to the gentle hills and lots of sheep comes around much later in the evening. Ramses took the starbeam that leaves in ten minutes. He’s mistimed it.”

“Which means …”

“Yes,” said Tori. “He’s gone to the wrong planet and most likely been captured by the evil magician. And only we can get him back.”

“All hail Ramses!” chanted the animals. “The Great Golden Ram Who Can’t Tell Time!”
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– RESCUE MISSION –

“Come on then,” said Tori. “We’ll have to climb a tree.”

“Climb a tree?” said Little Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum. “But that’s where the birds live!”

All the animals trembled in fear. Whetū was puzzled. Even though they were small, they were still bigger than birds. And there was another thing too.

“How on earth could Ramses climb a tree to catch a starbeam?”

“This isn’t Earth, Whetū,” Tori reminded her, “and Ramses is actually very good at climbing trees. When he was younger, he used to have a job putting pūkeko in ponga trees at Christmas-time. Now get a move on! If we miss the starbeam, we’ll be stuck here until tomorrow night!”

The surrounding trees were all fairly tall and perfect for catching a starbeam. Whetū selected one with big thick branches that looked easy to climb, and hauled herself up, careful not to press her pocket against the tree and squash Tori into cat-jam.

“Whetū! Watch out for the–” called Little Daisy.

But Whetū was too high and Little Daisy’s voice was too small, and Whetū couldn’t quite understand what Little Daisy was saying.

“Look out for the what?” she called back.

There was a flurry of wings and a raucous squawk.

“The chicken!” shouted all the animals.

A white chicken as big as Whetū dived from the sky, huge wings outstretched, its massive beak open wide.

“BUK BUK BUK!” it squawked, and all the animals darted back into the burrow, crying out in terror.

The chicken landed on the ground with an earth-shaking thud and cocked its head to one side, peering into the burrow. It scraped at the entrance with its foot and stabbed angrily at the ground with its beak.

“Is that the multiplying chicken?” Whetū hissed. “It’s as big as a moa!”

“I told you they were scary!” Tori whispered. “Keep climbing or we’ll miss the starbeam. But be quiet or it’ll hear us!”

Whetū pressed her foot against the trunk of the tree and pushed up. Her socks were wet and very dirty, and one of her big toes was peeking out through a hole in the top. They were slippery too, and as she tried to climb, her foot slid down the trunk. She tugged her socks off altogether, draped them over the nearest branch, and tried again. This time her bare feet kept a good grip and she was able to climb up onto the next branch.

A gust of wind made the tree sway back and forth, and Whetū clutched her branch tightly, fearful she was about to tumble down below. The movement wasn’t enough to make her fall, but it was enough to dislodge one of her socks. It fell down through the branches and landed, slap bang, on the chicken’s head.

The chicken gave an indignant squawk as the sock slipped over its eyes, and it shook its head violently, trying to flick it off.

“Climb!” said Tori in a panic, and Whetū grabbed another branch and hauled herself up.

The chicken managed to claw the sock off its head with its foot. It stamped on the sock in a fearful temper and then cast a baleful eye upward.

“Uh-oh,” said Whetū.

“BUK BUK!” said the chicken.

It launched itself into the air. Whetū climbed faster and faster. The tree branches were thinning out now, and when she stepped on them, they creaked ominously under her weight.

“Quicker!” cried Tori.

“I can’t!” cried Whetū, looking frantically for another branch to climb onto.

“Just one more! I can see the starbeam coming!”

The chicken was right below her, fighting its way through a mass of branches. It lunged upwards and pecked at Whetū’s foot.

“Ouch!” she cried, jerking her foot away.

The branch she was standing on gave a loud CRACK! and abruptly snapped off. Whetū was left dangling in mid-air as the broken branch fell and smacked the chicken right in the face.

“BUK!” it cried and fell back down through the leaves.

“What now?” Whetū shrieked as she swung back and forth. There weren’t any other branches close enough to reach.

“Just drop!” shouted Tori.

“No way!”

“Do it!”

Whetū closed her eyes and let go. She didn’t have far to fall before she landed on the starbeam, Tori still tucked safely in her pocket.

“Are you all right?” said Tori.

Whetū inspected her foot. There was a little blood there but not much. “It’s fine. Just a scratch.”

“Thank goodness the chicken didn’t multiply,” said Tori. “Or we would have been in awful trouble.”

“Perhaps it doesn’t multiply in this world?” Whetū said. “Perhaps it’s just an ordinary, massively enormous chicken.”

“Perhaps,” said Tori, and then her tone turned serious. “Now look, Whetū, are you sure about this? I’ve never been to this world before, but I’ve heard it’s a terribly bad place. The magician especially is supposed to be the most evil magician ever.”

“He might be away,” said Whetū hopefully. “Our magician is away on tour. Maybe he is too.”

“Let’s hope so,” said Tori. “We’ll get in, rescue Ramses and get out as fast as we can. I don’t know what I’ll look like when I get in there, but don’t worry about me. I can look after myself. And if there’s any danger, just run for the highest point and catch a starbeam.”

“What about Ramses?”

“If you have to leave him, do it,” Tori said sternly.

“But there’s only one Ramses in the whole universe!” said Whetū. “He’s very valuable.”

“Yes, but there’s only one Whetū that’s quite like you,” said Tori softly. She stretched up and butted her head against Whetū’s chin. “So, promise? The first sign of danger and you save yourself?”

Whetū didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure she could keep that promise.

“Are you ready?” Tori said.

“Ready,” Whetū replied.

Twinkle!
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– RED MEANS GO –

A black crack suddenly appeared in front of them, and Whetū fell through and into a dimly-lit room. Almost at once, her shirt pocket gave a loud rrrrip! as Tori, back to her usual size, burst the seams and landed on the floor.

“Thank goodness I’m big again,” Tori said. “Although your shirt pocket is very cosy.”

“Was very cosy,” said Whetū, regarding her ripped shirt glumly. Mum wouldn’t be happy about that. The last time Mum had tried to use the magician’s magic sewing machine, it had launched itself off the table, rolled over to the window and sewn up all the curtains. Or perhaps Mum would be so mad at Whetū for leaving the house without telling her, she wouldn’t notice the ripped shirt at all? But then Whetū wondered, would Mum even know Whetū was gone? After all, there would be another Whetū in her house now, the Whetū from this world. Maybe Mum wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

Tori coughed and violently shook her head. A wide silver collar studded with glowing metal spikes had appeared around her neck. She shook her head again, but the collar didn’t budge.

“What’s that you’re wearing?” Whetū said.

“I’m not sure,” said Tori. “But I don’t like it. Can you get it off?”

Whetū ran her fingers underneath the collar, right the way round, but there was no catch or clasp that she could undo.

“I can’t,” said Whetū. “We’ll just have to wait until we get back to our world.”

“The sooner the better,” Tori said, staring at their surroundings.

Stars twinkled on the walls, like Whetū’s own bedroom wallpaper at home, but when she looked closer, she saw they weren’t really stars at all. They were glow-worms. The walls were damp and covered with green algae, and water dripped through a hole in the ceiling. The dirt-streaked window looked out onto a junkyard, piled high with scraps of metal and rubbish. In a corner of the room was a soft pile of moss covered with a ragged blanket.

“Do you think this is my room – I mean – the other Whetū’s bedroom?” she wondered.

“I’m afraid so,” said Tori.

Whetū couldn’t help feeling very sorry for the other Whetū who lived here. What an awful place! But there wasn’t much she could do about it. They had to find Ramses, and they had to do it quickly before the evil magician found them.

The heavy wooden door had gaps all around that let cold draughts whistle through. Whetū tugged it open. The rusty hinges screeched loudly, and she flinched. Just outside, a flight of stone steps wound down and down, like steps inside a lighthouse. Flaming torches lined the walls, making dark shadows leap and quiver.

“This is spooky,” whispered Whetū.

“I’ll go first,” Tori whispered back.

The cat padded off down the stairs and Whetū followed. The shifting shadows made it hard to see the stairs, and once or twice she stumbled, only just managing to keep her balance.

At the bottom, they found themselves in a long dim hallway. There was a gleam on the wall up ahead and Whetū hurried to it, sure it was the hall mirror. She stared into it, curious to see what the Whetū in this world looked like.

And there she was, thin and covered with scratches, her nails long and dirty. Her hair was tangled with what looked like a bird’s nest on top, and yes, there was a tiny chicken sitting inside, opening and closing its beak in a hopeful manner. Around the other Whetū’s neck was a silver collar that looked just like the one Tori now wore.

Whetū smiled and waved, and her reflection ducked back, as if she was scared that Whetū was about to strike her.

Whetū touched the glass gently. “It’s all right. I won’t hurt you.”

Her reflection raised her hand to meet Whetū’s fingertips, and the two girls stood for a moment, gazing at each other. Even her eyes looked different, Whetū thought. Sadder.

There came a loud clanking and Whetū jumped. Her reflection jumped too, and gestured at her, frightened, making a shooing motion with her hands.

“She wants us to run,” Whetū cried. “Quick! We must hide!”

The clanking and jingling grew louder, and Whetū and Tori fled down the hallway away from it. The hall split into a T-junction, and Whetū looked one way and then the other. At one end was a green door and at the other a red door.

“Well, green means go and red means stop,” said Tori. “So maybe we should take the green door?”

“But this is a different world!” said Whetū. “Maybe here, green means stop and red means go? Or maybe they just painted the doors different colours because they didn’t have enough paint to do both of them?”

The clanking grew louder, and Whetū made up her mind. “The barn is red, maybe this door leads outside to the farm!”

They sprinted for the red door, and Whetū rattled the doorknob, but it wouldn’t open. The clanking was growing louder and louder.

“Try the key!” cried Tori. An iron key had fallen out of the keyhole and was lying on the floor. Whetū shoved it in the lock, turned it, and took the key out again. They tumbled through the door, slamming it behind them.

The first thing Whetū saw was the golden glow lighting up the room.

The second thing she saw was Ramses.
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– A RISKY PLAN –

“Ramses!” Whetū cried.

The ram was lying on the cold stone floor, a collar studded with metal spikes around his neck. Hearing Whetū’s voice, he sat up, his eyes filling with tears of happiness.

“Whetū! I knew you’d come. I knew it!”

“Lock the door!” Tori hissed. The clanking noise was coming closer and closer. Quickly, Whetū stuck the key in and locked the door. The clanking stopped right outside, and the doorknob jiggled as whoever, or whatever, was on the other side tried to turn it.

Whetū held her breath. She felt a tickle in the back of her throat and she swallowed hard, hoping she wasn’t going to cough.

Nobody dared move.

Finally, the clanking started up again, and then the noise faded away.

Whetū flew to Ramses and hugged him as tight as she could. “I’m so glad we’ve found you!”

“How did you get in?” asked Ramses.

“The key was lying outside on the floor,” Whetū replied. “And what was that noisy clanking thing?”

“One of the guards,” Ramses replied. “A magical robot machine, made with bits of junk tied together with string. There are five of them, and they clank around all day and all night, making sure the animals are locked up tight.”

“But why?”

“Because in our world, we animals have magical talents because of the magician. Here it’s the opposite. The magician has magical talents because of the animals. He drains their magic from them with these collars.”

“I saw the other Whetū in the mirror,” Whetū said. “She had a collar too.”

“The magician has been taking her magic bit by bit. Soon she’ll have nothing left. And then she’ll probably die.”

“What can we do?” cried Whetū. Although she’d never met the other Whetū, somehow she felt as if they were related, like they were cousins or something.

“She has an escape plan for tonight,” said Ramses. “The magician will be gone just long enough for her to rescue the animals and her mother. She has all the keys to the locked rooms, except this one. She must have dropped it.”

“Then we’d better get home so that she can get back!” said Whetū, horrified. “They can’t escape if the other Whetū is at my house with all the keys!”

Tori quickly drew a string of numbers on the dirty floor with her paw.

“What are you doing?” asked Whetū.

“Maths,” Tori replied. “I’m calculating the time of our next starbeam home.” She frowned, rubbed out a number with her tail and drew a different one.

“It’ll be a miracle if everyone manages to escape,” said Ramses. “The magical robot machines are very quick and they shoot laser beams too.”

“Perhaps we can help her?” Whetū suggested. “We could disable some of the magical robot machines to make it easier.”

“No, Whetū,” Tori hissed. She underlined a number 23 that she had drawn on the floor. “This isn’t our world! We’ve got to get out of here. I can feel the collar beginning to drain my energy already. The starbeam home arrives in twenty-three minutes. We need to keep safe until it gets here.”

As she spoke, Tori staggered sideways, and her tail drooped. But Whetū remembered the sadness in her reflection’s eyes, and she straightened her shoulders and drew herself up tall.

“I’m sorry, Tori,” she said. “But I have to help. Ramses, can you walk?”

Ramses struggled to his feet. “I’ll be all right.”

“Then go back to the other Whetū’s room and wait for the starbeam,” Whetū said. “I’ll meet you there.”

“No, Whetū!” cried Tori. “You’ll be frizzled by laser beams!”

“Don’t worry!” said Whetū. “Just make sure you get up to the room safely!”

She opened the door and carefully poked her head out. The only movement in the hallway was the flickering flames of the burning torches and the shadows they cast. Whetū was frightened, but she felt determined too.

She padded down the hallway, with Ramses and Tori following. They paused every few steps to listen for the clanking of the magical robot machines, but there was nothing. Once they reached the junction, Ramses and Tori took the hallway that led to the other Whetū’s room, and Whetū carried on towards the green door.

It opened easily, and she found herself in another corridor lined with locked doors. A soft sobbing that sounded like the bull came from behind one of them, and a sad whinny came from another.

Suddenly, a door up ahead burst open and out trundled a clanking, rumbling, lopsided magical robot machine. It was, as Ramses had said, made from junk. Its three wheels were different sizes, it had a metal bucket for a head, and its body was made from an old washing machine. A bunch of rusty springs were coiled together to make an arm, and there was a cheese grater at the end for a hand. Even though it didn’t have eyes, it seemed to Whetū that the magical robot machine knew she was there. A light bulb on its bucket-head began to glow a fiery red, and a whining engine noise grew louder and louder.

Whetū plunged her hand in her pocket. Just as the robot fired a sizzling laser beam at her, she pulled out the pink compact mirror, clicked it open and held it up.

The laser beam hit the mirrored glass and rebounded, zapping the robot square in the middle of its bucket-head.

The robot gave a loud shriek and exploded.

Whetū ducked, protecting her face from sparks and flying metal. When she opened her eyes again, the magical robot machine had disintegrated into a big pile of rusty junk in the hallway.

“I guess my other mother was right,” thought Whetū. “A pink compact mirror does come in handy.”
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– IF IT AIN’T BROKE, BREAK IT –

The explosion had alerted the other magical robot machines. Clanking and clanging noises were growing closer, which was good, Whetū thought. If the magical robot machines were coming to find her, she wouldn’t have to go and find them. What she needed to do was be ready for them. But what could she do?

For some reason she thought of the wire fences back home. They helped protect the animals from predators. Perhaps a fence could protect her too.

She took the string that had been used to lash the broken magical robot machine together and tied it to a metal sconce that held one of the flaming torches on the wall. Then she stretched the string across the hall and tied it to a sconce on the other side. She took another piece of string and did the same at the other end of the hallway. The string wasn’t as strong as fencing wire, but it was better than nothing.

She picked up the bucket that the robot had been using for a head and looked inside. To her astonishment, it wasn’t stuffed with wires and circuits and laser electronics. It was just a plain old empty bucket with a light bulb taped onto the front.

“Which means,” Whetū thought, “that they’re not proper robots. They really do run on magic. Oh, if only I still had some of my stage assistant magic left! I’m sure my magic could beat a bucket-head.”

Quickly, she sorted through the pile of junk: a cheese grater, a pile of old springs, three wheels, the rusty old bucket, a dented old washing machine. And, of course, the pink compact mirror in her pocket. Not much with which to fight magical robot machines. But there was no time to worry about that now.

The clanking grew louder and louder, and then at the end of the corridor, a magical robot machine screeched into view. It slid round the corner so fast it banged into the wall and one of its three wheels fell off. That didn’t slow it down, though. It merely tilted its body to one side and rolled lopsidedly towards her on two wheels for a metre or two, before coming to a halt.

This one had a microwave oven for a head, and as Whetū watched, a buzzer dinged and the door flew open. A red light deep inside began to glow, brighter and brighter, and Whetū knew it was about to fire.

Suddenly, from the other end of the corridor, another magical robot machine lurched into view. This one didn’t have wheels; it dragged its body along with the three legs of a rusty camera tripod, just like the ones Shaun Shutterbug had. Its arms were made from old toilet brushes and the ends of the bristles glowed bright red. It looked as if it was going to fire lasers from each bristle – hundreds of them!

Whetū looked first one way and then the other and threw herself flat on the floor as both magical robot machines fired at the exact same time.

Red laser beams zinged and zapped overhead, and the explosions were so loud and dazzling that Whetū had to cover her ears and squeeze her eyes tight shut.

Silence. Whetū uncovered her ears and opened her eyes. Both machines lay in heaps on the floor, their parts scattered far and wide. Big chunks had been taken out of the walls, and a grey stone that had been dislodged fell to the floor with a crash.

She waited, her heart pounding, and then there was a squeaking and a roaring, and two more magical robot machines rolled into view at opposite ends of the hallway. They paused for a moment, as if considering what to do.

A magical robot machine with a metal colander head made its light bulb glow a bright, angry red. Almost immediately, the other magical robot machine, which had a tennis racket for a head, clicked angrily, and the red glow faded. Clearly, it knew that if lasers were fired, they’d only end up hurting each other.

Suddenly, each of them launched forward, rolling towards Whetū on crooked wheels bristling with shiny knives. They spun faster and faster, the sharp blades scraping against the walls and making sparks.

Whetū grabbed the bucket and swung it wildly, hoping she’d be able to whack them as soon as they got closer. She was about to let the bucket fly when …

BOING!!!

The magical robot machines ran into the strings that Whetū had stretched across the corridor. The strings stretched and then snapped back, sending the machines hurtling through the air.

CRASH!

They smashed into the stone floor and promptly fell to bits. Whetū whipped around as she saw a movement out of the corner of her eye, but it was just a lone wheel, rolling slowly down the hall before it came to a stop and fell on its side.

Whetū took a deep breath of relief and counted the piles of junk gathered around her. “One, two, three, four, five. I got them all!”

She stumbled back down the hallway, dodging around the mounds of magical robot machine junk, back through the green door and up the stairs to the other Whetū’s room, hoping that Tori and Ramses were already there waiting for her.

They’d have to catch a starbeam now so that the other Whetū could come back with the keys to the locked rooms, rescue her mother and the animals, and escape this horrible place!
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– THE EVIL MAGICIAN –

Whetū threw open the door to the other Whetū’s room. To her horror, Tori and Ramses were lying on the floor unconscious.

Whetū pressed her ear to the cat’s chest. Tori’s heartbeat was weak, but it was still there. Whetū turned her attention to Ramses. He’d been trapped in the castle for longer. His strength had been almost used up when she’d found him. What if he was dead? She listened for his heartbeat, screwing up her eyes in concentration, but she couldn’t hear anything through his woolly fleece. She hunted in her pocket for the pink compact mirror and held it up to his nostrils.

“Please, please, please,” she begged, watching the mirror closely. And then she saw what she’d been hoping for – the glass of the mirror misting as Ramses exhaled. “He’s alive!”

At Whetū’s cry, Tori stirred feebly, opening her eyes. “You must save yourself, Whetū. You promised.”

“No, I didn’t,” Whetū corrected her. “I’m going to save all of us.”

How, she had no idea. Getting Tori out the window to catch the starbeam would be easy enough, but Ramses was way too big and heavy to lift. She threw open the dirty window, scanning the sky for the starbeam. There it was now. She could see it lengthening as it swung closer.

“Here it comes!” she said. “But wait …”

Overhead, dark clouds were gathering. Lightning flashed, and then came a roll of thunder so loud that she jumped and put her hands over her ears. “There’s a storm coming too!”

Tori let out a yowl of terror. “That’s no storm! That’s the magician!”

“Oh no! Hurry up!” she cried to the starbeam, but of course, the star was on its own timetable and merely continued its slow sweep across the sky. And then, its light flickered and faded as black clouds hid it from view.

With a feeling of dread building inside her, Whetū grabbed Ramses as far around his middle as she could, and pulled. Ramses didn’t move. She pressed her back against his body and pushed against the floor with her feet, but no matter how much she strained, Ramses still lay in the same position as before.

“He’s too heavy!” she cried.

“Take his collar off,” Tori said, in a thin, weak voice. “He’ll get his energy back once it’s gone.”

Whetū slid her fingers under the silver collar, but like Tori’s, there was no catch or clasp, and she couldn’t undo it.

A fierce wind howled through the window and the ragged curtains flapped. The blanket flew off the mossy bed, and all the glow-worms on the walls suddenly shut their lights off, leaving the room in near darkness.

Whetū flung one arm around the cat and the other around Ramses. Even if she was on a different world in who-knew-where in the universe, she was still the animal keeper. She would try and protect them from whatever was coming.

The door crashed open. The shadow of a tall, foreboding figure loomed up against the wall. The magician stood in the doorway. He looked like The Mighty Mikaere, but his eyes were red as blood and his pointed beard was made from curling silver wire.

A shiver crawled down her back. The cat whimpered. Ramses didn’t say anything – he was still unconscious. Whetū gathered all her courage and got to her feet. If the magician was going to kill her dead, he wasn’t going to do it while she was sitting on the floor.

“Star?” the magician said, and his voice was puzzled. “Star, what’s happened to you? Where’s your collar? And why are my prisoners in your room?”

“I’m Whetū, not Star,” said Whetū. “And they’re not your prisoners. They’re my friends.”

The magician stared at her closely. “No, not Star. Almost, but not quite.”

Whetū stayed her ground, and curiously, a little tingle sparked in the fingertips of her left hand, a peculiar little fizzy feeling that she hadn’t felt in a very long time.

The magician bent and studied Tori. “Not Ngeru, either. Almost, but not quite. And this … this …” His voice trailed off, and he gently touched Ramses’ golden fleece with reverent fingertips. “This creature is not from our world. I wonder …” He rounded on Whetū again. “I wonder … where do you come from? It must be a very magical place, to have animals that radiate such power.”

As he stroked Ramses’ fleece, Whetū’s fear turned to anger. How dare that evil magician even think of touching her friends? The tingling in her fingertips grew hotter and stronger, and now it was running up and down both arms and bubbling in the pit of her belly. What was happening? Had she not given all her stage-assistant magic to Poppycock after all?

The magician’s eyes narrowed. “And you have it too, don’t you? I can feel it. Powerful magic …”

He raised a hand, and suddenly there appeared a silver collar studded with metal spikes.

“I want that magic,” he said flatly. “And I will have it. And once I have you under control, you shall take me to your world, and I shall have that too.”

Whetū gasped. Take that magician back to her own world so that he could enslave all the animals and her friends and her Mum too?

“Never!” she cried.

The magician flicked his hand, and the collar spun across the room. Whetū just managed to duck out of the way, and the collar whizzed over her head and out the window.

“Hah!” she cried, triumphantly. The magician smiled. The collar swung around in a big arc and flew back through the window towards her.

“You can’t escape it!” the magician cried. “Collars love to be worn!”

Whetū dodged to one side and the collar zoomed past, missing her. Whetū hoped it would crash into the stone wall and break, like the magical robot machines had, but the collar was too clever for that. It stopped just a hair’s breadth shy of the wall and reversed towards Whetū.

Whetū made to jump out of the way again, but her foot snagged in Ramses’ gold fleece, and she fell headlong to the floor. She rolled onto her back. Above her, the collar whirled round and round, faster and faster, until it was just a silver blur. And then it dropped.
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– MAGIC IS EVERYWHERE –

Without thinking, Whetū flung her arms over her face to protect herself from the magical collar. The funny tingling feeling running through her body was growing so hot she wondered if her arm was about to burst into flames. Suddenly, a golden spear of light shot out from her wrist. This wasn’t her stage-assistant magic after all. It was coming from the tāniko bracelet!

The golden light arrowed through the air and struck the silver collar. The collar spun away, and the magician lifted a hand to catch it. But as his fingers touched it, the collar exploded into a puff of silver smoke.

The magician shrieked in anger and pain. His fingers were burned black. There were two more explosions as Ramses’ and the cat’s collars disintegrated, and silver clouds hovered over their heads for an instant before the smoke blew away into nothing.

Tori and Ramses immediately stirred and sat up. Whetū could have cried with joy, but there was still the magician to deal with.

Whetū got to her feet, and the magician took a step towards her. She held up her hand in a ‘stop’ gesture. The bracelet glowed fiercely on her arm, and the magician checked himself and took a step back.

“I won’t hurt you,” said Whetū, “if you promise to let Star and her mother go, and all the other animals too.”

“Of course!” said the magician. “Anything you want.”

“He’s lying,” hissed Tori. “He’ll promise anything. Don’t listen to him, Whetū. He’s evil the whole way through.”

Whetū was so distracted by Tori that she didn’t notice the magician move until it was too late. He lunged for Whetū, reaching for her throat.

But Ramses had lowered his head, ready to charge. With a thudding of hooves, he flew across the room and butted the evil magician in the stomach as hard as he could.

The magician flew through the air and out the window.

“Whoops,” said Ramses.

They ran to the window and looked out. The black storm clouds had vanished, the sky was starry and clear, and far below on the muddy ground of the junkyard lay the magician. Well, bits of him, anyway.

“There’s his arm … and his leg … and, oh my gosh! His head has rolled halfway across the field!” cried Whetū.

“I thought as much,” said Ramses. “The magician was a magical robot machine as well. He was just designed better than the others. He’s not dead, but he’ll take ages to put himself back together again.”

One of the magician’s hands curled into a fist and pounded the ground in fury.

“Maybe when Star gets back, she can find all the bits and lock them up in different places so that he can never, ever put himself back together again,” said Tori.

“Or maybe she can reprogramme him so that he becomes nice instead,” said Whetū.

“Some people aren’t worth the effort,” Tori replied.

“But some are.” Whetū stroked Ramses’ head. “I’m sorry I didn’t try to help you when you were so sad. I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. But I should have.”

“I thought you didn’t care about me because you were going back to school and leaving me alone.” Ramses sounded rather ashamed. “But I knew you cared really. And when you came looking for me, well, that was proof, wasn’t it?”

“Yes it was,” said Whetū. “But don’t go off like that without telling me ever again, promise?”

“I promise,” said Ramses.

“Thank goodness for the bracelet!” Whetū said, holding up her wrist. The tāniko bracelet’s bright golden glow had faded and it looked as it always had. “I mean, it’s one thing for a cat to make a tāniko bracelet, but a magical one as well? That’s pretty cool, Tori.”

“Oh, I didn’t weave that magic all by myself,” said the cat modestly. “That came from all three of us. Friendship makes powerful magic.”

The starbeam was very close now, reflecting shimmering silver light into the room.

“Are you sure this one will lead home?” said Whetū, as she clambered up onto the ledge. Exploring new worlds was exciting, but her world was the best one of all.

“Of course!” said Tori, glancing at Ramses. “I never make mistakes when it comes to starbeaming.”

“It was one time!” Ramses said, outraged.

“And it could have been your last,” said Tori, which was so exactly right that for once Ramses lapsed into silence.

Finally, the starbeam was close enough to touch the windowsill. Tori leapt down first and Whetū followed. Ramses took a running jump, cleared the sill and landed with a thud. Together, the three walked along the beam.

“Whetū,” said Tori. “You know I can’t talk on our world.”

“I know,” said Whetū. “It’s so dumb. I’m going to miss our chats.”

“Me too,” said Tori. “But I’ll talk to you in cat language instead. If I stick my bottom in your face or lie on your homework while you’re trying to write or ignore you completely when you call for me, that just means that I’m your friend. Okay?”

“Um,” said Whetū. “Okay.”

“I’m quite looking forward to seeing everyone again,” said Ramses. “Even the horses.”

Whetū’s heart sank. With all the excitement, she’d completely forgotten. The horses!
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– LOST AND FOUND –

The hole at the end of the starbeam looked rather like the barn window. The cat leapt through it first.

“I’ll go before you,” said Ramses to Whetū. “You wouldn’t want me landing on your head.”

He trotted forward and jumped through, and Whetū gave him a few moments before she went in after him.

She fell through the air and landed on a pile of hay. Almost immediately she clapped her hands to her ears. The hullabaloo of outraged squawking and cackling and wing flapping was deafening.

Tori sat nearby, hurriedly licking her fur clean of dust and bits of straw. Ramses stared aghast at the thousands of chickens who were beside themselves with fright at the three unannounced visitors. Feathers, eggs and droppings were everywhere.

“Wha-ha-ha-hat is the meaning of this?” Ramses roared.

The chickens immediately fell silent and tried to shuffle behind each other.

“Ah, yes,” said Whetū. “I forgot to mention the chickens. I didn’t have any stage-assistant magic left, and I couldn’t divide them back down to one, and there wasn’t anywhere to put them, and …”

Ramses glared at the chickens, who were looking anywhere but at him. “Couldn’t divide the chickens? You don’t need magic to do division. You just need maths.”

One of the chickens gave a tiny squawk that sounded like a snigger.

“I haven’t done maths in ages,” said Whetū. “I guess I forgot how.”

“Then perhaps it’s best if you do go back to school,” said Ramses. “And the next time you have to deal with unruly chickens that won’t divide, perhaps you might remind them about multiplication.”

“What do you mean?” asked Whetū.

“I mean,” said Ramses, “that if you multiply three thousand chickens by zero, what do you get?”

The chickens gave a collective gasp.

“Um …” said Whetū, screwing up her forehead and thinking hard, “if you multiply anything by zero you get … zero.”

“That’s right. Zero chickens.”

The chickens were trembling now. Whetū almost felt sorry for them, although she knew that Ramses was just teasing.

“So let’s try dividing them again, shall we?” said Ramses. “Alaka …”

“Alaka kalaka zalama zoo!” shouted Whetū, and with a POP! there remained just one chicken standing in the middle of the barn.

“Buk buk?” it said, pretending to be very interested in a speck on the floor.

“Go on, shoo,” said Whetū, pushing the barn door open. “Go and wait at the coop and I’ll be with you in a sec.”

The chicken shot out the door without a backward glance. Tori gave her fur one last lick and went out after it.

“See you later, Tori,” called Whetū.

Tori ignored her. Whetū grinned. She knew what that meant. She glanced at Ramses and opened her mouth to speak.

“Don’t worry,” interrupted Ramses, kindly. “You can clean it all up in the morning.”

“That wasn’t what I was going to say,” said Whetū. “It’s about the horses.”

“What about the horses?”

There was a loud whinny from outside. Whetū ran out into the courtyard followed by Ramses. There was Mum, with the four horses all around her.

“You found them!” Whetū cried.

Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum stamped a hoof, and Socks tossed his head and whinnied.

“That reporter, Shaun Shutterbug, found them wandering around the outskirts of Kanikani and brought them back,” said Mum. “It was very good of him. I gave him some free tickets to one of the magician’s shows as a reward.” She smiled at Ramses. “Good to see you, mate. We were worried about you. I’ll make you a hot mash to welcome you back. Would you like that?”

In reply, Ramses butted his head gently against Mum’s side, and she gave him a pat.

“What were you doing in Kanikani?” he said sternly to the horses.

“They’d entered themselves in a talent contest,” said Whetū. She went to Daisy and stroked her neck. “It was very naughty of you to go off like that! We’ve all been terribly worried! What have you got to say for yourself?”

Daisy stamped her hoof and nickered.

“What?” Whetū said. “I can’t understand you.”

“They haven’t spoken a word of human since they got back,” said Mum. “Just snorting and whinnying and normal horse language.”

Ramses nodded his golden head. “Well, that’s it, you see. They left the farm and their magical ability left too. The wall around the place isn’t just to keep strangers out – it’s to help keep the magic in.”

“But you could still talk when we left the farm,” whispered Whetū, with a sideways look at Mum.

“Technically, we hadn’t really left,” Ramses whispered back. “We were just in a different dimension. Never mind. You’ll probably learn all about starbeaming and inter-dimensional travel when you go back to school.”

Somehow Whetū didn’t think so. “So the horses are just normal horses now?”

“I doubt they’ll ever be normal,” muttered Mum, eyeing the daisy chain looped around Daisy’s neck.

“Until you decide to let their magic in again,” said Ramses. “You are the animal keeper, after all.”

“Well,” said Whetū, “I think we’ll leave them as they are for the next few days. They haven’t been choosing their words with much kindness lately, especially with the bull. They’ll need to improve their ways before they can have their speech back.”

Superstar Starlight Chrysanthemum hung his head. Daisy gave a sad whinny. Then all four went slowly back to their field. In the distance, the bull yelled out, “Good job!”

“I’d better call the magician,” said Mum. “He found Poppycock in a corner of the Bermuda Triangle, and he’s on his way home to look for Ramses.”

“Oh dear,” said Ramses. “He’s going to be very cross with me.”

“He’ll be relieved, I think,” said Mum. “And guess what? He said he was going to get a new flock of sheep so you’d have some company. How does that sound?”

Ramses showed all his pearly teeth in a wide smile. It was plain that the news sounded good.

“By the way, Whetū,” Mum continued, “at dinnertime, your hair was all glittery and piled up on top of your head, and you demanded carrot soup with celery sticks in it. After dinner, you were running through the house wearing banana leaves and waving a mere pounamu, and later, you had a bird’s nest on your head. And now you look the same as you always have. Is there anything you’d like to say?”

“Just one thing,” said Whetū, squeezing her mother’s hand. “Is there any lasagne left?”
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