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This is a story about Fred.

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

Like many boys, Fred liked pie. I don’t mean the sixteenth letter of the Greek alphabet, or the numerical value of the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter. Fred was too young to care about either of those, and I suspect you are too. No, I mean good old-fashioned pastry filled with things.

Fred also liked mash.

And what Fred really, really liked was pie and mash.

If you’re wondering how to make pie and mash, it’s simple. For the pie, wrap some pastry around something you fancy eating, and stick it in the oven. For the mash, boil some potatoes then mash them up. Use a masher. A hammer. Your neighbour’s clogs. It doesn’t matter. The important thing is that the potatoes end up mashed.
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If you are going to combine pie with mash, make sure you choose the pie carefully. Lemon meringue pie tastes delicious on its own – but not so good with potatoes. Fred learned that the hard way.

Anyway, Fred still sounds pretty ordinary, doesn’t he?

Well, he wasn’t …

Because Fred was a wizard.

Until recently, though, he was a wizard who was useless at magic. Fred had always been the odd one out in his family – a disappointment to his parents and siblings. But that was before he entered a competition to capture the tail of a terrifying fire-breathing lizard (named Linda) – which somehow, to everyone’s surprise, including his own, he’d won!

His prize was a magic lesson with world-renowned wizard Merlin, which helped Fred unlock his magical ability and also turned out to be the start of a firm friendship. Just last month, Fred and his best friend, Marvin, had rescued Merlin from the evil wizard, Alan Kazam.

So, after two dangerous adventures in as many months, Fred was happy to be drama-free for a while. For the first time in ages, he felt settled and worry-free. Thanks to his lessons with Merlin, he felt more confident than ever about his magic, which seemed to be – by Fred’s standards – unusually reliable. At school, he was finally keeping up with his classmates. He no longer embarrassed himself by making a mess of the simplest spells. He’d even started to find school enjoyable. Everything was falling into place.

But all that was about to change, because one normal Monday morning, just as he was about to leave for school, the arrival of a package through his bedroom window left Fred feeling distinctly unsettled.

Another adventure had just begun – whether he liked it or not.
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‘Fred! Over here!’

The call woke Fred from his dazed amble towards the school entrance. He couldn’t stop thinking about the strange package and what it meant. He followed his best friend’s shouts across the playground. Marvin seemed ready to burst with excitement.

‘I’ve been waiting for ages! What took you so long?’

‘Sorry, I had a strange start to the—’ Fred began, before Marvin interrupted.

‘Never mind – I’ve got something incredible to show you!’

Marvin grinned as he waved an official-looking letter and a photo of what appeared to be an enormous, unusual building.

‘I finally got one! An invitation to M.A.G.I.C. Camp! I’ve always wanted to go – my parents both went, and say it’s amazing – but you can’t apply, you have to be invited – the people in charge must have learned about what I can do from the news of our adventure. I bet that’s why! They think I’m a magician of astounding genius, intrepidness and courage – that’s what M.A.G.I.C. stands for, after all!’

Fred couldn’t get a word in.

‘AND I get to miss some school! It’s fine – Mum and Dad have already said I can go, and schools are told automatically when the invitations get sent out. Fred, I’m going to learn so much! Every famous and important wizard and witch was helped on their way by M.A.G.I.C. Camp – the Prime Minister for Magic; Leroy Looney, the first wizard to fly to the moon on a broomstick … And the M.A.G.I.C. Medal you get if you complete it is a really big deal – Dad said it’s impossible to work for U.N.I.C.O.R.N. without one, as well as loads of other cool jobs. But, best of all, it means you’re able to attend M.A.G.I.C. School – where you learn literally everything – INSTEAD OF BORING REGULAR SCHOOL! How AWESOME is that? Oh, I can’t wait!’
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Marvin stopped to catch his breath.

‘That’s brilliant, Marv – and it’s about time! I’m really happy for you. You so deserve it!’ Fred said, smiling. He knew how much this meant to his friend.

‘Thanks, Fred. I just hope I actually make it there.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘That’s the first challenge. They don’t give you the address, just a vague location and a photo of the campus. Apparently, five attempts is all you get. Any more and their magic sends you home.’
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Fred knew all too well how difficult travelling by click could be. It was only after he’d won the lizard competition that he’d first managed to ‘click-and-go’, which was how most wizards and witches travelled. Until then, he’d travelled by bus. He doubted there was a service that went to wherever M.A.G.I.C. Camp was.

‘Well, I’m sure you’ll manage, Marv. By the way, did your invitation come through your bedroom window, even though it was closed?’

Marvin looked shocked. ‘How did you know that?’

Fred kept his face straight. ‘Because that’s how mine arrived.’

‘Wait!’ Marvin raised his eyebrows. ‘You got one too?’

Fred pulled his invitation from his rucksack.

‘Oh. Well, that’s … great. Well done.’

‘I guess,’ Fred said, a little disappointed by Marvin’s reaction. He’d hoped his best friend would show more excitement at the news, at the chance of sharing another exciting experience. ‘Thanks.’

‘Are you going to come?’ Marvin’s tone made Fred wonder what answer Marvin wanted him to give.

‘I guess so, it’s just … well … I’m not a great wizard like you are, and I doubt I could keep up … whereas at school I finally fit in. I’m enjoying feeling settled for once. I’m not sure I want to leave my comfort zone again right now, Marv.’

Marvin nodded. ‘Consider where you’d be if you’d never left it, though.’

Marvin had a point. If Fred was honest with himself, he knew his life was significantly better because he’d challenged himself, that he’d almost certainly still be useless at magic and feeling like an embarrassment to everyone had he not. But before his first adventure, he’d had nothing to lose. Now, there was much more at risk.

Marvin interrupted Fred’s contemplation.

‘It’s up to you. But you’d better decide quickly.’ The bell rang for the start of school and the boys headed inside. ‘Our invitations expire tomorrow, and if you’re not at camp by then, you’ve no chance of getting there.’
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