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There’s a unicorn butt poking out of our lawn.

You can tell it’s definitely a unicorn, and not just your average horse bum, because its tail is glittery. If it was to do a poo, I guarantee it would be rainbow-coloured.

I can see it through the kitchen window, not far from the oak tree, surrounded by piles of loose earth. My heart stops when I spot it there because if it’s not in the house that means Edie will freak –

‘I WANT MADAM SUGARPUFF!’
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Uh-oh. The door to the kitchen crashes open, and I nearly fall off my stool as a tiny red-faced toddler barges in, followed by a yapping fox cub, followed by a panting Pa, and finally a wide-eyed Dad.

‘Edie, just calm down! We’ll find Madam Sugarpuff,’ Pa exclaims as my sister tears round the room. Cadno bounces after her, his tongue lolling and sparks flying from his tail.

‘Charlie!’ cries Dad, clamping a firm hand on my shoulder. ‘Have you seen your sister’s magic horse?’

‘It’s a unicorn,’ I tell him, ‘and yes, I have.’

Pa’s head whips round when he hears my reply, and he stubs his toe on the corner of a cupboard. He lets out a blood-curdling howl, grabs his foot and starts to hop about the room.

‘Aaaaaarghwhereeeeeeeegaahhhhhhissssssssiiiiiiiiiiit?’

‘I think what your pa is trying to ask,’ says Dad, ‘is where exactly have you seen Madam Sugarflump, so that we may … er, calm your sister?’

‘Sugarpuff,’ I reply, nodding towards the window. ‘And she’s out there. Buried near the oak tree.’

Dad follows my gaze. Pa grabs on to him for support, one foot still hovering off the floor. He growls when he spots Madam Sugarpuff’s bottom protruding from the lawn.

‘That fox has been at it again! Always burying things! Remember last week when he got the remote control? I had to watch nursery rhymes for the whole day! I was doing “Head, Shoulders, Knees and Toes” in my sleep!’

‘It’s true,’ says Dad. ‘He even grabbed my toes once, thinking they were his. Got a big toe up his nostril for that.’

Pa glares at him. ‘And what about last week when he buried your car keys in the flower bed?’

‘All right, so the little thing’s getting up to mischief,’ says Dad with a shrug. Cadno is sitting on the floor now, staring up at my dads with big, blinking amber eyes and swishing his tail. ‘So what? Look at him. He’s just so cute.’

Dad does make a good point. He might have grown a little over the past couple of months, but Cadno is still basically an adorable ball of fluff. OK, so maybe his new hobby does include snaffling every valuable object he can find and burying it in the garden. And maybe he does burst into flames every now and then. Just last week, he accidentally set Edie’s discarded nappy on fire when Pa was in the middle of changing her.

That was stinky, let me tell you.

But he’s still a good boy, doing normal firefox-cub stuff. No big deal. He’ll grow out of it, and then Dad and Pa won’t be so stressed. It’s just been a lot since they adopted Edie a few months ago.

‘No one’s denying he’s cute,’ says Pa, his arms crossed. ‘But he’s also dug up our whole garden, set the sofa cushions on fire, singed the curtains and melted Charlie’s homework.’

I grimace. Cadno did melt my homework a few days ago – a model castle I was building for our Welsh class because we’re studying legends and mythology. It was looking good before Cadno got his flaming paws on it.

That’s what I’d been doing before I was rudely interrupted by the rest of my family: starting to rebuild my castle. I’d just got the matchstick foundations up, precariously held together by glue.

Pa sighs. ‘I … I don’t know if maybe this is all a bit too much for us.’

Dad places a hand on his shoulder. ‘What do you mean, my love?’

‘Look,’ Pa replies, gesturing at Cadno, who has begun leaping up to try and grab a tea towel that’s draped over a drawer handle, and at Edie, who is squealing as she swipes at his tail. ‘We’ve got a furry firework from a faraway realm and a two-year-old who thinks she’s the Queen of the Universe. We’re out of our depth! We’ve never had a pet before. We should have started with a hamster or a goldfish, not jumped straight to legendary magical creature who can set fire to things!’

I feel a lump in my throat. Pa’s not saying what I think he’s saying, is he? Surely he doesn’t want to get rid of Cadno? It’s not like we can anyway. We destroyed the portal to Fargone as soon as Teg, the boy from Fargone who originally rescued Cadno and brought him to Wales, had gone back through it. Cadno is here to stay, no matter how many socks he burns holes in or how many of Edie’s toys he buries in the garden.

Edie snaps out of her game with Cadno and turns to lock gazes with Pa.

‘I want Madam Sugarpuff now,’ she says with a snarl.

Pa’s face turns white. ‘I’d better go and dig it up,’ he mutters. ‘Charlie, why don’t you call on Lippy and Roo and take Cadno for a walk? I think he could do with burning off some energy.’

Uh-oh. There’s the all-powerful word. Walk. Whenever Cadno hears it, it’s like somebody has pressed a switch in his brain, and he turns into a runaway firenado.

No sooner has the word left Pa’s mouth than Cadno lets out an ear-piercing screech and starts running round in circles after his own tail. His fur is getting shimmery again. I can feel the heat coming off him.

Dad hoots. ‘Ha! Burning off some energy. Get it? Because he’s a firefox!’

Pa glares at him. Dad stops laughing and looks down at Cadno, then lets out a gasp as a dark puddle spreads across his shoes.

‘Argh, Cadno!’ he cries. ‘You’ve weed on my feet!’

‘He wees when he gets excited!’ I say quickly.

‘See!’ announces Pa triumphantly. ‘This is exactly what I’m talking about! Edie slipped in a puddle last week and ran round the house smelling of fox pee for the rest of the day!’

‘All right,’ I say, climbing down from my stool. Cadno rushes to meet my feet before they touch the floor.

‘Come on, boy. Let’s find the rest of the squad.’
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‘Nope. No way,’ says Lippy, shaking her red curls. ‘Your dads would never get rid of Cadno. Not in a million years!’

Lippy – Philippa Tarquin – is my second-oldest best friend after Roo.

‘I don’t know – Pa seemed pretty fed up this time,’ I say darkly. ‘He’s buying three new pairs of socks every week, just to replace the ones Cadno burns through. And last week Cadno got a prickle in his paw from Pa’s potted cactus, and set fire to it. Have you ever seen a flaming cactus?’

‘No,’ says Lippy. ‘I can’t say I have.’

We’re walking out of Bryncastell, following the winding path that leads up to the castle. Cadno trots ahead, chasing a feather that’s being carried along by the wind. It keeps zipping out of his jaws just a second before they clamp shut, like it’s teasing him.

Cadno’s getting aggravated. His fur has started glowing, and, when he finally manages to snatch the feather out of the air with a triumphant yap, it bursts into flame in his mouth. He grunts in disappointment as tiny black embers flake off into the breeze.

‘See?’ I say. ‘Imagine my life is that feather. Constantly going up in flames.’

‘He’s just young and wild and free,’ says Lippy, twirling in a carefree circle.

She’s right, I suppose, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. Whereas Cadno is fierier than ever, my own inner fire is feeling a bit … depleted. Like real flames, inner fires eventually die down without something to feed them. And, although I felt on top of the world for a little while after defeating the Grendilock, mine has since started to shrink.

‘I just don’t know what to do. He seems so … so …’ I trail off as Cadno tries to pick up a stick that’s too big for him. When he fails, his tail lashes forward and sends a lick of fire up the stick. I run over to stomp it out.
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‘Frustrated?’ Roo puts in. Roo (or Rupert as he’s called on our class register due to it being his proper name and all that) has been my best friend since nursery. He always gets me.

‘Yeah, that’s it,’ I say, scowling at the cub. He doesn’t seem bothered. ‘Frustrated.’

‘Well, you know, Charlie,’ says Lippy, ‘maybe he’s got reason to be.’

‘Eh?’

‘Think about it. Cadno is a magical creature, right?’

‘Yeah. What’s your point?’

‘Well, if you take a fish out of a pond and put it in a tank, it can still stay alive, but it’ll probably be pretty bored without the rest of the pond to play in.’

I don’t think I like where this is going. ‘Are you saying Cadno is frustrated because he misses Fargone? Because he misses magic?’

Lippy shrugs. ‘I don’t know. Just a thought.’

‘Urgh! Well, I hope you’re wrong. The portal is gone forever! It’s not like I can just pop into Fargone to take him for a quick walk, can I?’

Cadno freezes, ears pricked, and then zooms back towards me.

‘No, Cadno, we’re already on a walk! We can’t go for a walk when we’re already on one – Oh, why do I even bother?’

He starts barking and hopping round my feet, sent into a deeper frenzy every time I say the magic word. My shoulders sag in defeat.

‘There, there, Charlie,’ says Lippy, placing a hand on my shoulder as Cadno finally gives up and wanders away. ‘It’ll get better. It’s just going to take time.’

‘Er, Charlie?’ comes Roo’s voice.

‘Yeah?’

‘Did you bring poo bags?’

‘I don’t know. Why …?’ I start, and then I realize. There’s only one reason Roo would ask me that.

I turn round slowly, and there’s Cadno, squatting right in the middle of the path as he does his business. He locks eyes with me, and I swear he gives me a mischievous little fox-cub grin.

The thing with castles is that there’s never any bins.

So that’s how I come to be marching under the portcullis of Bryncastell Castle with a smelly poo bag swinging from my hand.

Nothing has changed up here since our last visit. The castle is still eerily quiet, the crumbling stone walls still crawling with ivy and secrets. It’s just that now they hide one more – the story of how a boy rescued his dads from the Grendilock, a rampaging monster from another world, with the help of a hamster called Dorito and a firefox. Oh, and his two best friends.

‘Hey, Charlie, how’s your Welsh project coming along?’ asks Roo. ‘Y’know, ever since …’

‘Erm, yeah, it’s going OK,’ I reply. ‘I started rebuilding my castle this morning. I just can’t think how to make it stand out.’

‘What does it say on this thingumawhatsit?’ says Lippy, wandering over to one of the information boards dotted round the castle courtyard. ‘Maybe there’ll be something on here to inspire you!’

I peer over her shoulder. There’s an illustration of how the castle looked when it was first built, with more proper standy-up towers and way fewer piles of rubble. Perched proudly atop one of the towers is a boy of about my age, with mousy brown hair.
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‘Legend has it that more than a thousand years ago young Prince Taliesin saved Wales from a deadly enemy here at Bryncastell,’ Lippy reads, ‘using a mighty weapon, since lost. There you go.’

‘What do you mean? That doesn’t help. It doesn’t even say who the enemy was. It could have been a stray goose for all we know.’

Lippy makes a farting noise with her lips.

‘That’s exactly the point! The project is on Welsh mythology. It doesn’t have to be real. Mythology is make-believe.’

‘Hmm, I don’t know about that,’ says Roo. ‘All legends start somewhere, right? I mean, look at Cadno.’

We follow his gaze to the chunky-pawed firefox cub, who’s tracking a snail’s journey as it slides up the tower wall. He prods it with his nose, and the snail retreats inside its shell, sending Cadno into an excited frenzy.

‘Yeah,’ I echo dully. ‘Legendary.’

‘Well, half-term has only just started,’ says Lippy. ‘You’ve got all week to get it finished.’

We keep winding our way through the castle, eventually emerging in the walled-in clearing on the far side, where all the action happened with the Grendilock. The air here is unnaturally still, and I half expect to see the monster’s joyless black eyes staring back at me from the shadows, and the forked flicker of its tongue as it picks up our scent.

I force myself not to shudder. The Grendilock isn’t here any more. It’s gone. Destroyed. And so is the portal to Fargone, meaning that no more nasties can ever come through.

A growl from near my feet makes me look down.

Cadno is standing next to me, hackles raised and lips drawn back in a snarl. He’s glowing again, fire dancing across his fur, and a prickly heat is starting to scratch through the legs of my jeans.

‘Cadno, what is it, boy?’

He’s glaring at the wall of ivy on the other side of the clearing, the one that used to hide the portal. As I look, a gentle breeze ruffles the deep emerald curtain, and I catch sight of a sliver of black behind the leaves. My heart stops in my chest – then begins to pound so quickly that it takes my breath away.

[image: ]
No. Surely not.

‘Erm,’ says Roo, his voice trembling, ‘is it just me or is there something funny behind that ivy?’

I don’t answer. I can’t answer. I take a slow step forward, Cadno prowling at my ankles, and almost leap back when another stronger gust of wind disturbs the ivy. The leaves part, and behind them I see not the comforting solidness of a castle wall, streaked with age and bird droppings, but the unmistakable black of a doorway, dark as the mouth of a cave.

The portal to Fargone is open again.
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We’re out of the castle and down the hill faster than a goose can say honk.

The knowledge that the portal is open again fills me with terror. How is it possible? When he left after we had defeated the Grendilock, Teg closed it with a sealstone, and Cadno burned it with his magical fire. It should be gone forever! If it’s back, I need to make sure that my dads and my sister are OK.

My legs ache and my lungs burn, but my heart swells with relief when our house comes into view. I don’t know what I was expecting to find – a flaming pit where it used to be, or a grinning Grendilock perched on the roof perhaps, but there it stands, perfectly untouched.

My dads are in the back garden. Pa sits at a little circular table, sipping from a cup of tea, while Dad lumbers round the lawn with a shovel, filling in some of the many holes that Cadno has dug. Edie’s sitting on the grass, driving a very dirty Madam Sugarpuff along on the back of a toy motorbike.

Everything is normal.

Pa looks up as we burst through the side gate. He seems a lot calmer than when we left.

‘Ah, if it isn’t the Adventure Squad, returned from their travels!’ he says, smiling, setting down his dainty teacup. He started calling us that not long after our escapade with the Grendilock. ‘Did anything exciting occur on your mission?’

‘Well, actually, yes –’

‘Let me guess … did you chance upon a poor magical creature in need of help?’

‘Pa, no! Listen, did anything happen while we were away?’

‘Nothing unusual. Edie threw a bath bomb down the toilet, so now the water is pink and smells of strawberries, but that’s about it.’ Pa pauses, a frown crinkling his forehead. ‘Why are you all out of breath? You look like you’ve been running.’

‘We have been running!’ I cry, the desperation spiralling uncontrollably inside my chest. ‘Pa, it’s the portal –’

‘There!’ comes Dad’s voice from across the garden. He leans against his shovel, swiping a hand over his sweaty forehead. ‘Last hole all filled in! Now we just need to make sure that cub doesn’t get his mucky paws on any more of our things, which is easier said than –’

‘The portal to Fargone is open again!’ I blurt out.

My dads both freeze. Pa’s eyes are wide, and Dad lets his shovel fall to the ground.

‘What do you mean, open again?’ Pa whispers.

Lippy clears her throat. ‘What Charlie meant to say is that up at the castle, where there used to be a wall behind the ivy, there is now a dark, cold tunnel that probably leads to a far-off land absolutely crawling with monsters that can pick us apart like chicken drumsticks.’

‘Yeah, thanks for that, Lippy,’ I mutter.

Pa’s face has turned white. ‘Is Lippy right, Charlie?’

I give a tiny nod. ‘She is.’

Dad lets out a low, trembling breath. ‘All right, everyone remain calm. Just because there’s a portal there again doesn’t mean it goes to Fargone, does it? Maybe it leads to a different realm, one full of butterflies and sunflowers and herds of wild, carefree pugs living freely on the rolling hills …’

As my dads continue to panic, a flicker of movement catches my eye.

The earth in one of the holes that Dad just filled in is stirring. As I watch, something pointy pokes through, the tip wriggling, a bit like a nose.

Is that … a mole?

At my feet, Cadno starts to growl.

‘Maybe Cadno can close it again using his fire?’ says Pa.

‘Oh yes, good idea!’ Dad replies.

Behind them, the earth shifts again and something comes through. First a nose, a long spike that spirals into a furred face with little black eyes, followed by a long, sausagey body, like some sort of weasel.

Cadno explodes forward, fire rippling all over his body. He barges through Pa’s legs, causing him to spill hot tea all over his lap.

‘Aaargh! That blasted cub!’

But Cadno is too busy bolting after the creature to notice the mess he’s caused. Whatever it is, it spots Cadno coming and squeals in alarm, and that’s when its nose starts to spin.

I’ve never seen anything like it, but its pointy snout is rotating faster and faster, a bit like … like a drill. As though it read my mind, the creature aims its drill-nose at the ground and burrows into the earth and out of sight as easily as a sea serpent disappearing into the ocean.

Cadno reaches it too late, and proceeds to sniff frantically round the pile of earth. Meanwhile, my mouth is hanging open. A weasel with a drill for a nose? There’s something distinctly unordinary about that.

‘Don’t panic,’ Dad is saying, his hands clamped on Pa’s shoulders. ‘Maybe it’s a mistake. Maybe, if we go back up to the castle right now, it will already be closed.’

But I’m not listening because, even though the peculiar drill-weasel has gone, I’ve started to realize there are other strange creatures in the garden. Something a bit like a giant snail clings to the trunk of the oak tree, except whatever creature lives inside has long, white, rabbit-like ears that peek out from its lilac shell. A patch of flowers in one of the beds starts to move, revealing that they’re not flowers at all but tiny pucker-faced people with flowers for hair. There’s something that looks a bit like a stone teddy bear marching out from the hedge, and a shoal of colourful seahorses floating round the corner of the shed.

The whole garden is coming to life before our very eyes, and my dads haven’t even noticed!

‘I think that’s him,’ whispers a voice from somewhere around the oak tree.

And that’s when I realize that the giant snail is speaking. Except it’s not a snail – it’s a rabbit with a humongous snail shell on its back, which hops down from the tree and bounds across the garden. It comes to a standstill before me, arching one eyebrow in a curious expression I didn’t know rabbits could do.

It peers from me, to my friends, to Cadno, and then back again.

‘A flaming firefox,’ says the rabbit in awe. ‘Two fabled friends, and … the hero himself. It really is you, isn’t it?’

This is all too much for Cadno. He starts jumping around like he can’t control his legs, a shower of sparks flying from his paws and tail. And then he crouches down, like he’s about to –

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Cadno, not on my flower beds!’ Pa snaps, patting the puddle of tea on his legs dry.

‘Er, Liam …’ says Dad slowly.

It’s only now that my dads seem to notice the army of magical creatures emerging from every nook and cranny of our garden. Dad’s eyes become as wide as cymbals, and Pa can’t look away from the snail-rabbit.

‘Did … did that bunny just talk?’ he says, spluttering.

‘I beg your pardon!’ the rabbit replies tartly. ‘I’m not a bunny! I’m a snabbit, and not just any snabbit at that! I’m the Travel Secretary of the Gallivant Menagerie, and I’ll thank you to address me as such!’

‘Yes, it did just talk,’ Pa says faintly, and sinks back into his chair.

‘Bunny!’ Edie shrieks gleefully, arms open as she starts to waddle towards the snabbit. Dad quickly scoops her up.

‘You’re the what?’ I ask, stepping forward. The snabbit dips into a low bow.

‘Pray forgive me, Sir Charlie!’ he cries. ‘I didn’t mean to snap! But my position is one that must be regarded with the utmost seriousness and –’

‘Wait,’ I say, unsure if I heard the snabbit correctly. ‘Did you say Sir –?’

‘Is Albanact bothering you? He takes his route-planning role very seriously.’

The voice is familiar and comes from behind the oak tree, and then he appears, dressed in the same brown furry coat as when I last saw him, with those same hazel eyes and dark hair scraped back off his forehead. The only thing different about him is that this time he’s got the strange drill-weasel wrapped round his shoulders.

It’s Teg.
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