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​CHAPTER 1

​THE WORLD'S WORST LAUNDRY DAY
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Milo Martinez was avoiding his room.

This wasn't unusual. Milo avoided a lot of things: broccoli, his sister's ballet recitals, and especially anything his parents called "responsibility". But today, he was avoiding his room for a very specific reason.

The laundry pile had achieved consciousness.

Okay, not literally. But it was so big that Milo was pretty sure something was living in there. He'd seen movement. He'd heard rustling. And there was definitely a smell that suggested organic life forms were evolving in the bottom layers.

"MILO!" His mom's voice echoed up the stairs like a tsunami of disappointment. "Your laundry! NOW!"

Milo groaned and flopped onto his bed, which immediately made a concerning crunching sound. He'd forgotten about the bag of chips from last Tuesday.

"I'll do it later!" he called back.

"You said that yesterday!"

"And the day before!" added his dad.

"And last week!" That was Rosie, his six-year-old sister, who apparently had nothing better to do than track his laundry habits.

Milo stared at the ceiling and contemplated his life choices. How had it come to this? He was nine years old. He should be out having adventures, not doing laundry. But here he was, imprisoned by his own dirty socks.

Speaking of which, he really needed to find his lucky socks for tomorrow's maths test. They were in the pile somewhere. Probably.

With a dramatic sigh that would have made his drama teacher proud, Milo rolled off his bed and approached the laundry mountain. It loomed before him like Mount Doom, if Mount Doom was made of crusty gym socks and t-shirts with mysterious stains.

"Fine," he muttered. "I'll do the stupid laundry."

He grabbed the biggest laundry basket he could find—the one they usually used for beach towels—and started scooping. Shirts flew through the air. Jeans hit the basket with satisfying thuds. Socks... there were so many socks. How did one kid even have this many socks?

Milo was halfway through the pile when his hand hit something unexpected. Not cloth. Not exactly. It felt like cloth, but it was warm, which was weird because everything else in the pile was room temperature at best and a biohazard at worst.

He pulled it out.

It was a sock. But not just any sock. This sock was bright purple with gold stars scattered across it like someone had sneezed glitter onto it. Strange symbols ran down the side in a language Milo didn't recognise—and he was pretty good at languages. Plus, it was glowing. Just slightly, like someone had swallowed a nightlight and turned into a sock.

"Huh," Milo said, which pretty much summed up his confusion.

He'd never seen this sock before in his life. His mom bought all his socks in bulk from the supermarket, and they were decidedly non-magical looking. Basic white athletic socks that turned grey after three washes.

This sock looked like it had escaped from a wizard's laundry basket.

Milo turned it over in his hands, examining it. The symbols seemed to shift when he wasn't looking directly at them, which should have been his first warning. But Milo, like most nine-year-olds, had a highly developed sense of curiosity and an underdeveloped sense of self-preservation.

He touched the symbols.

The sock zapped him.

Not a big zap—more like when you touch a doorknob in winter and get static shocked. But instead of just his finger tingling, his entire arm went fuzzy, then his shoulder, then his whole body felt like it was made of TV static.

"Ow!" Milo dropped the sock, but it didn't fall. It hovered in mid-air, glowing brighter.

The symbols blazed gold. The purple fabric rippled like water. And then, impossibly, the sock spoke.

"FINALLY!"

The voice was high-pitched and excited, like a hamster that had just discovered coffee. Milo screamed and fell backward into his laundry pile, sending a cascade of dirty clothes avalanching across his floor.

The sock rotated in the air to face him. It somehow looked indignant, which was impressive considering it didn't have a face.

"Rude," the sock said.

Milo's brain had stopped working. His mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. He pointed at the sock, then at himself, then back at the sock.

"Yes, I'm talking," the sock said impatiently. "No, you're not crazy. Well, probably not. It's hard to tell with you humans. Now, could you pick me up? Hovering takes a lot of energy, and I've been cursed in your laundry pile for who knows how long."

"Socks", Milo finally managed, "don't talk."

"MAGIC socks do. Keep up, kid."

"This is a dream. I'm having a stress dream about laundry because Mom's been nagging me."

"Pinch yourself."

Milo pinched his arm. Hard.

"OW!"

"Not a dream," the sock said cheerfully. "Now seriously, pick me up before I fall. I'm not a young sock anymore."

Operating on autopilot, Milo reached out and grabbed the sock. It settled into his hand, warm and slightly vibrating, like a purring cat made of fabric.

"There we go," the sock sighed. "Much better. Do you have any idea how uncomfortable it is being trapped under a half-eaten sandwich for three days?"

"I don't—that sandwich was only there for two days," Milo said, then realised that wasn't the important part of this conversation. "Wait. You're really a magic sock?"

"The MOST magic sock," the sock said proudly. "I'm legendary! Famous! I once belonged to Merlin the Magnificent himself!"

"The Merlin?"

"Well, technically, a Merlin. There were several. A very popular name in the Middle Ages. But yes, Merlin the Magnificent, greatest wizard of his age. Well, top five at least. Top ten for sure."

Milo's brain was slowly catching up to the reality of his situation. He was holding a talking sock. A sock that claimed to have belonged to a wizard. A sock that was currently glowing in his hand like a purple lava lamp.

This was either the coolest thing that had ever happened to him, or he was having a complete mental breakdown. Possibly both.

"Okay," Milo said slowly. "Let's say I believe you. Why are you in my laundry pile?"

"Ah," the sock said. "That's where t
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​THE CURSE EXPLAINED
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The sock told its story while Milo sat cross-legged on his floor, surrounded by dirty laundry and trying to process the fact that his life had just gotten very weird.

"Five hundred years ago," the sock began, "I was created by Merlin the Magnificent. Not purchased, CREATED. He wove me from enchanted thread, dyed me with powdered dragon scales—that's where the purple comes from—and embroidered me with runes of power."

"Why would a wizard make magic socks?"

"Because regular socks are boring! Also, Merlin had cold feet. Castles are draughty, you know. But mostly, he wanted a source of portable magic. When he wore me, he could do anything! Fly, turn invisible, conjure fireballs, make perfect pancakes—"

"Wait, what?"

"Perfect pancakes! Fluffy, golden, exactly the right temperature. It was his favourite spell. Wizards need breakfast too, you know."

Milo decided not to question the pancake thing. "So what went wrong?"

The sock's glow dimmed slightly. "I was too powerful. Merlin thought he could control me, but magic doesn't work like that. Every time he wore me, something unexpected happened. Once, he tried to make it rain for the royal gardens. Instead, it rained fish. For three days. Another time, he attempted a simple cleaning spell and accidentally turned the entire castle invisible. People kept walking into walls."

"That sounds... chaotic."

"Chaos is my middle name! Well, not literally. My full name is Sockarius Magnificus Purpureus the Third, but everyone just calls me Sock."

"There were three of you?"

"Long story. Anyway, Merlin got tired of the unpredictability. So he cursed me. Said I had to remain hidden until someone who TRULY needed magic found me. Then I'd be bound to them until they completed three heroic tasks."

Milo's stomach dropped. "Bound to them?"

"Yep!" The sock sounded way too cheerful about this. "You touched me; you triggered the curse. Now we're magically bonded until you complete three heroic deeds. Congratulations! You're my new wizard!"

"I'm not a wizard! I'm in fourth grade! I have a maths test tomorrow!"

"Perfect time to start your magical education then!"

Before Milo could protest further, the sock zoomed out of his hand and wrapped itself around his right foot. He tried to pull it off, but it wouldn't budge. It had attached itself like a determined barnacle made of fabric.

"Get OFF!"

"Can't! Magical bond! You're stuck with me until you complete the tasks. Those are the rules."

Milo pulled harder. The sock didn't move. He tried yanking it with both hands. Nothing. He even tried using his left foot to push it off. The sock seemed to tighten slightly, as if it found this amusing.

"This is a nightmare," Milo moaned.

"This is an ADVENTURE!" the sock corrected. "Think positive!"

"I don't want an adventure! I want to do my laundry and play video games!"

"Well, too bad! Destiny has chosen you!"

"Destiny has terrible taste!"

Milo flopped backward onto his laundry pile, staring at the ceiling. His right foot glowed
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