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A Long Time Ago on a Lucky Star

Once there was a child abandoned on a lucky star.

It looked like it was an unlucky star at first, but it can be so hard to tell, the stars blink on and off so quickly.

Lucky.

Unlucky.

Lucky.

Unlucky.

(At the moment I am thinking it is lucky, but it could be unlucky after all. We’ll have to make it to the end of the story to find out.)

I am following a great Space-dragon to take me back to the star, for Space-dragon and Story Makers like myself are the only ones who can fly through space without a machine to contain us.

And I am sick in my stomach to go back there…

… but here is the thing about stories, and bounty hunting, for I am both a Story Maker and a bounty hunter.

Sometimes they take you back to some dark, dark places.

This particular star was a planet with a micro black hole on it. A black hole does funny things to time, turns it upside down and inside out and makes it run fast and slow so you don’t know where you are.

The star was called Illyria, and it had three layers to its atmosphere.

The first was an outer layer of cobwebs, where trailing spiderous monsters spun webs thicker than steel in the murky skies, waiting for the inevitable visitors, for there were plenty of things on Illyria that would draw attention from far across the universe: precious minerals, secrets, powers. The ragged ruins of spaceships hung in those webs like aerial shipwrecks, plundered by generations of Witches, who had flown up from the inner layers of the star and licked clean the treasure they had once contained.

I am flying above the Space-dragon now.

Its great wings, stretched wide like an albatross, have carried it unimaginable distances through the infinite emptiness already. Steadily it flies, every now and then looping around the planets with such speed that it creates a kind of energy that la-a-a-aunches it through space to the next planet, where it travels around again, spinning those balls and la-a-aunching itself on to the next star, trailing jets of energy with something of the power of a small nuclear bomb (but without the radioactive fallout, for Space-dragons are tidy creatures, like cats, and do not mess the atmosphere they live in).

Space-dragons defy the laws of the universe and travel faster than the speed of light. Only a Space-dragon can cover those kinds of distances without Which Ways and without spending the thousands and thousands of necessary years in space travel—and to this day we have no idea how they do it.

The dragon reached the Witch planet, or the lucky star (depending on your viewpoint), and it did not hesitate. It folded back its wings and dived expertly through the webs, dodging the darting harpoons of the spiders, lighting up the webs with its flames so that it could avoid them. One dreadful moment the wing tip was caught, the watching monsters came alive and with great shrieks they leaped, hoping to catch a rare prize that night, but the dragon let out a larger scream yet and burned off its own wing tip to drag itself free. Only that would have saved it.

Down it plunged, into the sky layer, bright and dazzling as day, for particles of diamonds in that sky caught every piece of light from the three suns and magnified it, even though it shone so weakly through the smother of the cobweb layer. The dragon closed its third eyelid so that the diamonds bounced off it, raining off its hard dragon armor like hailstones on a tin bucket.

Down, down it glided, and the atmosphere grew thicker, curdled. With a great shriek the dragon let out terrible jets of lasers to penetrate the third and final layer, blasting a great hole in the atmosphere that opened up beneath it and the Space-dragon folded up its wings and was sucked into the hoovering hole in the neatest form possible.

Down it fell into the swampy smeary mists of Illyria itself, that tricky, treacherous dream of a planet mired in mists and fogs and clogs of clouds, and when the mists cleared to reveal the dazzling diamond skies above—oh, what beauty!

Through the perilous crags the Space-dragon swooped, landing at last on one of the pinnacles that shot up in the air like a pointing finger, in an area called the Needles. Down the dragon slid, a little undignified perhaps for such a noble creature, like a great cat sliding down a lamppost.

Finally settling on Spotted Lake, on one of the great round lily pads of salt.

The Space-dragon shook out its wings, and then unhooked from one great talon a clear glass pod, like the gigantic globe of a tadpole egg, which it had been carrying all the while. Delicately, the dragon ripped open the fragile walls so they fell apart. In the pod, wrapped in a cloak of stars, there was a sleeping child.

The cloak moved, warm with life. A small child stirred, sat up, sleep in her eyes.

A baby, really, only three years old.

She looked around her.

I long to be able to stretch back through time and tell the child, “Don’t worry! Don’t be afraid, dear child!” For I can see the panic in the bright blue eyes that should only see a parent’s love, kindness, and warmth.

But I can jump inside the baby’s skin and look through her eyes, and they are looking out on the fierce cold of Illyria that creeps deep inside the bones, the endless Needles pointing up, the whine of witch drones.

(I can do this, not just because I am a Story Maker, but because the baby is me. But “me” a long, long time ago.)

The baby cannot speak, but she already knows what is going to happen. I do not need to reach out from the future to tell her.

She already knows, for babies do not need the cold of Illyria to know in their bones when they are going to be abandoned. It’s an evolutionary thing. And this has happened to this particular baby many times, even though she is very young.

Maybe she has been abandoned so often because, unusually for a baby, one of her hands is shaped curiously like a tree branch. Creatures of the universe tend to like things to be either animal or vegetable, not both these things at once. Perhaps that is why she has been rejected, again and again and again? But I am only guessing here.

The baby pleads with the Space-dragon. “Please! Do not leave me here! Please!”

The dragon looks at her with its cold, old eyes.

Leans forward.

The baby puts her tree-branch hand on its cold, old scales.

Please.

The baby closes her eyes to make a wish.

Please, take me HOME, longs the baby.

Please.

That was the wish.

The dragon leans forward farther.

And gives the baby a good, hard bite.

Not enough to break the arm.

But enough to infect it.

The baby lets out a cry of pain. Holds her arm. Her eyes are full of tears but she gives the dragon such a look, oh that look, despair, and rage, a baby should not look like that.

But this is a baby of character, and a baby of character will resent a bite like that.

The dragon snorts violently, and flies up up and away, up through the swamps, the diamond skies, the cobwebs, away into forever.

Leaving the baby alone in the darkness.

The baby who was me.

Now, I was not grateful for that bite, then.

For the baby-who-I-once-was was very sick from the bite. So sick. A weaker baby than myself would have died from the bite, and I know now that this was my first test.

I survived.

And I was not entirely alone. I had help in my survival. My stern dragon godparent had left me with a wish and a bite, and in the care of a little robot called Blinkers.

And as if these three blessings were not enough, a computer copy of the Alternative Atlas, which is almost astonishingly rare, one of only twenty-four in the vast and empty universe—and this is where things get confusing. For that is a gift so extraordinarily precious that whoever had abandoned me surely hadn’t intended me to die, despite leaving me in the ideal conditions to do so?

Blinkers caught food for me, raised me. Built a home on Spotted Lake until I got over my infection.

And the bite that never healed WAS a Gift after all, I realized much much later, when I was seven or eight years old and my shoulders began to ache as the wings nagged inside the bone, like wisdom teeth in the gums.

The wings of the Story Maker breaking through the skin.

The bite of the dragon was granting me my wish all at the same time.

She gave me her wings, that dragon, the Space-Wings that can fly through stars and space. The means of my escape.

And my rage carried me on. The pure hatred toward those who abandoned me, the mother, the father, who were never there. It was the perfect upbringing for one as wild and careless and independent as me. No family to hold me up in my career as a bounty hunter. No one I cared about, to hold me up for ransom.

This all happened a long, long time ago.

I am one of the very few lucky enough to leave that tricksome, terrifying planet. I was eleven years old when I escaped and I swore never to return, for I left behind forces of dreadful malevolence who would destroy me if I did.

However, all Story Makers have the dangerous Gift of looking into the future, without being able to stop it.

I have this terrible premonition that I have to go back there.

Something dreadful is about to happen.

Someone will die.

And for the first time in their lives, I, Horizabel the Grimm, your Story Maker, will NOT be able to help the O’Hero-Smith children in any way whatsoever.

It will be the other way around.

I will need their help.

And you will have to cross your fingers and hold your breaths and believe as hard as you can that all their Gifts will come in time for them to do that.

But first…

… they have to catch a unicorn.

HOLD YOUR BREATH.

We’re going in.
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Chapter 1 First Catch Your Unicorn

In a particularly ordinary, slightly damp, bit of Planet Earth, the unicorns had escaped.

Planet Earth, in case you do not know it, is a small, green little world, out on the end of a remote and rarely visited Milky Way. All Magic was supposed to have disappeared from this particular planet many centuries earlier.

But these were definitely unicorns and they were an incredible thing to see, even for me, and I have knocked about the dusty stars of the worlds a bit, for unicorns are an unusual and rare sight, wherever you are in the universe.

And whenever or wherever you are lucky enough to spot one, you feel a sense of blessing that they have allowed you to spend a moment with them.

There was a mother, a father, and two baby unicorns.

Breathtaking in their white and blackness, only the radiant hooves of the two adult unicorns glowed with any actual color, and that color was indescribable, for it was a color that was out-of-this-world. Their long wings were folded tight against their sides, like the wings of doves of peace, and as they reached out their soft noses to sniff at the ground surrounding the oak trees, they created an air of dreamy contentment all around them.

The adult unicorns were searching for food, in the form of truffles.

Only a keen sense of smell can detect the earthy scent of a truffle lurking beneath the soil, and humans need dogs or pigs to help them do that. But a unicorn can smell a truffle from a distance of several miles.

The baby unicorns were not truffle-hunting. They were concentrating on playing, like all infants everywhere, Magical or otherwise.

Their long legs were splayed, as they dipped in play-bows, before charging at each other, shaking their heads, their foreheads down, so they could butt each other, and lock their little horns, pretending they were like the male deer that were currently fighting each other through the autumn leaves elsewhere in the forest.

Suddenly…

… the adult unicorns stiffened and turned their heads, as if sensing danger.

They stopped, ears swiveling anxiously… listening for one minute… two… three…


[image: An illustration of a unicorn in motion, with a flowing mane and tail and a long horn extending from its forehead.]

… as their babies played on regardless, confident that they would be looked after and fed and protected…

… until the adult unicorns relaxed again, and started strolling forward once more, continuing their gentle truffle-hunting mission.

A considerable distance away, downwind of the unicorns, four human children were creeping through the undergrowth, trying to get close enough to catch the unicorns. Though how on earth they were expecting to do that with those ridiculous little Planet Earth ropes wound around their middles, I have absolutely no idea… You can’t catch a unicorn with one of those.

These were the O’Hero-Smith children.

Let me introduce you to these little humans, for they are the Heroes of this story, and you can decide which one of them is going to be your favorite.

Theo and Mabel Smith were thirteen and nine years old, and from a supposedly non-Magical family who had recently discovered that they might not be quite as un-Magical as they had previously thought.

And Izzabird and K2 O’Hero were twelve-year-old twins, from a Magical family who was trying to keep their Magic a secret on a Planet Earth that did not think that Magic existed.

When Theo and Mabel’s father, Daniel Smith, married Izzabird and K2’s mother, Freya O’Hero, the Smiths had moved out of the big city to a little village in the middle of nowhere called Soggy-Bottom-Marsh-Place. The two families had become one family, and the children had not been happy about it.

The one thing they could agree on was their baby sister, Annipeck, whom everyone adored.

They were getting on a lot better than they had been when I first met them.i But they were still arguing with each other, in loud whispers, which is partly how I knew it was them.

Theo and Izzabird, in particular, quarreled a lot because both of them wanted to be in charge.

“Can’t you follow even the simplest of rules, Izzabird?” whispered Theo. “Why did you let out the unicorns?”


[image: Theo and Izzabird facing each other, with Izzabird shouting and a branch with leaves above them.]

Theo didn’t always follow the rules himself, so this was a little unfair. Theo was highly intelligent and popular, and the kind of kid who often ended up leading things, whether it was a sports team or a chess club, or indeed a tracking-down-unicorns-in-the-woods expedition. He was cool and calm and collected, and he liked things to be neat and organized so, even though he was creeping through a dense brambly undergrowth, he still had not one hair out of place or one spot of mud on his white sneakers.

Izzabird, on the other hand, was a disobedient, slightly out-of-control kid with a lot of wild black hair that looked like she had recently been dragged backward through a wind tunnel and a happy sprinkling of freckles scattered all over her determined little face.


[image: Izzabird raising a fist, with the text ‘Why does everyone blame ME for everything?’.]

She went immediately into Izzabird’s Automatic Defense Mode, which consisted of gently punching the air, whispering: “Why do you assume it was me? Why does everybody blame ME for everything all the time?”

“Because it’s generally your fault, Izzabird,” said Theo.

Izzabird MEANT well, but she acted first and she thought later. She was full of wonderful ideas, but somehow these ideas always seemed to lead her, and everyone else around her, into quite a bit of bother.

“It’s not true that it’s always my fault, is it, K2?” said Izzabird, turning to her twin to back her up.


[image: Izzabird and K2 facing each other, with Izzabird yelling, with the text ‘Because it’s generally your FAULT!’.]

K2 gave a big sigh.

K2 was shy and unconfident and ordinary-looking, and he had generally got into the habit of doing whatever his twin sister said in a slightly dreamy, absentminded sort of way, because Izzabird was such a forceful character it was a lot easier to just do what he was told.

But, to Izzabird’s irritation, ever since the Smiths had come to live with them, K2 had been standing up to Izzabird a lot more than he used to.

“It’s not always your fault, Izza, but I do think you may have let those unicorns out,” said K2, who knew his sister well.

“Why are you agreeing with Theo?” raged Izzabird. “Can’t you think for yourself anymore?”

“He is thinking for himself!” smiled Theo. “It’s just that he’s not agreeing with you…”

“Well, did you let the unicorns out, Izza, or not?” K2 asked.


[image: Izzabird with long hair and hands in a fist, with the text ‘Izzabird ACTED first, and thought later…’.]

Izzabird couldn’t deny it.

“Okay, I did let them out,” she admitted, “but it was an accident!”

“Oh, Izzabird…,” groaned K2 and Theo.


[image: An illustration of a winged horse standing head bent down, with a flowing mane and tail. A horn projects from its nose with lines swirling around it.]

“I’m sure you didn’t mean to do it, Izza,” said Mabel, Theo’s younger sister, generously, her eyes shining with love and worry as she watched the unicorn babies playing in the distance. “Oh my goodness… aren’t those unicorns adorable?”

Mabel was kind and quiet and small and shy, and maybe those are Hero qualities too? The story will no doubt tell us. There’s nothing like an adventure to find out whether you are a Hero or not.

“But I’m a bit worried that you may have accidentally put those unicorns in danger,” continued K2.

“Oh pooh, they’re going to be fine. You worry too much, K2!” said Izzabird.

K2 tended to do all the worrying for both twins.

“And all I was doing was trying to find out what my Magical Gift is!” protested Izzabird. “I mean, it’s going to be something completely amazing, isn’t it?”

Izzabird was ever-hopeful. Despite showing absolutely no signs of Giftedness whatsoever, she was still totally convinced that she was going to have a Magical Gift that would blow all of the other Gifts out of the water. “And I thought my Gift might be something to do with power over animals,” continued Izzabird, “so I was just trying to practice on the unicorns and I may have left the barn door open…”

“Typical!” snorted Theo.

“I mean… this is ridiculous!” complained Izzabird. “This is an entirely unfeminist situation! How come you BOYS have already come into your super-special Magical Gifts and Mabel and I haven’t yet?”

Now, the two boys had indeed recently discovered they had some truly unusual Gifts.

K2 O’Hero had a highly unusual Gift called the Atlas Gift, which was the power to draw maps that showed the Which Ways, or Crossing points, between the worlds.

And, to Izzabird’s deep annoyance, Theo Smith had recently found out that he had Ghost Powers. Ghost Powers were supposedly mythical powers that allowed their wielder not just to be invisible but to also be GHOST-LIKE, walking through walls and wafting their Magic into corners and places where other Magic couldn’t go.

Both of these Gifts were absolutely unique in the universe—which was one of the reasons that the O’Hero-Smith children were getting the unwelcome Out-of-Town attention of faraway beings from the center of the universe, like myself.

“Annipeck is a girl and she has a super-special Gift,” Mabel pointed out.

Their sister Annipeck had the Gift of Magic-That-Works-On-Plastic. Magic wasn’t supposed to work on plastic, so Annipeck was the first human being in the entire universe to be able to do this.

“Annipeck is just a baby, so she doesn’t count,” said Izzabird, a little illogically, but she was too full of the injustice of her situation where other people had already come into their Gifts and she hadn’t, to notice any inconvenient details.

“We’re wasting time!” snapped Theo impatiently. “My grandma gets here at three o’clock, and she definitely doesn’t have a Magical Gift. In fact, she is an entirely un-Magical person, she has absolutely no idea that anything as unreasonable as Magic exists, and she is way too old to explain it to, so it might give her some sort of heart attack.”

“We did promise Mom and your dad that we would pretend that nothing Magical whatsoever is going on while your grandma is here…,” said K2.

“And,” continued Theo, “real-live unicorns running around the place is definitely a clue that something out of the ordinary is up.”

K2 turned his face up to the little robot hovering above them. “Puck, how are we going to get the unicorns back in the barn?”


[image: An illustration of Puck, a small robot with a cone shaped head and mechanical limbs, with the text ‘A small, cute, slightly malfunctioning little robot.’]

This was yet another clue that the O’Hero-Smith children were not ordinary Planet Earth children. They were accompanied by a lopsided robot about the size of a miniature dachshund, a sweet, eager little thing that looked a bit like a toy helicopter. Children on Planet Earth do not normally have robot companions.

Pets, yes.

Cell phones, often.

Well-intentioned but accident-prone little robots? Not so much.


[image: K 2 reaching toward Puck, a flying robot with an antenna hovering above the hand.]

“Truffles likes unicorns!” said Puck, the little robot, in a tinny voice.

“What are you talking about?” asked K2, baffled.

Puck often got things wrong, but recently he had been going even more wrong than he normally did. He kept saying things backward rather than forward, and that made him a little difficult to understand.

“Sorry!” apologized Puck. “Not truffles likes unicorns! Unicorns likes truffles! Has anybodys got any truffles? Yous coulds bribes them back if you had some truffles.”

But nobody had any truffles.

And then the situation got worse.

“I can’t see what the unicorns are doing now,” complained Izzabird, for they had reached a particularly thick and brambly bit of the woods. “Puck, can you have a look?”

Puck extended his little neck upward to take a look ve-ry gently so as not to disturb the unicorns… and what he saw nearly melted his little metal arm-attachments with fear.

The adult unicorns had been right when they thought they were sensing some sort of danger ahead. Crouched, still as a statue behind a large overgrown tree some distance farther along…

… was a Howling Horrillago.

Footnote

i You can read about this in the previous adventures of the O’Hero-Smith children, Which Way to Anywhere and Which Way Around the Galaxy.








[image: An illustration of Howling Horrillago with large eyes, sharp teeth, horns, and textured fur.]







Chapter 2 Those Baby Unicorns Are in Big, Big Danger

Howling Horrillagos are not normally found on Planet Earth. You come across them in places like the wildwood world of Witchmalkin, where the trees are higher than skyscrapers, making the piddly little South American jungles of Planet Earth look like pleasant groves.

They’re terrifying, of course.

Absolutely stomach-meltingly, heart-poundingly, scalp-tinglingly frightening.

This one was almost fully grown, about three times the size of an ordinary lion, and it was crouched behind a tree, the early evening light sparkling on its long, curved teeth, which could carve through a tree branch like a knife through butter. Its fur glowed with an extraordinary queasy green light, its nostrils wide and pulsing in-out-in-out, muscles gleaming.

Long drips of saliva were falling off its huge saber teeth as it focused its grim gray eyes on the delicious little innocently playing baby unicorns.

Yup, despite Izzabird’s hopefulness, those baby unicorns were in big, big danger now.

Puck telescoped his head down again extremely quickly.

“Emergiquency!” squeaked Puck. “!disaster total a into turned just has situation THIS… Sorry! Is backsquward again… This situation has just turned into a total DISASTER!

“Is a Howling Horrillago!”

The children’s mouths fell open.

K2 felt sick.

K2’s Atlas Gift meant that not only could he draw an Alternative Atlas containing maps that showed the Crossing points to faraway worlds across the universe, he also drew the creatures that lived there. And the pictures he had drawn of the Howling Horrillago were so alarming that the thought of an actual live one being ahead of them in this wood was making his heart beat double quick like it was doing a speeded-up version of a Highland fling.

“Dids you nots hear what said I? A Howling Horrillago!” squealed Puck again. “Unicorns the of front in trees the in hiding!”

“Are you telling me,” said Theo, eyes narrowing, “that you didn’t just let out the unicorns, you let out other Magical Creatures as well?”

Izzabird had turned very pale. “No… yes… possibly…,” she admitted, gulping hard. “Aunt Trudie’s barns are very confusing. I had to open a few of them before I got to the unicorns. It looked like quite a lot were empty… but I guess there’s a remote possibility I could have left one of the other doors open… There could have been something sleeping in a corner or something, I don’t know!”

“Oh for the stars’ sake!” exploded Theo.

“But… what is a Howling Horrillago?” asked gentle little Mabel, eyes round, for she loved animals and couldn’t bear to think of one being hurt. “It wouldn’t hurt the baby unicorns… would it?”

As if in answer, the adult unicorns ahead let out high whinnies of fear and froze in horror. The baby unicorns stopped playing.

The unicorns began to run.

And way in the distance, a strange, unearthly sound chilled the blood and sent the stomachs of all four children churning. A sound meant to be heard through the extraordinarily dense jungles of a place like Witchmalkin, half-a-universe away.

The sound of a Howling Horrillago bounding after the terrified unicorns in terrible attack.


URRR URRR OOOOORRRRUUUUUURRRRR!

URR URRRR OOOOERRRUUUUUUR!


[image: An illustration of a Howling Horrillago with an open mouth, with the text ‘UUKORRRR! URRR!’.]









Chapter 3 Yup, This Was an Emergency

The four children instantly stopped arguing and pressed buttons on the sides of what I had presumed until that moment were just ordinary backpacks…

… but turned out to be not so ordinary after all.

Oho, thought I admiringly as all four children rose into the air, the squeal of hissing fireworks coming from the equipment they were wearing on their backs, clouds of smoke sending the leaves whirling up around them. “They’re wearing jet packs. Aunt Violet must have made them those… Well, well, well, they’ve come on a bit since I met them last.”


[image: Mabel flying with a jetpack, wearing a helmet and a sweater, with motion lines in the background.]

They looked really quite impressive, as they swooped through the trees after the poor petrified unicorns and the wildly howling and charging Horrillago.

URRR URRR OOOOORRRRUUUUUURRRRR!

URR URRRR OOOOERRRUUUUUUR!

“The Horrilla-whatever-it-is won’t hurt the baby unicorns… will it?” repeated poor Mabel, her snorting jet pack swaying from side to side, up and down, as she desperately tried to keep up with the others.

“Well, I don’t think it wants to give them a big sloppy kiss,” said Theo, slaloming expertly through the trees.

“How are we going to catch the Horrillago and what are we going to catch it with?” gasped K2, glasses askew, swerving his jet pack just in time to miss smashing into a large looming oak tree. Theo and Izzabird had long ropes around their waists that they were intending to lasso the unicorns with, like they’d seen people do in Western films—but you’d need cables of steel to stop a stampeding Horrillago.


[image: Theo in motion with a jetpack, wearing a hood and tattered clothing, with ropes around the waist.]

And that was even if they did by any chance catch up with it in time. All four children had the jet packs on at full power, but still they were only just keeping up with the violently waving tail of the Horrillago, as it rampaged through the forest undergrowth at extraordinary speed.

URRR URRR OOOOORRRRUUUUUURRRRR!

URR URRRR OOOOERRRUUUUUUR!

The unicorns were still just keeping ahead, running even faster, even the baby ones, whinnying pitifully, wide-eyed, in total and terrible fear, as they moved their little legs breathtakingly quickly, every now and then leaping up and spreading their stubby beginnings-of-wings, pathetically hoping that they could suddenly learn to fly in this instant of desperate peril… before landing back down on the ground again.

The adult unicorns could, of course, have taken to the skies themselves, but they were never going to abandon their babies. Letting out high neighs of dreadful alarm, cajoling their little ones on, their beautiful eyes rolling, out of their minds with fear themselves.

“Help I can?” panted Puck the little robot. As he flew, he put out little robot arms with an array of attachments, like a more sophisticated version of a Swiss Army knife. “Paintbrush? No… Tooth flosser? No… Bottle opener? No… Cotton swab? No…”


[image: Puck flying through the air, with the text ‘Can I help? Toothbrush? No. Soup spoon? No..’.]

Even Puck seemed to recognize that none of these implements would be much use against a Howling Horrillago.

“Ghost Powers!” said Puck, his helicopter wings whirring madly. “Theo coulds use his Ghost Powers!”

“Don’t hurt the Horrillago, though, Theo!” warned Mabel.

But Ghost Powers aren’t helpful in every situation.

And although Aunt Violet had been helping Theo practice applying them, he still was only beginning to get them under any sort of control. And he was also speeding through the air with his jet pack, which made his Gift even trickier to manage.

He was trying as hard as he could but, so far, all he had managed to make invisible was his nose, and it was difficult to see how an invisible nose was going to be helpful in this situation…

Concentrate…, thought Theo to himself. Make the Magic happen…

Theo held out his arm, and he could feel the power building within him, in great surging waves, as his arm slowly turned invisible… but where could he put that power if he couldn’t hurt the Horrillago? Maybe he could distract it?

He pointed up at one of the trees ahead, concentrating hard on the invisible end of his finger, and imagined with all of his mind…

The Ghost Powers came shooting out with a high whizzing sound and… Peoooow!

One of the tree branches exploded off the tree, narrowly missing the running unicorns, who with high shrieks of alarm leaped out of the way as it plunged crashing to the ground.

“Sorry!” Theo called out.

If only I could help, thought Izzabird, nearly exploding with frustration as she shot beside Theo on her jet pack. Why don’t I have some sort of Gift?

But however hard she waved her hand, nothing seemed to happen.

She thought she saw, out of the corner of her eye, some sort of silver streaks appearing in the air as she flew. But it was probably her imagination. Still no Gift then, she thought.

And those unicorns were in big trouble.

So far, they had been incredibly sure-footed, but the baby unicorns were tiring and beginning to stumble.

The pursuit was too much for them.

And one of the baby unicorns was beginning to cry.

Now, other animals do produce tears. Crocodiles, for instance, release tears when they eat—no one quite knows why. It is a mystery.

But unicorns are the only animals in the universe, other than humans, that produce emotional tears.

And we are about to see why that might be an evolutionary disadvantage.

Blinded by tears of terror, the panicking smallest unicorn made one tiny misstep, caught one hoof in a tangle of briars… and went head over heels in the undergrowth, in a chaotic cartwheel of hooves and horn and mane. Stumbled to his feet. Let out a cry of pain. Hobbled forward.

My hard old bounty hunter’s heart sank within me, for even I had a soft spot for a baby unicorn, and I knew what was going to happen next.

For the baby unicorn was now lame and could not run away.

The Howling Horrillago gave a hungry, joyful, screaming howl of victory as it plunged forward, its eyes alight.

The two adult unicorns whirled around as they heard the desperate cry of their lame offspring. Spread wide their wings to cover the cowering foal, lowered their noble faces, pointing their horns bravely at the beast.


[image: An illustration of a winged unicorn running, with the text ‘a unicorn’s tears are very rare.’]

The Howling Horrillago came to a screeching halt, its howl replaced by an ugly chuckle of greedy delight, as it now paced backward, forward on its knuckles, for it knew that two cornered adult unicorns are no match for a great predator like itself.

The unicorns and the Horrillago were too focused on each other to notice the untidy arrival of the four O’Hero-Smith children on their jet packs, stopping a little distance behind the prowling Horrillago.

“Oh my goodness… Oh my goodness… What… are we… going… to do?” panted K2.

With a high neighing whinny, the adult unicorns reared up and their front legs pawed the air. They opened their mouths and bolts of electricity shot out, but even though the Horrillago winced and screamed in fury as they hit it, its thick fur smothered the Magic, and the Magic could not wound it mortally.


[image: An illustration of two clawed hands with fur and curled fingers.]

Behind them, Theo was doing much the same thing, trying to shoot the Horrillago with his Ghost Powers, but finding them tangled in the extraordinarily long Magic-smothering fur of the mighty beast.

The desperate unicorns landed on their feet again, lowered their heads, charged the Horrillago, horns crackling with power. The enraged Horrillago was not the top predator in every
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