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			Starlight shimmered on every branch in the forest. Four wise animals—a wolf, a stag, a badger, and an owl—gathered around a pool of stars. In the sparkling surface, they could see five girls and five young animals playing tag in a sunny clearing where the edges of the leaves were just starting to turn an early autumn gold. The girls were laughing and shrieking as they chased each other. The animals—a fox, a deer, a wildcat, a squirrel, and a mouse—were bounding and scampering beside them.

			None of them saw the person watching them from the shadows of the trees.

			The owl gave a worried hoot. “Our young Star Friends and their Star Animals do not realize the danger they are in.”

			“The energy thief has discovered who broke their charm,” said the badger.

			“And the stolen energy has increased their magic,” said the silver wolf. “They have the ability to command others and use plants to create powerful charms.”

			“What do you think the thief will do now that they have discovered that there are Star Friends nearby?” said the stag.

			The four animals exchanged anxious looks. They had spent many years in the human world working with their own Star Friends to defeat dark magic, making the world a happier and safer place to live. Now, back home in the Star World, all they could do was send warnings to the next generation.

			The wolf’s eyes glittered. “This energy thief must be stopped. Try to send another message to our young friends, Hunter.”

			The owl hooted in agreement and swept the tip of one silvery wing across the surface of the sparkling pool….
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			Shutting the door of her house, Mia set off down the street, feeling as if a weight had fallen from her shoulders. It felt good to have changed out of her stiff new uniform and even better to know it was Friday and she could forget about school for the whole weekend.

			School. All summer, she’d been looking forward to starting middle school, but the first few days hadn’t been great. She shook her head. She wasn’t going to think about it now. She was going to concentrate on fun things, like meeting her friends in the woods and doing magic together!

			Her best human friends were Violet, Lexi, Sita, and Maddie, but her best friend in the whole world was Bracken, her Star Fox. She smiled as she pictured his sparkling indigo eyes, cute fluffy face, and waving tail. She loved him with her whole heart, and he loved her back. Like her friends’ Star Animals, Bracken had traveled from the Star World in the hopes of finding someone to be his own special Star Friend, someone who could help him do good and keep people safe from dark magic.

			Mia was so glad she and her friends had been chosen.

			We have so much to do this weekend, she thought. We must find out who made the energy charm.

			Last Saturday, there had been a big fundraising event in Westport—a five-mile run for adults, a fun run for children, and a plastic duck race in the brook. It had gone well, but someone had put a magic charm in the ink used to stamp some of the runners’ hands. After the race, the people with a charmed stamp had started behaving strangely. They’d suddenly had tons of energy and had exercised wildly, often to the point of injuring themselves, and bought things they wouldn’t usually buy.

			Mia and the rest of the Star Friends had realized what was going on and made a charm-breaker potion. It had returned the adults back to normal, but with the new semester at school starting this week, they hadn’t had a chance to figure out who had put the magic in the ink—or why.

			In the nights since the race, Mia had been having increasingly vivid dreams of people having accidents and hurting themselves. It was really worrying her, and last night, she’d also seen someone watching her and her friends from the trees in the clearing while they played with the Star Animals. She hadn’t been able to see who it was. All she could tell was that they were wearing pants, a green woolly hat, heavy boots, and a big jacket with the collar turned up.

			A shiver ran down Mia’s spine. If the mysterious watcher had guessed they were Star Friends and knew they had broken their charm, what might they do?

			“Hello, Mia!”

			A friendly voice interrupted her thoughts. Looking around, she saw a woman with a cheerful face watering some plants in the community gardens on the other side of the fence. Her bushy auburn hair was tied back in a ponytail, and her jeans were pushed into rain boots. “Hi, Mrs. Johnson,” said Mia, going over.

			Lizzie Johnson ran the Westport Brownies group, and she had known Mia since she was little. “How’s middle school going?”

			“Okay.” Mia quickly changed the subject. “What are you growing?”

			“Pumpkins for the Brownies to carve at Halloween, along with leeks and zucchini to enter in the town show in a few weeks.” Mrs. Johnson pointed at some large zucchini next to the pumpkins.

			“They’re huge!” said Mia.

			Mrs. Johnson showed her an old brown bottle. “My dad was a wizard with vegetables. He passed his fertilizer recipe down to me. It makes fruit and vegetables grow like magic.”

			Two older men who had been working nearby chipped in.

			“I don’t think anyone else is going to stand a chance in the vegetable competition, do you, Rob?” said one, grinning at the other. “Not with Lizzie’s secret potion.”
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			Rob, one of Mia’s dad’s friends, chuckled. “Too true, Stan. I’m just glad I’m organizing the show so I can’t enter. There’s no way my poor zucchini would beat Mrs. Johnson’s whoppers.” He leaned on his shovel. “How are your mom and dad, Mia? I hope your dad’s been resting his leg like I told him to.”

			Before retiring and moving to Westport, Rob had been a physiotherapist helping people recover from injuries. He had thrown himself into town life and was always giving people free advice if they pulled a muscle or hurt themselves.

			“He has been,” said Mia. At least since the energy charm wore off, she thought to herself.

			“Great stuff,” said Rob, pleased. “I need my cycling partner back on his bike.”

			Stan shook his head. “Cycling, hiking, organizing the town show, being on the parish council. I don’t know how you do it all, Rob.”

			Rob smiled. “It’s good to get involved. When I first retired, I didn’t do much and it didn’t suit me at all. I—”

			“I’m sorry, I have to go,” interrupted Mia, not wanting to get caught up in a conversation about retirement. “It was nice seeing you. Bye.”

			She loved living in Westport, a pretty town on the coast. Everyone was really friendly, but it did mean that it was impossible to go for a walk without stopping to talk to people. Catching sight of one of her brother’s friends and his mom coming along the pavement, she broke into a run.

			“Hello!” she called, running past. If she talked to them, too, she’d never get to the clearing and see her friends!

			Reaching the main road, she crossed on to a stony road that wound its way down to the beach. There was a cluster of houses on one side and woods on the other. She hurried on, only slowing as she reached a bend in the road. Rounding it, she could see the thatched cottage on the left-hand side of the road that her grandma had lived in before she died.

			

			
				
				—
			

			On the other side was the half-hidden entrance to the overgrown footpath that led to the clearing where she and her friends liked to meet and do magic. Before she could start pushing her way through the tall stalks of cow parsley, she heard someone calling her name.

			Glancing around, she saw Mark, who now lived in Grandma Anne’s cottage with his husband, Tony, and young son, Jack. He was standing at the front gate by the hedges surrounding the cottage.
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			“Mia! Can you remind your parents that running club starts again next week? I don’t want the energy levels in the club to drop now that the race is over. I want to get a group to enter the Turkey Trot Half Marathon at the end of November to raise more money for Playgroup and Brownies. Tell your parents I’m expecting them to enter.”

			“Okay, I will,” Mia promised. “Bye.”

			She forced her way through the greenery and could hear the faint sounds of her friends laughing. Pushing through the final swath of vegetation, she burst into the clearing. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

			Her friends were sitting on their coats on the grass.

			“Mia!” Maddie exclaimed, jumping up happily.

			“We’ve been waiting forever,” said Lexi.

			“You got off the bus the same time as me and Sita. What took you so long?” said Violet.
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			“I’m sorry, I just kept bumping into people who wanted to talk. But I’m here now.” Mia beamed at them all. It felt wonderful to be back with her best friends again. “Let’s not waste any more time! We have a mystery to solve!”
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			Mia and her friends called out their animals’ names.

			“Bracken!”

			“Juniper!”

			“Sorrel!”

			“Willow!”

			“Daisy!”

			The Star Animals appeared in a swirl of stars. Bracken, the fox, bounded into Mia’s arms; Juniper, the red squirrel, scampered up a tree trunk and leaped onto Lexi’s shoulder; Willow, the fallow deer, trotted over and nuzzled Sita; Sorrel, the tabby wildcat, wound around Violet’s legs purring while Maddie scooped up little Daisy, the fluffy mouse, and kissed her tiny nose.
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			As Mia buried her face in Bracken’s soft russet fur and breathed in his comforting smell, she felt all her anxiety about school and her worrying dreams temporarily fade away. When she was with Bracken, everything felt okay. Around her, her friends were all saying hello to their animals, too.

			Bracken leaped down from her arms. “Let’s play!” He bounded over and tweaked Sorrel’s long tabby tail. She turned and swiped at him with a paw, but he jumped back before she could make contact.

			Mia tapped Violet’s arm. “Chain tag time!” she exclaimed, wanting to have a few moments of just having fun. “Magic’s allowed, and Violet and Sorrel are it! Go!”

			Within seconds, they were all charging around the clearing. The animals could appear and disappear wherever they wanted, which made them very difficult to catch, but the girls could use magic, too. When they had first become Star Friends, their animals had taught them how to connect to the magic current that linked the Star World and the human world. They could each use it to do different things.

			Mia’s abilities all had to do with sight. As well as having dreams that showed her useful things when they were facing dark magic, she could use any shiny surface to see events happening in the past, future, and elsewhere. When she concentrated, she could see where someone was about to go a few seconds before they actually did. It was a really good talent to have when playing tag!

			Lexi had an even better ability, though. When she connected to the current, she became very fast and agile. She used that power now to quickly climb a tree and get away from Violet who was racing at her, her hand outstretched.

			Sorrel pounced at Maddie who was holding Daisy. But before the wildcat could touch Maddie with her paws, Maddie stepped back into a patch of shadows and disappeared, reappearing on the other side of the clearing.

			But as she stopped to grin at Daisy, Violet appeared in the shadows beside them and tagged them both. “Got you!” she cried triumphantly. She could shadow-travel, too! “You’re catching everyone with me now, Maddie!”

			Daisy disappeared into Maddie’s coat pocket and Maddie linked hands with Violet. In chain tag, the girls had to hold hands with whomever they caught, and then they had to catch everyone else.

			A few seconds later, Maddie and Violet appeared beside Mia and tagged her, then the three of them joined hands and raced toward Sita, who laughed and didn’t even bother trying to escape. Her powers of healing were incredible but not much use in a game of tag! She also had the awesome ability to command people to do whatever she said, but she only used that power when she really had to.
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			Lexi was the hardest to catch. “Can’t get me!” she teased as she swung around the clearing, using the branches and staying well above their heads. But as she reached for a branch, Sorrel’s furry face appeared through the leaves. She’d climbed the tree while Lexi wasn’t looking! Her paw reached out lightning fast and smacked Lexi’s hand.

			“I think you’ll find I can!” Sorrel said smugly.

			Lexi yelped with surprise and let go of the branch, turning a somersault and landing neatly on her feet on the grass beside the others. “That was fun!” she said, her eyes shining.

			“It was. It’s been so long since we all got together!” said Bracken as he and the other animals reappeared next to the girls.

			Sorrel sighed. “As always, you are exaggerating, fox. It has been three days.”

			“It’s felt like a long time,” said Bracken, unbothered by Sorrel’s superior tone. He trotted over to Willow and touched noses with her. “I’ve missed seeing everyone.”

			She snuffled back at him. “Me, too,” she said softly.

			“And me!” said Juniper, scampering up to Lexi’s shoulder. Daisy squeaked in agreement, poking her head out from Maddie’s pocket.

			“So, how’s school been?” Lexi asked Mia, Violet, and Sita. The three of them had started at the local middle school, while Lexi and Maddie went to the all-girls middle school.

			“Really good,” Violet enthused. “I love having science class in a real lab, and I’m going to math club. We’re training for a Math Challenge competition.”

			“I’ve met some really nice girls in my homeroom and at the school magazine club,” said Sita.

			“How about you, Mia?” Maddie asked. “Are you liking it?”

			Mia didn’t want to admit that she hadn’t enjoyed her first few days. “It’s fine,” she said quickly. “But let’s not talk about school now. We really need to figure out who put that charm in the hand stamp ink last weekend.”

			“And why they did it,” agreed Lexi, nodding.

			“Does anyone have any idea who it might be?” chattered Juniper.

			Mia frowned. “N—”

			“I do,” interrupted Violet.

			“As usual, Violet has managed to figure things out first,” Sorrel said proudly.

			“I think it’s Mark, the running club captain,” Violet announced.

			“Mark? But he’s so nice,” said Maddie.

			“Sometimes people who seem nice do dark magic,” said Mia. Maddie had only been a Star Friend for a short time and hadn’t had all the adventures the rest of them had.

			“Why do you think it’s Mark, Violet?” Sita asked.

			“It has to be someone who helped organize the race because they needed to make sure the charmed ink was used on the entry. The organizers were Mark, Sita’s grandma, Mrs. Johnson, and Rob.”

			“It’s not my grandma,” said Sita. “She wouldn’t do something like that, and anyway, she was affected by the charm like everyone else.”

			“Rob wouldn’t want people to be energetic and hurt themselves,” Mia pointed out, thinking of the retired physiotherapist.

			“And why would Mrs. Johnson want everyone to start exercising?” said Lexi.

			“Exactly,” said Violet. “But Mark is literally obsessed with running. Giving people in his club tons of energy would mean they would run more and run faster.”

			“And now he’s going on about people running a half marathon,” said Mia, remembering the conversation she’d just had. “Violet, you could be right.”

			“Hang on,” said Sita. “The adults in the running club didn’t get energetic until after the race. Wouldn’t Mark have wanted them to run fast during the race?”

			They thought about it.

			“He could have made a mistake,” suggested Lexi. “Maybe the charm went wrong.”

			“I bet that’s it,” said Violet, nodding. “The magic didn’t start when it was supposed to.”

			“Could you use your magic, Mia, to look back in the past and see him making the charm?” Maddie asked hopefully.

			Mia shook her head. “Whoever made the charm is using spells to block themselves from being seen with magic. I tried after we used the charm-breaker, but all I saw in my mirror was a black cloud. But that reminds me….” She remembered what had been on her mind on her way to the clearing. “I’ve seen some bad things happening in my dreams. People having all kinds of accidents, and last night I saw someone watching us. They were standing in the trees over there.” She gestured across the clearing. “I think it was when we were celebrating after we broke the charm.”

			She saw her friends swap alarmed looks.
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			“How did we not hear or smell them?” said Willow, her ears flicking.

			“Whoever it was must have used a stealth spell to block us from sensing their presence,” said Sorrel darkly.

			“Could you see who it was?” Lexi asked Mia.

			She shook her head. “I couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman. They were wearing pants, boots, a hat, and a coat with the collar turned up.” She thought back. “It could have been Mark. They looked about the right height.”

			“I’ve got an idea,” said Violet suddenly. “Mark and Tony are bound to go out at some point over the weekend. Why don’t Mads and I shadow travel into their house with Sorrel and Daisy and see if we can find any evidence of Mark having made charms there?”

			“Do you think you should?” said Sita uncertainly. “Isn’t that like breaking in?”

			“We won’t touch a thing,” Violet said. “We’ll just look.”

			“And we do have to find out if it is Mark,” said Mia. “Yes, let’s do it. Though Dad’s making me go to that first aid thing at the town hall in the morning. Are any of you going?”

			To her relief, her friends all nodded.

			“Rob told my grandma and she signed me and her up,” said Sita.

			Mia grinned. “You don’t need to learn first aid—you can just use magic to make people better! Still, it’ll be more fun if we’re all together.”

			“Then after we can go to my house and wait for Mark and Tony to go out,” said Violet.

			“What will we do if we find out that Mark did make the charm?” said Maddie.

			Mia felt a rush of determination. “We stop him from doing anything like it ever again! Agreed?”

			Her friends high-fived her.

			“Agreed!” they chorused.
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			When Mia got home, she felt much happier than when she’d left. Even though they had a mystery to solve, it had been great to be with the others again and do magic. She missed not seeing Lexi and Maddie at school anymore, and although she got the bus with Sita and Violet, the three of them were in separate homeroom classes and didn’t see each other much during the day.

			She washed her hands and then set the table while her dad shredded the chicken and her mom bathed Alex, Mia’s two-year-old brother.

			When Mia’s older sister, had gotten home from her part-time job at the Friendly Fish café, the family sat down at the kitchen table to eat.

			“This looks delicious,” said Mia’s mom as they all heaped the yummy spicy chicken mix onto soft wraps and added big dollops of sour cream. “And afterward, there’s cake. I baked an angel food cake when I got home from work.”

			“You baked a cake?” said Cleo in surprise. It was a family joke that Mom was usually too impatient to follow a recipe correctly.

			“Yes, I bumped into Rob, and he somehow persuaded me to enter the cake-baking class at the fall festival. I really have to get better at saying no!”

			“Are you going to check out any of the classes, Mia?” her dad asked.

			Mia and her friends had always participated in the fall festival, enjoying making cookies or craft items for the various competitions, but this year they’d decided they were too old to do it. “No. It’s for little kids.”

			“And you’re much too old for it now that you’ve started middle school,” teased Cleo.

			Mia made a face at her sister.

			“So, how is school going?” Cleo questioned her. “You haven’t said much about it.”

			Mia shrugged. “It’s fine.”

			“Fine doesn’t sound great.” Cleo gave her a curious look. “What’s going on?”

			“I told you. It’s fine. It’s just not quite what I thought it would be like,” Mia said uncomfortably. “I haven’t really made any friends yet.”

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“You have Violet and Sita,” said her mom.

			“Yeah, but we’re not in the same classes, and we said we’d try to make new friends, not just stick together,” said Mia. If she was being honest, she’d thought she would be the one to make new friends first. In elementary school, she’d always made friends easily, but it seemed harder in middle school. She wasn’t sure which group she belonged with. There were the popular kids, the sporty kids, the ones who played in the band…. Violet and Sita seemed to have made new friends already, but Mia still felt as if she hadn’t found anyone she really liked. “Everyone goes around in groups, and I’m not sure which one I want to be part of.”

			“Why don’t you see what club the people you think you might want to be friends with are doing and go to that?” said Cleo. “Then you can get to know them better outside of class.”

			Mia nodded. It was good advice. “I’ll try that on Monday.”

			Cleo gave her a smile. “Good, and don’t worry. I bet you’ll make friends soon.”

			Mia hoped she was right. She wasn’t used to feeling lonely at school. If only Bracken could come to school with me, she thought. She smiled as she thought how astonished everyone would be if he suddenly appeared in the middle of their classroom!

			Later that evening, when she was in bed, she told Bracken what she’d been thinking. He was curled up next to her, his fur tickling her face as she hugged him. He always slept in her bed but vanished if anyone came in. “I wish I could come to school with you,” he said.

			“Me, too,” she told him. “Or that I could somehow use magic to make school better.”

			“I don’t think that would be a good idea. Magic’s supposed to be used to help other people, not yourself,” said Bracken. “But at least we have a whole weekend together, having fun.”

			“Not just fun,” Mia reminded him. “We’re looking for evidence that Mark made the charm. Sorrel will probably be able to smell if any dark magic has been done in his house, but I wonder if there’s anything else Violet and Maddie should look for.” She had an idea. “We could ask Miss Amadi.”

			Miss Amadi was a teacher at their old elementary school. She was also a Star Friend and knew about charms and potions.

			“She might be at this first aid thing tomorrow. If so, I’ll try to talk to her then.” Mia snuggled down. “Night, Bracken,” she said, putting her arm around him.

			He cuddled closer. “Night, Mia. I hope you don’t have any bad dreams. But if you do, I’m here.”

			Mia felt a rush of love. Bracken always knew what to say to make her feel better.
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			He couldn’t keep the dreams at bay, though. As she slept, she saw the mysterious creepy figure again, spying on her and her friends from the shadows of the trees, a green woolly hat hiding their hair. The dream changed and she saw something new—an old-fashioned desk and chair in a room with a beamed ceiling. The chair had a heavy jacket hanging on the back of it and a pair of boots beside it, just like the one the mystery watcher had been wearing. On the desk there were tons of plant cuttings and three brown bottles on a wooden chopping board shaped a bit like a jigsaw piece. Mia felt a memory tug at her as she looked at the brown bottles. Where had she seen a bottle like that recently? She couldn’t remember, and her gaze moved on. There was also a duck like the ones from the duck race, a pile of papers, some maps, a bike helmet…. Before she could see anything more, the image faded.
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			After that, she saw images of people having accidents—they flashed by quickly. There was a dark-haired girl sitting on the pavement with a wound on her knee; a dog escaping from his owner and running in front of a cyclist, making them swerve and fall off their bike; a girl looking up in horror at a tile falling off a roof and plummeting toward her; and a car that had crashed into a wall, an ambulance beside it. Finally, she saw a man running away, his hands over his ears, as people chased after him.

			She woke up feeling like she’d hardly slept at all!

			Sita noticed Mia’s lack of sleep as soon as she arrived at the town hall with her parents. Cleo was getting out of the first aid course because someone needed to stay home and watch Alex. She’d also volunteered to take care of Mark and Tony’s son, Jack.

			Sita ran over to meet her with Lexi.

			“There are tons of people here, aren’t there?” said Lexi. “Way more than I thought. We’re the youngest by miles.”

			“Are you okay?” Sita asked Mia. “You look really tired.”

			“I am,” said Mia, yawning. She moved out of earshot of her parents. “I had so many dreams last night.”

			Lexi lowered her voice. “And I had one of my creepy feelings this morning. The ones I get when danger’s coming.”

			“Maybe someone’s about to do some kind of dark magic again,” said Mia anxiously.

			“Shh,” said Sita, nodding toward Mark and Tony, who were near the entrance to the hall talking to Mrs. Johnson as she secured her bike in the bike rack.

			Just then, the doors opened and Rob came out.

			“Good morning, everyone! Thanks for coming out on a sunny Saturday morning. Come on in! There’s no charge for today, just a donation box. All money collected will be added to the amount Mrs. Johnson raised by selling the toy ducks for the duck race last weekend and will be donated to the town Playgroup and Brownies.”

			“Thanks, Rob!” Mrs. Johnson called. “Having a duck race at the run was a brilliant idea. I’d never heard of one before, but the children all loved it.”

			Rob smiled. “It’s an annual event in Leicestershire, England, where I grew up. I used to love entering my lucky rubber duck when I was a child. It’s a really great way to raise money for good causes.”

			“If anyone wants to help us raise more money for Brownies and Playgroup, then come and join the running club and sign up for the Turkey Trot in November,” Mark added. “Or just run for fun. We welcome everyone! Running’s great!”

			Mia glanced at Lexi. Mark really was running obsessed!

			“And while we’re putting out requests, can I encourage you all to sign up for the fall festival, where we’ll be raising money for other good causes in Westport?” said Rob. “There are going to be a lot of fun competitions—biggest zucchini, tastiest tomatoes, best cookies, lightest sponge cake, and my favorite: most perfect pot pie! I’m definitely happy to judge that!”

			There was a ripple of laughter.

			“You can pick up entry forms from the desk inside,” said Rob.

			All around Mia, people started to talk about what classes they would sign up for. They filed into the hall, picking up entry forms for the show. Maddie and Violet caught up with Mia and the others.

			“I think I’ll enter the cookie class,” said Lexi, taking a form. “Anyone else want one?”

			“I’ll take one,” said Violet.

			“And me,” said Maddie.

			“I thought we weren’t participating in the festival this year,” said Sita.

			“We might as well,” said Mia, taking a form. She hadn’t wanted to, but suddenly it seemed like a fun idea.
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			Rob clapped his hands, and they ran to find places at a table.

			Despite not really wanting to be there, Mia found that the first aid course was more interesting than she had thought it would be. However, even though she enjoyed it, she was very glad when it was over and they could finally escape to get on with finding out who had made the charm.

			Rob was shaking hands at the door as they left. “Thanks for coming,” he was saying. He smiled as Mia and the others reached him. “I hope you enjoyed it, girls.”

			“Yes, thank you,” they all said politely.
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			He rifled through some papers. “I made these especially for you younger ones.” He handed them certificates with teddy bears stamped across the top and the words I’m a star first aider! inside a giant golden star. “Here you are.”

			“Thanks.” Mia had just spotted Miss Amadi going outside with Tony and Mrs. Johnson. Taking the teddy bear certificate, she shoved it into her pocket and hurried after them.

			“Mark and I walked past your house this morning,” Tony was saying to Mrs. Johnson as Mia ran up. “Your dahlias are stunning. I’ve put hours into our flower garden, but yours is in another league. What’s your secret?”

			Mrs. Johnson smiled. “A-ha, now that would be telling.” She winked at Mia and mouthed, “Secret recipe.”

			“Hi, Mia,” said Miss Amadi.

			“Could I have a quick word, if you have time?” Mia asked.

			“Of course.” Miss Amadi turned to Tony and Mrs. Johnson. “I’ll see you both at cycling club on Thursday.” She followed Mia and the others away from the crowd. “Is everything all right?” she asked a few moments later.

			“Not really,” said Mia. Miss Amadi had been away when the energy charm was used, and they hadn’t had a chance to tell her about it. As soon as they were sure they weren’t going to be overheard, they explained.

			Miss Amadi’s frown deepened as she learned what had been going on. “This is very worrying. Let me know how I can help. Though you’re all better at using Star Magic than me.”
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			“Could you tell us how people make charms?” Mia asked.

			“Of course.” Miss Amadi checked to see that there was no one close enough to hear. “People who make charms know a lot about plants,” she whispered. “They make a potion using plants or essential oils, and once it’s ready, they add magic to it.”

			“How?” asked Violet curiously.

			“Magic is just a kind of energy,” Miss Amadi explained, “which you can then transfer into the potion.”

			“Where does that magic come from?” asked Maddie.

			“Every living thing has magical energy—plants, people, and animals. It’s also in crystals and in the Star Current. There are other ways people can transfer energy, too, but I don’t know much about them. I have a few books at home and they might have some info. I’ll see what I can find out. In the meantime, be very, very careful.”

			“We will,” they promised.

			“So, how’s middle school going?” Miss Amadi asked.

			“Really good!” everyone except for Mia chorused. As the others started to tell Miss Amadi about their first few days, Mia stayed silent.

			She heard her mom call her name, and feeling relieved at having an excuse to escape the conversation, ran over.

			“Dad and I are heading home now, sweetie. Mark and Tony are coming with us to pick up Jack. Are you going to stay here?”

			Mia nodded. “We’re going to have lunch at Violet’s.”

			“Okay. We’ll see you later.” As Mia watched her mom and dad walk away with Mark and Tony, a thought formed in her mind.

			“Should we go now, too?” said Violet, joining Mia.

			Mia turned to her. “Yes, but let’s shadow-travel to get there quicker.”

			“Why?” said Violet, in surprise.

			Mia nodded at Mark and Tony. “If they’re with my mom and dad, it gives us the perfect chance to check out their house.”

			Violet’s face lit up. “You’re right! Let’s tell the others it’s shadow-travel time!”
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			Mia and Violet told the others what they were planning, and they all ran around to the rear of the hall where there was a porch by the back door. They squeezed into the small shadowy space. Maddie took hold of Mia’s hands and Violet took hold of Lexi’s and Sita’s. “We’ll aim to arrive behind Mark and Tony’s house,” Violet said to Maddie.

			Maddie nodded, and then Mia felt the ground disappear from under her feet. They spun around, hanging on tightly to each other’s hands, before her feet bumped onto solid ground again.

			Opening her eyes, she saw they were at the back of the cozy house she would always think of as her grandma’s, though it was now Mark, Tony, and Jack’s home. A second later, Violet, Sita, and Lexi appeared. They were completely out of sight of anyone walking or driving down the street.

			“Should we call the animals?” Mia said.

			“Yes. They might be able to tell if there’s been any dark magic here,” said Sita. Willow and Sorrel were often able to smell when dark magic had been used. “If they can, no one needs to go inside.”

			They called their animals. After a flurry of licks, kisses, purrs, and nuzzles, they all set out to investigate. Lexi climbed up to look upstairs while Willow checked the yard and Sorrel leaped on the window ledges on the ground floor and sniffed around for magic.
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			Mia and the others peered through any windows they could get to without being seen. There were glass French doors that opened into a large living area, which stretched almost all the way through to the front of the house. Toys were scattered on the floor, and there were newspapers on a coffee table and a large TV. “It all looks completely normal,” said Sita.

			“There’s nothing that looks like charm-making equipment in the kitchen,” said Maddie from a nearby window.

			“Or in the bedrooms,” Lexi called down.

			“And no smell of dark magic,” said Sorrel.

			“Nothing up here either,” said Juniper, who had scampered up to the attic and popped under the thatch.

			“There’s not a hint of magic anywhere in the yard,” said Willow.

			“Maybe it isn’t Mark,” said Sita.

			“There are two rooms at the front of the house we haven’t checked still,” Mia said. “Grandma Anne used one as a study and one as a sewing room.”

			“How can we look in those?” said Maddie. “Someone might see us if we go around the front.”

			“That’s not a problem!” said Violet.

			In the blink of an eye, she used her ability to cast magical disguises to transform herself into a man with blond hair in a ponytail, wearing paint-spattered overalls.

			“Just looking at what windows need painting, don’t mind me, ladies,” she said cheerfully, and with a wink she strode around to the front of the building.

			They all giggled. Violet’s glamour magic was very convincing.

			“That’s a great idea. If anyone sees her, they’ll just think she’s here to do some decorating for Mark and Tony,” said Mia.

			“Mia! I can hear a car!” said Bracken, his ears pricking. A moment later, Mia heard it, too, an engine coming to a stop, doors opening. Lexi had now shimmied up onto the thatched roof and was peeking over the ridge. She gave an alarmed squeak.
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			“It’s your dad, Mia!” she hissed. “He’s dropping off Mark, Tony, and Jack.” She slithered back down to the ground. “He must have offered them a ride home!”

			They all looked at each other in alarm.

			“I thought they’d walk home and we’d have more time,” said Mia in dismay.

			“I can shadow-travel us out of here,” whispered Maddie. “But what about Violet?”

			“Thanks for the ride, David,” they heard Tony say. There was the sound of car doors slamming and the squeak of the front gate opening.

			It was quickly followed by Mark’s surprised voice. “Who are you?”

			“He’s seen Violet!” hissed Lexi.

			“I’m from Decorators R Us,” they heard Violet say brightly. “I was just passing by and thought I’d knock to see if you wanted any work done. Looks like your windows could do with a lick of paint.”

			Mia held her breath. Was Violet going to get away with this?

			“I mean, look at them,” said Violet, clearly warming to her role. “You’ve got cracks and flakes and all kinds of gubbins going on.”

			“Gubbins?” repeated Mark.

			“Oh, yes, tons of gubbins,” said Violet solemnly.

			Despite her worry, Mia had to bite back a giggle. Sometimes Violet seemed to like disguising herself a little too much!

			“I think we’re okay for now,” said Mark.

			“But you could leave us your card,” said Tony. “You’re right, the windows do need doing.”

			“Already put it through the door,” said Violet quickly. “See you.”

			After a moment’s pause, there was the sound of the front gate opening again, and then they heard Mark and Tony unlocking the front door and going inside with Jack.

			“Where’s the card?” they heard Tony say. “I don’t see one.”

			Mia realized if they came into the living room, they’d see her and the others standing outside the French doors. “Quick!” she gasped, running to a patch of shadows by the hedge and beckoning to Maddie. “We’ve got to go!” They raced over and grabbed hands. Mia saw little Jack running into the living room, but the next second they were gone!

			Maddie shadow-traveled them into the trees at the edge of the clearing. They burst out of the shadows, gasping in relief. The animals appeared beside them.

			“We got away with it!” exclaimed Lexi.

			“Just,” said Mia.

			“We were so unlucky they came back just then!” said Maddie.

			“I wonder where Violet is?” said Sita.

			“BOO!” Violet jumped out from behind a bush with Sorrel, making them all yelp.

			She grinned. “I thought you’d probably come here.

			That was fun, wasn’t it?”
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			“It was stressful,” said Sita. “I thought we were going to be caught.”

			“You were amazing,” Mia told Violet.

			“Of course she was,” said Sorrel, weaving around Violet’s legs, purring. “She always is.”

			“Aw, thanks, Sorrel,” said Violet, pleased.

			“Did you see inside the front rooms?” asked Mia.

			“Yes, and there was absolutely nothing suspicious there,” said Violet. She frowned. “I don’t get it. I was sure it was Mark who made the charm. But we didn’t find anything, and the animals didn’t smell any dark magic.” She sighed. “Why don’t we go back to my house and have some lunch? We can talk while we eat.”

			“Good idea, I’m starving,” said Mia.

			But when they got to her house, Violet’s dad greeted them with the bad news that the supermarket delivery had been delayed. He gave Violet some money. “Pop over to the Copper Kettle and get lunch for everyone there,” he told her.

			They were happy with that instead! The Copper Kettle was a café that sold delicious food, run by a friendly lady named Mary. She knew a little bit about magic because her grandmother had left her a journal with notes and recipes for creating charms to make food taste good. The Star Friends had helped her out one time when she had decided to use one to make her cakes irresistible and the magic had gotten out of hand.

			The bell tinkled as they walked inside, hearing the chatter of customers and breathing in the delicious aroma of freshly baked cakes and pastries and ground coffee. Mia didn’t like to drink coffee, but she did like the smell of it! Sita’s grandma was sitting at one of the tables with some friends.

			“Hi, girls,” Mary called from behind the glass counter. “I’m afraid there’s no room inside right now, but you could eat outside.”

			“Thanks,” said Violet, going to pay. “What does everyone want?”

			They all chose a muffin, cupcake, or brownie and a drink, and carried them outside to the bench. It had been sunny earlier that morning but as soon as they sat down, a few drops of rain started to fall. “We’re really not having any luck today,” said Maddie as they retreated under the shelter of a nearby tree.
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			After they’d all eaten, they felt much better. “I wish the muffins and cupcakes in our school cafeteria were as good as these,” said Lexi. “What are the lunches like at your school, Sita?”

			“They’re okay, but nowhere near as good as Mary’s food,” said Sita.

			“I like the packed lunches we can get if we’re doing a lunchtime club,” said Violet. “Have you joined any clubs yet?” she asked Lexi and Maddie.

			Mia really didn’t want to start talking about school again. “We should be thinking about the charm,” she interrupted quickly as Lexi opened her mouth to reply. “Who do you think made it, if it wasn’t Mark?”

			Her change of subject worked.

			“I don’t know,” said Violet.

			“It has to be someone who was able to make sure the charmed ink was on the entry table at the race,” said Lexi.

			“I’ve got an idea!” Sita said suddenly. “My grandma helped organize the race—why don’t I ask her where the ink pads came from and who was in charge of them? That might give us a clue.”

			“Yes, go and ask her now,” urged Mia.

			Sita jumped up and hurried inside. They waited impatiently. A few minutes later, she came running out, her face excited.

			“What did she say?” asked Lexi eagerly.

			The words burst out of Sita. “It was Tony who got the ink pads and stamps for the race! Grandma said he owns a shop in town called The Print Box that does printing and sells stationery.”

			“Tony!” Mia breathed, her eyes widening. “Could he be the person doing dark magic, not Mark?”

			“But why would Tony want to make people energetic?” said Maddie.

			“For Mark?” suggested Lexi. “He knows it will make Mark happy if the running club is a success.”

			“And….” Mia realized something. “Tony knows a lot about plants. I heard him telling Mrs. Johnson he’s been spending hours in the yard.”

			They looked at each other in excitement.

			“We didn’t find any trace of magic in their house,” Sita pointed out.

			“But he could have made the charm somewhere else. Maybe at his shop?” said Violet. “We should go there and see if the animals can smell any magic.”

			“How can we take one of the animals into a shop?” said Maddie.

			Violet grinned. “I think I know. There’s just one problem.”

			“What’s that?” said Mia.

			“Sorrel’s going to have to agree!” said Violet.
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			Back at the clearing, Violet explained her idea to their Star Animals.

			“Do you remember when we were checking out a place in town once before and I took Sorrel in a cat carrier so she could smell dark magic?” They all nodded, except for Maddie and Daisy, who hadn’t known them back then. “Well, we need to do the same thing again.” Violet explained about Tony’s stationery shop and how they thought he might have made the charm there. “Sorrel, I need you to come with me.”

			“You want me to go in a cage like last time?” said Sorrel. She glared. “Absolutely not!”

			“But, Sorrel, it has to be you,” said Violet pleadingly. “You and Willow are the best at smelling dark magic, and we can’t take a deer into a shop. Please say you’ll do it.”

			“You’re really good at smelling dark magic, Sorrel,” said Mia.

			“The best,” said Lexi.

			“You’re the only one who can help us,” said Sita.

			Sorrel gave a thoughtful sniff. “I suppose I do have the best nose for magic.” Mia saw Sita about to protest, but Willow nudged her and shook her head.

			“Okay. I agree,” Sorrel continued, as if doing them a great favor, “but….” She fixed Violet with a stern look. “I will not go in a cage.”

			“Sorrel, I can’t just walk into a shop with you beside me….” Violet broke off, a smile catching at her mouth. “But I could disguise you in a way that would stop anyone from thinking it was odd!”

			“How?” Sorrel said suspiciously.

			“I could glamour you to look like a dog!”

			“A dog!” Sorrel spluttered.

			Mia heard a strange sound beside her and looked around to see Bracken had slapped his paws over his muzzle to muffle his laughing. Juniper, Daisy, and Willow were fighting back giggles, too.
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			Sorrel was looking at Violet in outrage.

			“It’s that or a cage,” Violet said. “Please, Sorrel.” She rubbed her head. “I’ll give you some tuna if you do it.”

			“A whole tin?” said Sorrel, narrowing her eyes.

			“A whole tin,” Violet agreed.

			Sorrel huffed but nodded. “Fine. But only because you really need me to.”

			Violet beamed and kissed Sorrel. “You’re the best Star Animal ever! Let’s go. The sooner we find out if there has been any dark magic going on in Tony’s shop, the better!”
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			Five minutes later, Violet and Sorrel had shadow-traveled away, and Mia was sitting on the grass, her mirror in her hands. The others had gathered around her and were listening as she described what she could see with her magic.

			“Violet and Sorrel are walking into Tony’s shop. Violet’s disguised herself to look like an old lady.”

			“What about Sorrel?” said Maddie curiously.

			Sorrel had flatly refused to wear a leash. “Violet’s carrying her. She looks like a fluffy white dog,” said Mia.

			“Oh, I wish I could see!” said Bracken longingly.

			As Violet tottered into the shop, one of the assistants came over. She cooed at Sorrel and reached out to pet her but then took a hasty step back.

			“Whoops, I think Sorrel just growled at the shop assistant!” said Mia. She focused on the image—when she concentrated hard, she could hear what was being said.

			“I’m sorry, dearie, my little Fifi’s not very friendly with strangers,” Violet was saying in a quavering voice. “Don’t you worry about me. I’ll just have a look around and see what catches my eye.”
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			The assistant smiled. “Okay, but let me know if you need any help.”

			Violet ambled up and down the aisles. Mia watched Sorrel sniffing the air. At the back of the shop, there was a door marked Private. It was slightly open. Violet checked that the assistant was busy and then bent down as if pretending to examine some notebooks and put Sorrel on the ground. Sorrel quickly slipped through the doorway. A few minutes later, she returned. Mia saw her shake her head.

			Violet picked her up and made her way out of the shop calling a cheerful good-bye as she went. She turned into the alley near the shop, stepped into a patch of shadows, and vanished.

			A second later, she appeared in the shadows beside the trees. Sorrel, now back to her usual self, jumped down from her arms.

			“Little Fifi?” she turned and spat at Violet.

			“I was in character!” said Violet. “I’m sorry!”

			Sorrel leaped onto an old tree stump, shaking each of her front paws in turn as if she wanted to waft away the feeling of being a dog.

			“Well?” Lexi demanded eagerly. “Was there any hint of magic there?”

			“No,” said Sorrel. “That shop was as magic-free as an empty tin of sardines.”

			Mia felt a wave of disappointment. “So it can’t be Tony then.”

			“Unless he made the charm somewhere else,” Maddie pointed out.

			“We can’t rule him out,” said Lexi. “But it might be someone else.”

			“Who, though?” said Maddie.

			Mia looked around at her friends’ faces. She could see they were all feeling as deflated as she was. She’d been sure they were going to discover Tony was the culprit, but now it felt like they had reached a dead end.

			“We’ll keep investigating,” she said quickly. “Maybe my dreams tonight will tell us more. Why don’t we have a sleepover at my house?”

			Everyone quickly cheered up at the thought of a sleepover, and to their delight all their parents said yes. They went home to pack bags and met at Mia’s later that afternoon.

			“It feels safer when we’re all together,” said Sita happily as they started to blow up inflatable mattresses. With Maddie now part of the group, it was a tight squeeze, but they could just about fit four mattresses on the floor as well as Mia’s bed.

			“This mattress is going down,” said Lexi, poking the one she had blown up. It was soft and saggy. “I think it has a leak.”

			“I’ll see if Mom or Dad can fix it,” said Mia. She carried it downstairs and took it to her dad, but he couldn’t find his puncture repair kit.

			“No luck I’m afraid,” he said, coming back. “Can you and Lexi share your bed tonight?”

			Mia nodded. “Sure. What are we having for dinner?”

			“Frozen pizza and ice cream.”

			“Yum!” said Mia happily.

			“Put the pizzas in the oven whenever you get hungry,” he said.

			But when they came down later, they found that the freezer door had been left open and all the food inside had defrosted. “It looks like it’s going to be baked potatoes instead,” said Mia’s dad. “I’m sorry, girls.”

			“That’s okay,” they all chorused politely, even though Mia knew they would have preferred pizza.
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			“It’s really not our day today,” Mia said, handing out cans of lemonade. As if to prove what she’d just said, fizz exploded out of Violet’s can as she opened it, drenching her and making her shriek.

			While the potatoes baked in the oven, they played card games in Mia’s bedroom. By the time the potatoes were ready to eat, Mia’s tummy was rumbling with hunger.

			They hurried downstairs and were soon helping themselves to butter, cheese, and sour cream to go with their potatoes.

			Mia’s mom came into the kitchen. “After your dinner you can have some of the cake I made earlier. I think this one turned out okay.” She went over to where a sponge cake was resting on a wire rack. “Or maybe not,” she sighed, prodding at its sunken middle.

			“Are you sure about entering the cake competition at the show, Mom?” said Mia.

			“I have to,” said Mia’s mom.

			“We’re all entering the cookie competition,” said Violet.

			“I thought you said you weren’t doing it this year,” Mia’s mom said.

			“We changed our minds,” said Mia.

			“It’s for a good cause,” said Lexi.

			“We could practice after we’ve eaten,” said Mia.

			The girls spent the evening baking. Unfortunately, none of the cookies turned out very well, but they had fun making them and eating the broken ones.

			Afterward, they got into their pajamas and snuggled up with their animals: Bracken stretched out next to Mia on his back; Juniper in Lexi’s arms; Willow with her slender legs folded neatly under her, lying next to Sita’s mattress; Daisy curled up beside Maddie’s pillow; and Sorrel snoozing in a doughnut shape in the crook of Violet’s legs. They were all ready to vanish if they heard the door opening, though.

			“Night, everyone,” said Maddie.

			“I hope we manage to find out who made the charm tomorrow,” said Lexi sleepily.

			“Me, too. It’s scary knowing they’ve been watching us,” said Sita.

			“And wondering if they’ll use dark magic against us,” said Maddie.

			They looked at each other uneasily, and even though they had their animals to cuddle, it took them a long time to fall asleep.

			
				
				
					[image: ]
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			Mia saw a series of accidents happening once again, only this time she could see the people more clearly. The girl who had hurt her leg had long brown hair—could it be Maddie?—and the girl with a long braid looking up as a tile fell toward her, was that Sita? She recognized the young woman with the dog as someone who lived in Westport, but she didn’t know her name; however, the person on the bike looked just like her dad. Before she could see him more clearly, the picture changed to show a crowd outside the town hall. Mia realized it was the scene from that morning before they’d gone in for the first aid course. Mrs. Johnson was smiling as Mark said that the money raised by the running club would be donated to the Brownies.
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			Her dream changed and she was back in the room with beams, looking at the same desk she’d seen before. On top of the desk was an old journal as well as a bike helmet, a couple of maps, the chopping board with three old brown bottles, and plant cuttings. Near the back of the desk there was the rubber duck she’d seen before, as well as three ink pads in plastic cases; some ink stamps in a box decorated with cartoon pictures of trucks, teddy bears, and ducks on them that looked like they might be for young children to play with; and a box of something that looked like giant thick elastic bands in bright primary colors. Maybe they were for some kind of game?
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			Her heart leaped as she heard a handle turning.

			But just before she could see who was coming in, a knock on her own bedroom door woke her up.

			“Who would like pancakes for breakfast?” Mia’s mom said, poking her head around the door.

			There was a chorus of “Yes, please” as everyone else sat up, yawning and pushing their hair out of their eyes. Mia’s mom smiled. “Great. I’ll call you when they’re ready.”

			She left, and the animals reappeared.

			Mia flopped back against her pillows with a groan.

			“Well?” demanded Lexi, nudging her with her foot from the other end of the bed. “Did you find anything out in your dreams?”

			“I was literally just about to see who was watching us!” said Mia in frustration. “But then Mom woke me. It was such bad luck. I was in a room. I saw the same desk again.”

			“Was there anything on the desk that might give a clue as to who it belonged to?” asked Violet.

			“There were a lot of things.” Mia thought hard. “There were bottles and some plant cuttings. A book like an old leather journal.”

			“Like Mary’s at the Copper Kettle?” asked Sita.

			“No, smaller, and the room definitely wasn’t Mary’s. There were some ink pads like the ones used at the race as well.” She chewed her lip, trying to remember what else she’d seen. “There was something else, too. Something weird. I know! A rubber duck.”

			“A rubber duck?” echoed Maddie.

			Mia nodded. “Like the ones Mrs. Johnson sold at the duck race. Oh, and there was a bike helmet, too.”

			Violet took a sharp intake of breath. “When Miss Amadi was saying good-bye to her yesterday, she said she’d see Mrs. Johnson and Mark at cycling club! And the duck could have been left over from the duck race. Mia, could it have been Mrs. Johnson’s desk?”

			They stared at each other.

			“Maybe,” said Mia slowly. “The stamps looked like the kind of thing she might have for Brownies and,” her eyes widened as she realized where she had seen the bottle before, “when I saw her in the community gardens the other day, she had a brown bottle just like the ones on the desk. She told me it contained a special fertilizer made from a secret recipe her dad had given to her. She said he was a wizard with plants.”

			“A wizard!” breathed Maddie.

			The animals sat up in excitement.

			“Could the charm-maker be this Mrs. Johnson woman?” snapped Sorrel. “Could her father have taught her magic?”

			“Yes,” said Mia. “When I saw her in my dreams, her hair could have been hidden inside the woolly hat.”

			“But why would Mrs. Johnson want everyone in town to be really energetic after the race?” Maddie asked.

			“I know!” Violet exclaimed. “The running club is raising funds for the Brownies at the Turkey Trot. Well, Mrs. Johnson might have made the charm so that people would have a ton of energy and agree to do more running!”

			“Of course!” Mia said. “And that would be why one of my dreams showed me Mark, telling people to sign up for the Turkey Trot.” She felt a rush of relief. “If it’s Mrs. Johnson, she wouldn’t do anything bad to us. I know she wouldn’t.”

			“And though she shouldn’t have made an energy charm and used dark magic, she probably only did it because she wanted to help the Brownies,” said Violet. “Like when Mary used magic to help the town win the Prettiest Small Town competition.”

			“Oh, wow!” Maddie said excitedly. “We’ve solved the mystery!”

			“We should go and see Mrs. Johnson after breakfast,” said Violet.

			Sita looked determined. “Yes, and then I’ll command her to stop using magic.”

			“And everything will be back to normal,” said Lexi with a grin.

			They all started to celebrate. Juniper turned a somersault while Daisy scampered to the top of Maddie’s head and Bracken leaped off the bed and gambolled around with Willow before jumping into Mia’s arms. But although Mia kissed him, something was niggling at her.
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			The duck on the desk, she realized. It was older and more faded than the bright yellow ones Mrs. Johnson had been selling at the duck race.

			They heard Cleo shouting from the landing. “Mom said she’s just starting to cook the pancakes!”

			“Coming!” Mia called back. But as she followed her friends downstairs, she kept thinking about the duck. Was it from the duck race?

			And what about the other dreams she’d had—the accidents. How did they fit in? She’d been so caught up with figuring out who the desk belonged to that she hadn’t told the others about the girls that looked like Maddie and Sita.

			A prickle of unease ran down her spine. She desperately wanted to believe they’d solved the mystery, but had they really?
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			In the kitchen, Mia’s mom was heating a frying pan while her dad was putting his sneakers on. “I’m going to get some exercise,” he said.

			“Is your leg better?” Mia asked.

			“I hope so. I’m going to see how it holds up,” her dad said.

			“Help yourself to juice, girls.” Mia’s mom reached for some glasses in the cupboard, but as she passed them to Mia, one slipped from her fingers, smashing on the tiled floor with a loud crash.
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			“Oh, no!” she exclaimed. “Sit down, girls. I’ll clean it up.”

			She swept up the mess and then finished the pancakes while Mia got out lemon, sugar, syrup, and chocolate spread.

			Mia’s mom tried to flip the pancakes, but every single one ended up only half flipping or falling onto the stove. But the girls didn’t mind. Once they were smothered in toppings, they tasted just fine.

			When the girls couldn’t eat another bite, they set off for Mrs. Johnson’s house. It was a typical Sunday morning in Westport. There were joggers and bicyclists out, and gathered by the town hall were a group of hikers, all wearing anoraks and walking boots. Rob was pointing out a route on a map.

			“Time to get going!” he called, folding the map up as the girls walked by. “Unfortunately, the way is a little overgrown.” He motioned to the footpath that ran between two tall hedges. There were some bramble branches covering the entrance. “…It would be great if anyone wants to help cut it back.”

			“We’ll help cut it back,” a few people called.

			“Excellent,” said Rob. “But for now, let’s just fight our way through. The view from Beacon Hill should be wonderful this morning so let’s get going. I’m sure you all want to see it.”

			Mia almost found herself nodding along with the hikers. The thought of climbing up Beacon Hill, and seeing all the countryside spread out below, suddenly seemed very appealing.

			“I’d like to go up Beacon Hill,” said Lexi.

			“And me,” said Maddie.

			“I think we have something much more important to do,” Sita said grimly. “Come on.”

			They hurried on past the hall and on to Brook Street before turning on to Church Road, where Mrs. Johnson lived. But as they came around the corner, Maddie tripped, her hands reaching to break her fall. “Maddie!” Mia gasped as she crashed to the ground.

			“You’ve cut yourself!” exclaimed Lexi.
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			Maddie’s knee was bleeding as she gingerly pushed herself into a sitting position. “Ow!” she said, biting her lip, and Mia could see she was trying not to cry.

			Sita crouched down beside her. “Here, let me help.” She held her hand just above Maddie’s wound. A look of concentration settled on her face and after a few seconds, the cut started to close up, the angry colors fading away.

			Maddie smiled gratefully. “Thanks, Sita.” Lexi and Violet helped her up.

			They set off again. But Mia didn’t move. She felt as if she had an alarm going off in her head. She’d seen Maddie’s fall in her dreams. Were the other things she’d seen going to happen as well?

			Lexi looked back. “Mia, are you coming?”

			Mia didn’t reply.

			“Mia!” Lexi repeated.

			“I’m sorry.” She ran to catch up. Mia knew she had to talk to the others about it, but right now they had more important things to focus on.

			Mrs. Johnson’s terraced little house had a small front yard behind a low wall. It was filled with an array of purple, yellow, orange, and white flowers, and there were even more flowers spilling from the wooden window box. The girls knocked on the door. Mrs. Johnson opened it, a surprised smile lighting up her face.

			“Hi, girls, what can I do for you?”

			“Um, please can we come in?” Mia said quickly. “There’s something we want to talk to you about.”

			“Of course,” said Mrs. Johnson, opening the door wide.

			In the hall there were a row of coat hooks with colorful jackets hanging from the pegs and polka dot boots beneath. Looking at them, Mia had a feeling that there was something important she should be noticing. What could it be?

			Mrs. Johnson showed them into her living room. It had two emerald-green couches and a modern desk at one end piled high with craft materials and Brownie leaflets.

			Mia frowned at the desk. It didn’t look anything like the one in her dream. She glanced up at the ceiling. There were no beams.

			“So, what is it you want to talk to me about?” asked Mrs. Johnson.

			They all perched on one of the couches. “It’s…um…it’s a school project,” said Violet. “We’ve got to….” She glanced around the room and her gaze fell on the desk. “To research how Brownies have changed over the years. We were hoping you could help.”

			“Of course, I can,” said Mrs. Johnson, smiling. “I can tell you what it was like when I was little and—”

			“Could I use your bathroom, please?” Mia interrupted.

			“Of course. Out of the living room, turn right, through the kitchen, into the utility room and you’ll see it.”

			“Thanks!” Mia left as Mrs. Johnson started talking about Brownies again. She didn’t actually need to use the bathroom; she wanted to check if there were any rooms that looked like the one she had seen in her dream.

			All she found was a small dining room, kitchen, and utility room. Mia’s suspicion that Mrs. Johnson didn’t have anything to do with the dark magic grew stronger. Coming back out of the kitchen, she looked at the coats near the door and realized what had been bothering her. None of the colorful jackets hanging on the pegs looked anything like the dark, heavy coat she’d seen the watching figure wearing.

			She hurried back into the living room, just in time to see Sita leaning forward and staring directly at Mrs. Johnson.

			“Mrs. Johnson.” Sita’s voice was firm. “I command you to tell me if you made the energy charm.”
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			Mrs. Johnson’s eyes glazed over slightly. “I don’t know what an energy charm is,” she said blankly.

			“So, you haven’t been doing dark magic?” Sita asked.

			Mrs. Johnson looked confused. “Dark magic?”

			“Sita, I don’t think it’s Mrs. Johnson!” Mia said quickly. “I think we’ve got it wrong.”

			“But what’s in that bottle of stuff she’s been putting on her plants?” said Lexi.

			“Mrs. Johnson, is your dad’s special fertilizer magic?” asked Sita.

			“No,” said Mrs. Johnson in a monotone. “It’s made from comfrey, nettles, and seaweed.”

			“It isn’t her,” breathed Violet.

			“So, what do we do now?” said Maddie, looking anxiously at Mrs. Johnson.

			“I’ve got this.” Sita touched Mrs. Johnson’s hand lightly. “After I count to three, you won’t remember me asking you anything about magic. You will continue to tell us about the history of Brownies.”

			“I’ll tell you about Brownies,” Mrs. Johnson echoed.

			“One…two…THREE!” Sita said.

			Mrs. Johnson blinked as if she were waking up from a daydream. “Um, gosh, I’m sorry, girls, what was I saying? You were asking me about Brownies when I was little.”

			They nodded and smiled and then sat and listened while Mrs. Johnson talked happily about Brownies. Mia barely heard any of it—her mind was racing too fast. If Mrs. Johnson wasn’t responsible for the dark magic, then who was? And, she gulped, were there going to be any more accidents?
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			“I can’t believe we got it wrong,” said Violet as they left Mrs. Johnson’s house.

			“If it’s not Mrs. Johnson, who is it?” said Sita.

			“Listen, I need to talk to you about something,” Mia said as they stopped to cross over Brook Street. “I….” She broke off as she saw her dad cycling into town from the left and a young woman walking along the pavement to the right. She was struggling with a big, boisterous golden retriever who had spotted a cat on the opposite side of the road. An electric jolt ran through her. She knew what was going to happen!

			“Catch that dog!” she gasped. Her friends looked bemused. “Now!” she shrieked as she saw the leash start to slip through the owner’s hands. She sprinted in the opposite direction toward her dad, waving her arms. “Dad! Slow down! Stop!”
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			“What’s going on?” he said in surprise, coming to a halt beside her. Mia glanced back. Her friends had caught the dog before it bounded across the street and were now leading it back to its owner.

			“That dog got loose. I thought you might have to swerve to avoid him. I didn’t want you having an accident.”

			“Quick thinking, sweetie!” said her dad. He rubbed his calf. “My injury’s still playing up. The last thing I need is to fall off my bike. I’ll see you back at home.” He rode slowly away. Mia jogged back to the others. The woman was thanking them, and the dog was enjoying all the ear rubs and fuss he was getting from the girls.

			“Okay, so what just happened?” Lexi demanded as soon as they had left the woman and were out of earshot. “How did you know that dog was about to break free, Mia?”

			“I saw it in a dream,” she explained. “I also saw Maddie fall down, too, like she did earlier. I’m sorry.” She shot a look at her friend. “I should have warned you sooner.”

			“It’s fine,” said Maddie. “Don’t worry.”

			“Have you seen anything else bad happening?” Sita asked quickly.

			“Um,” Mia hesitated, reluctant to tell them about the other two things she’d seen.

			Lexi looked at her. “You have, haven’t you?”

			Mia told them about the tile falling from the roof toward Sita and a car crashing, with someone being loaded into an ambulance.

			“I guess I’d better avoid walking near any roofs,” said Sita, slightly shakily when Mia finished.

			“If I see it happening again tonight in my dreams, I’ll try to figure out where it happens so you can avoid going there,” said Mia.

			Maddie frowned. “I don’t understand. If you’re seeing the future, Mia, how can it be changed?”

			“My dreams show me what’s likely to happen, not what will definitely happen.” Mia had figured that out a while ago. “The future isn’t set. It can change.”

			“What I don’t get is why all these things are happening,” said Lexi. “Could there be a Wish Shade, like the one we stopped before? Mia saw bad things that were going to happen in the future when it was trying to make a wish come true.”

			“Whatever it is,” said Mia, “I think we need to be extra careful until we figure out what’s going on. Let’s go to my house and keep Sita away from any roofs.”

			Feeling very worried, they hurried back to Mia’s house.
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			By the time they all went home later that afternoon—Mia persuading her mom to give them all a ride—they had gotten no further with figuring out what was going on. After cleaning her room, Mia went down to the kitchen where her dad was comforting Alex, who was crying over a broken toy. Her mom had returned from dropping people off and was staring unhappily at her second cake of the day. This one seemed to be burned at the edges but raw in the middle. “Something goes wrong every time! I just don’t understand it!”
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			There was a knock at the front door. Mia’s dad handed Alex to Mia and went to answer it. Above Alex’s sobs, Mia heard the sound of voices, and a few moments later, her dad limped back into the kitchen with Rob behind him.

			“Goodness, someone’s unhappy,” said Rob, looking at Alex. “What’s the matter, young man?”

			“Thomas broke!” wailed Alex, holding up his train.

			“Oh, dear, that’s a shame. I’m sure he can be fixed, though,” said Rob kindly.

			“I’ll be able to fix him tomorrow when I get the right glue,” said Mia’s dad.

			“There you go,” said Rob, smiling at Alex. “Your daddy will fix it tomorrow. Don’t cry.”

			Alex looked at him for a moment and then, to Mia’s relief, his tears dried. “No cry,” he agreed. He pushed the train into his dad’s hands. “Daddy fix Thomas tomorrow.”

			Mia’s dad smiled. “Yes. Tomorrow. Why don’t you play with Henry and Percy for now?”

			Alex scrambled down from Mia’s knee and went to find his other trains.

			Mia’s dad sat down with a sigh. “Thanks for coming over, Rob. My calf’s still not quite right.”

			“I’ve bought some physio bands. I’ll show you a couple of exercises you can do with them that should help,” said Rob. “But you need to do them regularly, okay?”

			Mia’s dad nodded. “Sure.”

			Rob smiled at Mia’s mom. “How’s the cake making going, Nicky?”

			“Disastrously,” she said, with a laugh. “I’m really not sure I should enter the show.”

			“You mustn’t give up,” said Rob. “Taking part is what’s important. Just keep practicing.”

			Mom sighed. “Okay, I’ll keep practicing.”

			Mia got to her feet. “I’m going upstairs.”

			“I’ll call you when dinner’s ready,” said her mom. She glanced at the kitchen clock. “I might just have time to bake one more cake before we eat.”

			Mia grinned. “Fine. As long as you don’t expect us to eat it!”

			“Don’t be a wiseguy, you!” chuckled her mom, flicking at Mia with a hand towel.

			Mia giggled as she left the kitchen but as she went up the stairs, her smile faded. She really wished her biggest problem was how to bake a good enough cake for the festival rather than stopping someone unknown who was doing dark magic!
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			Deep in her dreams that night, Mia saw the familiar image of the girl with a long dark braid frozen in shock as a roof tile plummeted toward her. It was even clearer this time, and she could tell it was definitely Sita. She tried to figure out which street it was. Trinity Street, she realized, spotting Lexi’s house farther down the road.

			The dream changed and she saw the car crash. It was a small blue car that looked familiar. Did it belong to one of her friends’ parents?

			Yes, Maddie’s mom, she thought in alarm as she watched a person on the stretcher being loaded into the ambulance.

			That image faded and she found herself in the room with the desk, but a few things had changed. The big brown bottles were gone, and the plants had been taken away. Without them on the board, she could see some words stamped around the handle at the top. “Ye Olde Pot Pie Shoppe,” she read.

			She looked at the rest of the desk. The children’s stamps had been put away, but the journal was still there, along with the bike helmet and maps.

			She was trying to figure out who all those things might belong to when her alarm went off. Waking up, she sighed. Oh, why did today have to be a school day when they had so much to figure out? She said a quick good-bye to Bracken and pulled on her uniform.

			Before going downstairs, she remembered the earlier parts of her dreams and quickly texted Sita.
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			Then she texted Maddie.
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			Maddie’s reply pinged back.
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			Mia grabbed her bag and hurried downstairs. To her surprise, her mom was whisking cake ingredients together in a mixing bowl.

			“You’re making a cake now?” said Mia.

			“I have just enough time before I take Alex to Playgroup. I need to keep practicing.” The microwave beeped. “Can you go and tell Dad his oatmeal is ready? He’s in the living room.”

			Mia poked her head into the living room. “Dad your oatmeal is….” She broke off. “What are you doing?” Her dad was sitting on the floor with one leg bent at the knee and the other stretched out in front of him. He had what looked like a giant blue band wrapped around the foot of that leg, and he was slowly pointing and flexing his toes while Alex played with his trains.
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			“Exercising with a physio band,” he said. “Rob showed me how to use it yesterday. He said I need to keep doing this.”

			“Okay, well, Mom says your oatmeal is ready.”

			Alex brought a train over. “Fix Thomas today!” he said, plonking the broken train on Dad’s lap.

			“Yes, I’ll do it later,” said Dad. “But I need to exercise now.”

			Mia went to get herself some toast and fill up her water bottle for school. She screwed on the cap and chucked it in her bag along with an apple from the fruit bowl and a bag of chips.

			“So, are you going to try a club today?” her mom asked, pouring cake batter into a tin.

			Mia nodded. “I’ll see what’s going on, and if there’s something I like the sound of, I’ll go.”
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			A knot of anxiety tightened in Mia’s tummy as she said good-bye to Sita and Violet at the lockers and headed for her homeroom. Almost everyone in there seemed to be in groups, talking about their weekends or sharing things on their phones. A group of boys was hitting rolled-up balls of paper with a folder. As she went to her desk, hardly anyone looked at her. She unzipped the top of her bag and glanced around. Who in the classroom seemed like potential friends? Three girls at a nearby table caught her eye—Sophie, Katie, and Mitra. They were all laughing together and looked like they were having fun.

			“So, basketball club’s on today,” she heard Katie say. “We’re deffo going, aren’t we?”

			The other two nodded. “Of course!” said Mitra.

			Maybe I could try basketball club, Mia thought. She had played it a little in elementary school.
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			As she went to sit down, her arm caught her bag and it fell on the floor, spilling its contents everywhere.

			One of the boys cheered.

			Blushing and feeling embarrassed, Mia started to grab everything and stuff it back in. “Here,” said a girl who had been reading a book a few desks in front. She returned Mia’s water bottle, which had rolled under her desk, and then helped her pick up the remaining things. “I hate it when that happens,” she said shyly.

			There was something about the gentle look in her eyes that reminded Mia of Sita. She smiled. “Me, too. Thanks. I’m Mia.”

			“Ayesha,” said the girl. “I like your pins,” she said, pointing to the metal animal pins Mia had decorated her bag with.

			“Thanks,” said Mia.

			The bell rang and, giving each other quick smiles, they sat down at their desks.
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			Throughout the morning, Mia secretly watched Katie, Mitra, and Sophie. They always seemed to be laughing and joking with each other and she did feel drawn to them, but she also found herself glancing at Ayesha, too. She didn’t seem to have any friends but at break time, Mia saw her hanging around with a girl from a different class.

			As they packed up their bags after the last class before lunch, Mia went over to her. “Are you going to basketball club?”

			“No,” said Ayesha. “I’m going to pet club with my friend Chloe. Do you want to come? Miss Choudry said we can take care of the gerbils and guinea pigs and walk her dog.”

			Mia liked the idea of pet club, but she didn’t want to butt into Ayesha and Chloe’s friendship, so she shook her head.

			She got changed with the rest of the girls going to basketball club. She smiled at Sophie, Katie, and Mitra as they waited for the teacher, but they were too busy chatting together to notice. Mia wondered how she could get talking to them. She remembered the idea she’d had about making Bracken appear. That would definitely make them notice her!

			I can’t do that, she thought suddenly, but maybe I can use magic to play basketball really well. I bet then they would talk to me….

			She hesitated. Was it okay to use magic for something like this? She remembered what Bracken had said about not using it for selfish reasons.

			But it’s not doing any harm, she argued with herself. I’m not hurting anyone or doing anything bad.

			It was really tempting. This could be her big chance to make a good impression. I’ll do it, she decided.

			The teacher asked who wanted to play which position and gave out the pinnies. Mia made sure she was on the same team as Sophie, Katie, and Mitra and chose defense, where she had to try to mark people to stop them from getting to the basket to shoot, and intercepting the ball.

			When the game started, she connected to the Star Current and concentrated on her opponents. As soon as she did it, she saw an outline of shining light around everyone, and she was able to see their outlines moving a second or two before people moved. It made marking and intercepting the ball really easy.
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			Soon, everyone on her team had noticed how good she was. At the end of the game, Mitra, Sophie, and Katie surrounded her.

			“Wow, you’re incredible, Mia,” said Mitra.

			“Awesome!” agreed Sophie.

			“Have you been playing basketball since you were, like, a baby or something?” said Katie.

			“I haven’t played it that much. I guess I’m just good at it,” said Mia, feeling awkward. She thought she’d have been happy that they were talking to her but inside, she was squirming. She wasn’t good at basketball, she had cheated by using magic, and she didn’t like the feeling she was deceiving people.

			“We definitely want you on our team whenever we play,” said Sophie, smiling at her.

			“Yeah, you’re amazing,” said Mitra.

			“So, which school were you at before you came here?” asked Katie.

			They talked with her all the way back to the locker room and included her in their group when they went into the classroom to wait for afternoon attendance. But as she sat with them, Mia began to realize she didn’t have much in common with them. They just wanted to talk about boy bands and the clothes they wanted to buy and when they got their phones out, they looked at makeup tutorials whereas she liked looking at funny animal clips. She got quieter and quieter until she finally made an excuse and escaped back to her desk. She felt both relieved and a little sad that they didn’t try to stop her.

			Ayesha was reading again. She looked around at her. “How was basketball?”

			“Okay,” said Mia. “Though I’m not sure I’ll go again. How about pet club?”

			Ayesha’s eyes lit up. “It was great! I love taking care of animals!”

			“I do, too!” The words left Mia quickly.

			Ayesha smiled at her. “You should come along then. Megan, from Chloe’s class, came with Chloe and we all really liked it. Why don’t you come with us next week?”

			Mia smiled. “Okay, I will.”

			Ayesha gave her a hopeful look. “We have art next. Do you want to sit together?”

			It was nice having someone to sit with and fun finding out all about Ayesha during art. Ayesha’s mom was a vet, and Ayesha had tons of stories to tell about animals she and her sister had helped take care of. She was also kind—when Mia knocked the paint over, she helped her clean it up, and when Mia discovered her water bottle had leaked in her bag, she helped her dry everything off.
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			“I’ve never known anyone so unlucky!” Ayesha said as the end-of-school bell rang.

			“I’m not usually,” said Mia.

			“Well, be careful on the way home. Don’t end up getting run over or something!” joked Ayesha. “See you tomorrow.”

			“Yeah, see you.” Mia walked thoughtfully to the doors where she always met Violet and Sita. Ayesha was right. She had been really unlucky all day. And not just today, she realized. Yesterday and the day before, too.

			An icy finger trailed down her spine.

			“Hi!” called Sita. “How’s your day been?”

			“Some of it was good,” said Mia. “But other parts not so good.”

			“Me, too,” said Violet. “I tripped in P.E. and a spider dropped on my book from the ceiling in English. I yelled really loudly, and everyone laughed.”

			“One of my pens leaked all over my biology book and then I left my calculator in the science lab and didn’t have it for math,” said Sita.

			Mia’s foreboding increased. “We’ve all been having a lot of bad luck the last few days, haven’t we?”

			“I guess so,” said Sita. “Maddie fell yesterday, and when we were at your house, the freezer defrosted so we couldn’t have pizza. Our cookies kept coming out wrong, your mom dropped that glass….”

			“And when we went to the Copper Kettle, it was full and we had to sit outside in the rain,” added Violet.

			“Alex broke his train, and my mom’s cakes keep being disasters,” said Mia. “The pancakes, too, and then there was the almost-accident with the dog and my dad. All this bad luck isn’t normal.”

			Sita gave her a curious look. “What do you mean?”

			Mia swallowed. “I don’t think it’s just bad luck.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “I think it’s dark magic!”
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			Sita glanced around at the other students. “We can’t talk about this now!”

			“Let’s talk as soon as we get home then,” said Mia, her stomach churning with anxiety. “I’ll text Lexi and Maddie and tell them we’ll meet them at the bus stop. Maddie’s not allowed out on a school night, but hopefully we can discuss it on the way back to her house.”

			“Okay, but let’s not go near Trinity Street,” said Sita quickly.

			Mia stared out of the bus window the whole way. If magic was giving them bad luck, then what kind of magic was it?

			Their bus came into Westport. Lexi and Maddie’s school started a little later, so they sat on the church wall to wait.

			Mia saw Mrs. Taylor, Maddie’s mom, striding toward them. She was dressed for a long walk with thick socks, hiking boots, and an anorak on. “Hi, girls. Are you waiting to meet Maddie?”

			They nodded.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“Great, can you tell her I’m going to climb up Beacon Hill? I bumped into Rob earlier and he said I must look at the view from there.”

			“You’re climbing it now?” said Mia.

			“Yes!” Mrs. Taylor said, setting off.

			Mia frowned. “Weird. She’s not going to be back until it’s dark,” she said, watching her go. Violet and Sita were nodding when a man in his seventies with a beard came jogging through the churchyard. He was wearing heavy pants and a gardeners’ waistcoat. He didn’t look like he was used to running at all. He was red in the face and puffing. Mia recognized him. It was Stan, from the community gardens.

			“Hi, Stan,” she said in surprise.

			“Afternoon, youngsters. Can’t stop, I’m afraid. Got to keep moving,” Stan puffed, jogging past. “My friend told me I’ve got to get fit.”

			The middle school bus pulled up, and Lexi and Maddie jumped off.

			“What’s up?” said Lexi, hurrying over. “We got your text.”

			“We think we might all be under the spell of some kind of bad luck magic,” whispered Mia. “But that’s not all.” She glanced after Stan as he jogged down the street. “Something else weird seems to be going on. Let’s go to my house and talk there.” She saw Maddie start to frown. “Don’t worry. Your mom just passed us. She said to tell you she’s walking up Beacon Hill.”

			“Beacon Hill?” echoed Maddie. “But it’s a two-hour walk.” She frowned. “Okay, something is definitely not right.”

			They hurried back to Mia’s house, avoiding Trinity Street and going the long way past the town hall instead. A group of people had gathered there, all with shears and trimmers. Mia blinked as she saw that the hedges on either side of the footpath had been completely hacked away. Their branches were lying in sloppy piles.

			Rob was there, staring at the mess, his face shocked. “You’ve chopped everything down!” he was saying.
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			“You told us to cut it all back,” said a woman.

			“I meant the brambles, not the hedges.” Rob pushed his hands through his thinning hair. “Next time, please come and ask me before you do anything!”

			“We’ll come and ask you,” the group repeated.

			Rob looked very stressed.

			There’s definitely some magic at work in Westport, thought Mia, her heart sinking.

			When they reached her house, she immediately smelled something burning. “Why don’t you go to my room and call the animals?” she said to the others in a low voice.

			Wrinkling her nose, she went into the kitchen. “Oh, my…. Wow,” she exclaimed. Cakes covered every surface. Some were burned, others had sunken middles. Her mom was whisking more cake batter in a bowl.

			“Mom, are you okay?” Mia asked.

			“Rob said to keep practicing,” her mom repeated, a manic gleam in her eyes.

			Mia backed out of the room. On the way to the stairs, she caught sight of her dad. He was sitting on a chair in the study, the giant blue elastic band he’d been using that morning hooked around one foot.

			“Are you still doing those exercises?” Mia said.

			“Rob said to do them regularly,” her dad replied. “Next, I’ll move on to the green physio band!” He picked up a big thick green band from his desk and waved it.
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			A memory prodded at Mia. Where had she seen something like that before? Glancing at the desk, she noticed two other bands, one bright yellow, one bright red. A picture flashed into her head of a box containing bands that had looked just the same. It had been on the desk in her dreams….

			“Oh, no,” she breathed as the puzzle pieces started to fall into place in her mind. Could the bands she’d seen be physio bands, in which case could the desk belong to…

			Rob!

			She tried to recall what else she’d seen on the desk. A bike helmet—well, Rob cycled. Maps—he used maps for the town hiking group. The heavy boots beside the chair—they were like the boots the person watching them had been wearing and, now that she thought about it, she was sure she’d seen him wearing a green woollen hat. And what about the chopping board? She remembered seeing the words Ye Olde Pot Pie Shoppe on it. Rob had said he liked pot pies when he’d been telling people to enter the festival! And then there was the duck. The words he’d said when he’d been talking about the duck race where he grew up came back to her: I used to love entering my lucky rubber duck when I was a child. Maybe the faded yellow duck on the desk was Rob’s old lucky duck!

			Rob’s doing the dark magic, she thought, sure she was right. Somehow, he’s making people behave really strangely and also giving me and my friends bad luck. But how? She thought about the bad luck magic. It had to be in something she and her friends all had. But what could it be?

			A picture formed in her head of the box of ink stamps on the desk that looked like they were for young children. They were important. She was sure of it. But why? She and the others hadn’t had their hands stamped in the last few days. The picture nagged at her and she pulled out her mirror. Show me the box of stamps on the desk, she thought.

			An image appeared of the box, its sides decorated with cartoon drawings of trucks, ducks, and…. She caught her breath. Teddy bears!

			“Oh, no, no, no,” she whispered, as everything finally clicked into place. Quickly shutting the mirror, she hurried into the kitchen. Her mom was pouring cake batter into a tin and took no notice of her. Mia ran to the fridge. Stuck to it with a magnet was her first aid certificate. On the top of the certificate there was a row of teddy bears stamped in ink.

			Mia grabbed the certificate, raced out of the kitchen, and sprinted up the stairs.
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			“There’s some kind of bad luck magic in that?” exclaimed Violet, pointing at the certificate.

			“I think so.”

			“And Rob’s to blame?” said Lexi.

			Mia nodded. The words had tumbled out of her when she had raced into the room, and her friends and the animals had listened in astonishment.

			Bracken plucked the certificate out of her hands and carried it over to Willow who sniffed it and recoiled. “Dark magic,” she bleated.
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			Sorrel came over and sniffed it, too. Her ears flattened. “Without a doubt!” she hissed.

			“It all makes sense,” said Violet. “Our run of bad luck started just after we went to Rob’s first aid course.” “Which was when he gave us the certificates,” said Mia. “Where are yours?”

			“I think mine’s in my pocket still,” said Maddie.

			“Mine’s in my room,” said Lexi.

			“Mine’s on the fridge at home,” said Violet.

			“And mine,” said Sita.

			“If they’re on your fridges in your kitchens, then that would explain why Sorrel and Willow haven’t smelled the dark magic in them,” said Mia.

			“I only ever appear in Sita’s room. I don’t go into the kitchen,” said Willow.

			Sorrel nodded, too.

			“So, what do we do?” said Sita.

			“We need to destroy the certificates,” said Mia. “Hopefully then our bad luck will stop. And after that, we can deal with Rob and find out what he’s doing to people in Westport.”

			“Let’s shadow-travel and get them,” said Violet. She ran to the shadows beside Mia’s wardrobe and held out her hands.

			Five minutes later, they were back in Mia’s bedroom with all the certificates.

			“How do we get rid of them?” asked Sita.

			“Put them on the floor and stand back!” said Maddie.

			They did as she said.

			She pointed at the certificates and concentrated hard.

			
				[image: ]
			

			BANG!

			The certificates exploded into tiny pieces, raining down like confetti. “I haven’t had a chance to use my exploding magic for the last few days,” said Maddie with a grin.

			“What are we going to do about Rob?” said Sita anxiously.

			“We need to go and talk to him,” said Mia. “Find out why he’s doing dark magic and then make him stop. Why don’t we—”

			Their phones all pinged.

			“Who’s messaging us?” said Violet.

			“It’s Miss Amadi,” said Sita, reading the message out loud.

			
				
					[image: I’ve found something in one of my books I think you should see. Can you come to my house?]
				

			

			“We can’t go now,” said Mia. “I’ll send her a message back.” She typed quickly.

			
				
					[image: We can’t come over right now. We think Rob’s doing DM and we’re going to see him. Mx]
				

			

			She hoped Miss Amadi could guess that meant “dark magic.” They always avoided mentioning magic in their texts in case their parents checked their phones.

			Her phone pinged again.

			
				
				
					[image: Don’t do anything until you’ve read what my book says! I think it’s IMPORTANT!]
				

			

			The girls looked at each other.

			“What do we do?” said Maddie.

			Mia made a decision. If Miss Amadi said it was important, it was. “Let’s go and see her. Then afterward, we deal with Rob.”

			She sent Miss Amadi a message to tell her they were coming, then they grabbed hands and jumped into the shadows. They arrived in Miss Amadi’s living room with the animals beside them.

			Miss Amadi was pacing around with her Star Animal, an otter named Fen, at her heels. There was a book open on the table. “I’m so glad you came,” she said quickly as they stepped out of the shadows and the animals bounded over to touch noses with Fen. “I think you really need to see what I’ve found.”

			She pointed to the book.

			“Energy thieves,” said Mia, reading the title out loud. Bracken put his front paws on the table and pressed against her as she continued. “Certain people, known as energy thieves, have the ability to absorb energy from others through touching them. Once they have taken energy, they can convert it into magic power. Energy thieves can use this to put magic into spells and charms and to add power to their words, enabling them to command others….” Mia broke off, her eyes lifting.
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			“So that’s what Rob’s been doing!” breathed Violet. “He’s been commanding people!”

			Bracken growled and Sorrel hissed.

			“I knew this was important,” said Miss Amadi.

			Mia quickly read the rest of the paragraph. “It is believed all energy thieves originate from one family who came from Leicestershire, England.”

			“Rob’s from Leicestershire!” she exclaimed. “He told us that at the first aid course. He must have made the ink with the energy charm for the race so that people had tons of energy afterward that he could use to become powerful. I remember he kept coming around after the race and patting Mom on the back and treating Dad’s injury. When he was touching them, he must have been absorbing their energy.”

			“He did that with my mom after the race, too,” said Violet. “I noticed she was a lot calmer after he visited.”

			“He was there when we used the charm-breaker before the Playgroup trip. He must have decided to spy on us then and realized that we were Star Friends,” said Mia.

			“So, he put a bad luck charm in the ink on the certificates to make trouble for us!” said Sita.

			“And now people in town are behaving strangely because he’s been using his magic to command them,” said Lexi. “They’re doing what he says.”

			“Of course,” said Mia, remembering how they had all signed up for the fall festival after he had told them to at the first aid course.

			“But why’s he commanding people?” questioned Maddie. “What’s in it for him?”

			“There’s only one way to find out,” said Mia. “We ask him.”

			Bracken leaped into her arms. “Please be careful!”

			Sita looked grim. “He’s not going to command me!”

			“His house is only a few minutes away, so let’s go,” said Violet.

			They all hurried down Brook Street, turning on to Rob’s street. But then they halted abruptly. A group of people was standing at his door, banging on it and calling to him:

			“Rob! Let us in!”

			“Rob! We saw you go inside. We know you’re in there.”

			“You told me to come over and you would look at my ankle,” said a woman. She hammered on the door. “Rob, yoo-hoo! I’m here!”

			“You told us we should ask you before we did anything else, so I want to ask if I can go to the store!” exclaimed one man.

			“And I want to ask if I can clean my car,” said another.

			“Rob! Rob!” they shouted.

			The girls and Miss Amadi exchanged alarmed looks.

			“How can Rob possibly have wanted this to happen?” said Sita.

			A picture flashed into Mia’s mind. Rob staring at the hedge that had been razed to the ground by the hall, a look of horror on his face. “I don’t think he did,” she realized. “I think his magic’s out of control. Violet, Maddie, can you shadow-travel us inside?”

			“What if he’s set up some kind of trap for us?” said Maddie doubtfully.

			“We have to risk it!” said Mia.

			“What about the people out here?” said Lexi. “They’re going to break the door down if they keep banging on it like that.”

			“I’ll talk to them,” said Miss Amadi. She pulled out her phone. “I can pretend he’s just called me and tell them he’ll be out soon. If I keep them occupied, it will give Sita a chance to use her commanding magic on him. Good luck!”

			Violet ran into the nearby bus shelter and beckoned to the others. “Call your animals the second we get in there!”

			The people outside Rob’s door were too busy shouting to take any notice. Miss Amadi strode over to them using her teacher voice. “Excuse me, everyone, I’ve just gotten a call from Rob!” she announced. The crowd surrounded her. The girls grabbed each other’s hands and shadow-traveled away.

			Their feet bumped into carpet. Mia opened her eyes and found herself in the room she had seen in her dream. Rob was sitting in the chair at the desk. He had his head in his hands but hearing them, he swung around. “You!” he exclaimed as the animals appeared too. “I command you to—”

			“You will not command us anymore!” snapped Sita, her voice fierce and very unlike her usual gentle tone. “You will be quiet!”

			Rob’s mouth opened and shut, no words coming out. His face screwed up as he fought Sita’s magic. He forced out a strangled whisper.

			“I. Will. Not.”

			“Grab hands with me!” Sita cried to the others, drowning him out. “Connect to the current! I need more power!”

			Mia didn’t hesitate. She grabbed one of Sita’s hands and opened her mind to the magic current as the others clasped hands, too, making a circle. The magic flowed through them, strong and powerful. Bracken pressed against Mia’s legs and then she felt the power build.

			She let it rush out of her and into Sita, who drew herself up to her full height. “You are not as powerful as me. You will be SILENT!” Sita commanded.
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			She and Rob locked eyes. A battle seemed to go on between them, and then Rob suddenly crumpled in his chair.

			Mia felt Sita sag and sink to the ground. “Sita, are you okay?” she said in alarm as Lexi, on the other side of Sita, crouched down beside her.

			“Tired,” panted Sita. “That was hard. Thanks for helping. I think I’ve stopped him from commanding us.” Willow nuzzled her face and Sita put an arm around her, her breathing gradually steadying.

			Mia turned to Rob. His head was now buried in his hands again. “What have you been doing, Rob?” she said.

			He opened his mouth to talk but no words came out.

			“You may speak but not command us,” Sita told him. “Do you understand?”

			Rob nodded slowly and then his voice came back. “I just wanted to be needed,” he said. “I didn’t intend to cause any harm.”

			Mia exchanged uncertain looks with the others. “What do you mean?”

			“You’re young. You don’t understand what it’s like,” said Rob sadly. “To spend years helping people, making them better, using magic for good—taking it from people, yes, but then using it to heal people, too. I was respected and important and then I retired and suddenly it all stopped. It was awful. I felt like I was fading away. When I moved to Westport, I tried to get involved in town life. I wanted to feel useful again, but it’s hard when you move to a new place. No one knows who you are, and it can be difficult to make friends. So, I started to use magic. Not a lot at first. I just offered to help people who had sports injuries and when I helped them, I absorbed their energy. Their energy gave me power—power to help heal people’s wounds but also power in my words. I found people doing what I suggested—they would do the exercises I told them to, join the hiking club and the cycling and running clubs, get involved in town life. I was doing good for the community, and I was feeling good, too. But then,” he shook his head, “the energy I got from helping the occasional person soon stopped being enough. I wanted more.”

			“And so you used the energy charm,” Mia said.

			“Yes,” he said heavily. “I knew it would give people an energy boost, and I thought I would be able to take it from them and make myself stronger. I didn’t expect it to work as well as it did. It was spiraling out of control when the duck stamps on people’s hands disappeared.”

			“Because of our charm-breaker potion,” said Violet.

			“I saw you applying it when I was putting up posters and I knew you must have magic, too,” said Rob.

			“So, then you spied on us and realized we were Star Friends?” said Lexi.

			Rob nodded. “I’d heard about Star Friends, although I’d never met any before. I knew you would try to stop me, but I didn’t want to be stopped. People were turning to me for advice, listening to me, doing whatever I said. I finally felt important again, and I didn’t want to lose that feeling. So, I made an ill-fortune spell and put it in the ink on your first aid certificates. I hoped the bad luck would stop you from discovering my identity.”

			“You did that even though it ended up with us getting hurt?” said Mia. “Maddie injured her leg, and things could have been a lot worse if I hadn’t seen what was coming.”

			“I promise I didn’t mean for you to get injured. I just wanted the magic to throw obstacles in your way, to stop your plans to identify me,” said Rob. “But now my magic is completely out of control. People are doing whatever I say even when I’m not trying to command them.”

			“Like my mom making cakes nonstop and my dad always exercising with the physio bands,” said Mia.

			“And my mom walking up Beacon Hill, because you told her she must see the view,” said Maddie.
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			“And Stan feeling he has to get fit. And the hikers cutting down the hedge because you said the path needed to be cleared,” said Sita.

			“I didn’t mean for any of that to happen,” said Rob. “I don’t know what to do.” He glanced anxiously toward the window.

			They could hear the sound of people shouting at Miss Amadi. “When’s he coming out? You said he’d be here soon!”

			“You shouldn’t have used magic to increase your influence,” said Sorrel sternly.

			“It was really wrong,” agreed Violet. “Magic shouldn’t be used to make yourself popular and important.”

			“We should find a way to stop you from using magic ever again,” said Lexi.

			Juniper chattered in agreement.

			Rob looked wretched.

			“Wait!” said Mia suddenly. She didn’t know what it was like to be retired, but she did understand how hard it could be to find your place with a new group of people, and she knew how tempting it was to use magic to make a good impression. After her experience at lunchtime, she knew she would never to do it again, but she could see how easy it was to give in to the urge. “If we help you, will you promise not to do magic like this again? You can use your energy magic to heal people like you used to when you were working, but not for anything else.”

			Rob nodded. “I’d be very happy to promise that.”

			Mia turned to the others. “Let’s help him.”

			Maddie and Sita nodded immediately. Lexi and Violet looked less convinced. “Please,” Mia said to them. “I’m sure it’s the right thing to do.”

			They glanced at Willow and Juniper.

			“We should give him a second chance,” said Willow.

			“Everyone deserves that,” said Juniper.

			“Okay, we’ll help,” agreed Violet.

			“Thank you,” said Rob. “Though I don’t know how you can.”

			Mia smiled. “Your magic’s powerful but Sita’s is powerful, too. If you work together, I have a feeling no one will be able to resist. You can do this. I know you can.”
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			A few minutes later, they opened Rob’s front door. The crowd surrounding Miss Amadi saw Rob and surged toward him, shouting.

			“Stop!” Sita commanded sternly.

			The crowd fell back.

			“Rob has something to say,” she told them.

			“You will stop doing what I say,” said Rob. “You will make your own minds up again and not just blindly do what I tell you to.”
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			“We will make up our own minds. We will not just do what you say,” the crowd repeated.

			“You will forget this ever happened,” instructed Sita. “Go back to your homes and get on with your evenings.”

			“We’ll go home,” everyone agreed. They started to disperse.

			Mia felt a wave of relief. “Now can we go and fix my mom and dad?”

			Sita nodded.

			Saying good-bye to Miss Amadi and promising they would see her later and explain everything, they shadow-traveled to Mia’s house, where Rob commanded her mom and dad to stop listening to him, and then they gradually worked their way around the town, finding Stan slowed to a walk now and Maddie’s mom returning exhausted from her hike. Finally, there was just one more thing to do.

			They went to the town hall, where the remains of the hedge were piled up.

			“You need to get rid of the extra energy you have taken,” Sita told Rob. “Or your words will continue to have way too much power. Give it away. Use it to do good.”

			Rob crouched down and touched the roughly chopped base of the hedge. He shut his eyes, and his face grew calm and still.
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			“What is he doing?’ whispered Maddie, curiously.

			“Watch,” Sita whispered.

			Slowly but surely the cut-off branches started to grow again, and healthy green leaves sprouted out along them.

			“He’s transferring all his extra energy into the hedge and regrowing it!” realized Mia.

			“Yes,” said Sita with a smile. “It’s magic!”
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			“I can’t believe it was Rob,” said Violet. They were sitting in Mia’s bedroom with the animals beside them. They’d made themselves hot chocolates and were munching on thick slices of her mom’s final practice cake, which had turned out really well after the bad luck certificates had been destroyed. “He just didn’t seem like someone who would do magic.”

			“You can never tell,” said Lexi.

			“I’m glad he’s okay now,” said Maddie.

			They’d left Rob at his house. He’d promised that from now on, he would only use his powers to heal people’s injuries and that he would keep involving himself in all kinds of town activities and continue to be a big part of the community—without magic.

			“It’s sad that he felt so lonely after retiring,” said Sita. “I’m glad we didn’t take his magic away. I think he does just want to do good and make the town a better place.”

			Lexi looked at Mia. “What made you tell us we should let him keep his power?”

			Mia was tempted to say she didn’t know, but she didn’t want to lie to her friends. “I used magic at school today when I was trying to make friends,” she admitted. “I realized I shouldn’t have done it and I’m not going to do it again, but I guess it helped me understand why Rob acted like he did.”

			Sita gave her a concerned look. “I didn’t realize you were unhappy.”

			“I was a little,” said Mia. “But,” she thought of Ayesha, “I made a friend today.”

			Bracken pushed his head under her arm and snuggled into her side. “Not as good a friend as me.”

			“Of course not,” said Mia, kissing his nose.

			“Nor any of us. We’ll always be your very best friends,” said Lexi.

			Sita shook her head at her. “Friendship isn’t a competition, Lexi.”

			“Well….” Lexi said, as if considering it. “Oh, okay!” She grinned. “We can all have a bunch of friends.”

			Mia felt a warm rush of happiness. It had been a very long day—so much had happened since that morning—but they had finally solved the mystery of who was doing dark magic and, even more importantly, they had put everything right in Westport.

			“We can and we should,” she said, smiling at them all and pulling Bracken closer. “But Star Friends really are the best!”

		


		
			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

OEBPS/images/011_c006_art_5.jpg





OEBPS/images/011_c006_art_1.jpg
DAY





OEBPS/images/011_c006_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/011_c006_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/011_c006_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/010_c005_art_2.jpg
ZErraay,

| =
7 .laﬂu‘ <






OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_9.jpg





OEBPS/images/010_c005_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/018_bm_art_1.jpg
Mla an({ l\%r 'Frl&n(ls AO An(l w Q;n
"

meet the Star Animals, @ whale, vorl

o1C maﬂical aclve,njrure, aWaiJfS.

Mia is worried when she sees visions of

several accidents happening in Westport.

At the same time, the Star Friends find
themselves having a rush of bad luck.

Could dark magic be at work again?






OEBPS/images/010_c005_art_4.jpg
AN
bria
Vo





OEBPS/images/010_c005_art_5.jpg





OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_5.jpg





OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_6.jpg





OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_7.jpg





OEBPS/images/010_c005_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_8.jpg






OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/9781664390812_nav.xhtml


		

			Contents



			

						Cover



						Title Page



						Copyright



						Contents



						Dedication



						Chapter 1 In the Star World



						Chapter 2 Meeting in the Clearing



						Chapter 3 Together Again



						Chapter 4 A Busy Saturday



						Chapter 5 A Close Call



						Chapter 6 An Unlucky Day



						Chapter 7 Mia‘s Magic Dream



						Chapter 8 A Visit



						Chapter 9 Strange Happenings



						Chapter 10 A Day at School



						Chapter 11 More Bad Luck



						Chapter 12 The Mystery Solved



			



		

		

			Landmarks



			

						Cover



						Cover



						Title Page



						Table of Contents



						Start



						Copyright



			



		

		

			Print Page List



			

						1



						3



						4



						5



						2



						6



						7



						8



						9



						10



						11



						12



						13



						14



						15



						16



						17



						18



						19



						20



						21



						22



						23



						24



						25



						26



						27



						28



						29



						30



						31



						32



						33



						34



						35



						36



						37



						38



						39



						40



						41



						42



						43



						44



						45



						46



						47



						48



						49



						50



						51



						52



						53



						54



						55



						56



						57



						58



						59



						60



						61



						62



						63



						64



						65



						66



						67



						68



						69



						70



						71



						72



						73



						74



						75



						76



						77



						78



						79



						80



						81



						82



						83



						84



						85



						86



						87



						88



						89



						90



						91



						92



						93



						94



						95



						96



						97



						98



						99



						100



						101



						102



						103



						104



						105



						106



						107



						108



						109



						110



						111



						112



						113



						114



						115



						116



						117



						118



						119



						120



						121



						122



						123



						124



						125



						126



						127



						128



						129



						130



						131



						132



						133



						134



						135



						136



						137



						138



						139



						140



						141



						142



						143



						144



						145



						146



						147



						148



						149



						150



						151



						152



						153



						154



						155



						156



						157



						158



						159



						160



						161



			



		

	

OEBPS/images/013_c008_art_2.jpg






OEBPS/images/013_c008_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/013_c008_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/014_c009_art_1.jpg
9
STRANGE
HAPPENTNGS





OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781664390812_cover.jpg
81 LINDA CHAPMAN

[LLUSTRATED BY KTM BARNES





OEBPS/images/013_c008_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/011_c006_art_6.jpg





OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_1.jpg
7
MTA'S
MAGIC DREAM





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_6.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_7.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_8.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_5.jpg





OEBPS/images/014_c009_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/014_c009_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781664390812_title_page.jpg
tar FC’AJS

ENERGY THIEF

5 LINDA CHAPMAN

TLLUSTRATED BY KIM BARNES
tiger tales





OEBPS/images/009_c004_art_6.jpg





OEBPS/images/009_c004_art_7.jpg





OEBPS/images/009_c004_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/009_c004_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/009_c004_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/009_c004_art_5.jpg





OEBPS/images/007_c002_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/008_c003_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/016_c011_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/008_c003_art_1.jpg
DGETRER
AGAIN





OEBPS/images/008_c003_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/007_c002_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/008_c003_art_5.jpg





OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_10.jpg





OEBPS/images/007_c002_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/009_c004_art_1.jpg
4 !





OEBPS/images/017_c012_art_11.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_9.jpg





OEBPS/images/016_c011_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/008_c003_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/016_c011_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/016_c011_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/006_c001_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/007_c002_art_1.jpg
MEETING IN
THE CLEARING





OEBPS/images/003_crt_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/006_c001_art_1.jpg
%

° 1
[N THE STAR WORLD
%





