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1
            Chapter One

         

         At precisely one minute past eight o’clock on the last day of August, the streetlights on Sandhurst Street unleashed flickering fireflies. Orange light whomped frantically from window to window along the street, doubling each time they touched a new glassy surface. It seemed like the frantic flashes were dispatched for the most urgent of missions.

         It didn’t take long for the street to become awash with ebbing waves of fireflies surging in one direction, towards Number Sixty-Four in the middle of the street – the house with the peeling black paint gate and a small garden of overgrown begonias. The pulsing lights began to gently tap the bedroom window with a drawn curtain.

         Inside were two girls, bound by one knotted earphone wire, playing their favourite crime-solving podcast, Storm Chasers, at double speed. One leaned 2against the bedframe, scrunching her face as she took her evening dose of cough syrup. She used a tissue to wipe the sticky dollop that landed on the sleeve of her moulting ladybug-patterned cardigan. Zadie liked ‘ugly’ jumpers (as Siddy called them).

         Siddy flopped over the edge of the bed. Her thick black hair pooled on the rug, beneath the string of paper lanterns she had never taken down from Lunar New Year, while her fingers fiddled with the old paintbrushes tucked around the back of the bed.

         “What’s that noise?” asked Zadie from the floor, jumping in her skin. “Was that thunder? Sid, I don’t do thunderstorms.” Zadie’s voice shrank to a whisper as she hit pause on the podcast.

         Siddy shrugged and pushed play. “We’re not doing this again.”

         She sounded a million miles away, caught in a daydream beneath the rows of strung red paper lanterns. She studied every inky splotch on her bedroom wall that made up a map of every lighthouse in the country, decommissioned and still functioning, remembering the January day her dad painted it with the same brushes hiding behind the bed.

         “Think they’ll find him tonight?”

         Rubbing her throbbing eyes, Zadie propped her 3new, thick-rimmed glasses above her tight-curly hair, slicked into two high buns.

         “Don’t give up. My dad said they won’t stop until they find your dad, and you know my dad. He never breaks his promises.”

         “I don’t think that’s a promise he or anyone can keep.”

         With her thick eyebrows knitted together, confused, Zadie shuffled until she and Siddy were face-to-face. “Question mark.”

         Siddy rolled over, stomach flat on the bed, with a frown. “Because it’s been three months. My dad never liked airports or travelling, and now they think he got on a plane to who-knows-where! I know he wouldn’t go on an adventure without me.”

         “Ampersand.”

         “Ampersand, what?”

         “There’s something else. Something you’re not telling me.”

         “I don’t know,” Siddy shrugged. “All I know is that there’s something off between him and Mum. Whatever it is, she won’t tell me, but I know that’s why he ran away. Zadie, I know you trust your dad and everyone looking to find him, but the ‘grown-ups’ aren’t telling us the whole story, so I’ve got to find it.”

         The girls nearly leapt out of their skin as a loud tapping 4made the window glass shudder. Stacked canvases spilt out from behind the bed. One painted map for every year of Siddy’s life. No two years were the same. She and her dad changed yearly, as did the places they visited.

         Surely, he would return and when he did, she told herself, it would be before her twelfth birthday, and he would give her the best painting of her life.

         “This can’t be normal thunder,” Zadie grumbled, comforting herself with a packet of salt and vinegar crisps.

         “Ignore it.”

         Ignoring things was something Zadie was quite bad at. She brushed the specks of crushed crisps off her skirt and approached the curtains. When she rolled them open, the overwhelming gleam of a ball of fireflies sent her stumbling backwards. “Exclamation mark. Exclamation mark. EXCLAMATION MARK.”

         Like a released jack-in-the-box, Siddy sprung to her feet, standing shoulder to shoulder with Zadie, nodding. “Wicked cool.”

         A pep now in her step, Siddy zipped up a grey-blue Storm Chaser hoodie, reciting the slogan, “You can’t be a chaser without a storm. Let’s go.”

         “But… the last fifteen minutes of the episode?”

         “We’re chasers. Out there is something big, a real storm. Come on, Zadie,” Siddy shook her shoulders 5dramatically, “last week when your eye went funny, you said you saw dots with flapping wings. It’s like that episode a few weeks back, you know, the one where they got help from that psychic, what’s her name, to find the missing jewels. Jinx Finnegan!”

         “Bad vision means I’m psychic now? Really? I’d rather be a fairy.”

         “Just trust me,” Siddy took Zadie’s clammy hands, yanking her down the stairs with her. Shoes quickly on and keys in her pocket, Siddy held a broad green umbrella at the ready. “Rule two ready?”

         Zadie nodded, flashing the pair of silver cotton gloves in her raincoat pocket. Rule Two of the Storm Chasers detective code: always have a pair of gloves. Pleased, Siddy locked the front door.

         “Eek,” Zadie yelped. Rain pelted her neon yellow raincoat.

         As they stepped down the front path, the fireflies floated down in front of them, lighting a path ahead. In silent agreement, Zadie and Siddy started walking.

         Three roads later, the magical path had led them to the mouth of the alley behind the construction site of new flats. A dank, slithering path of discarded bricks, wires, and things the neighbourhood dumped in the skip.

         Retching, the girls pulled their clothes over their 6noses. Sid gulped, swallowed her squeal and swung her leg over the first obstacle heap.

         “No, no, no! Come on, Sid; you can’t be serious.”

          Pointing to the fireflies sprawled out to light the path, she said, “It’s been a boring summer and finally, something’s happening. We can’t go home now. Besides, there will still be a million episodes waiting when we get back.”

         “But we’re not meant to take the alley to the High Street.”

         “I won’t tell my mum, and you won’t tell your parents,” she said matter of factly. “So, can we do this now, please?”

         “Fine. But I’m doing this under protest.” Zadie shakily followed Siddy down the alley.

         Each step was like the one before. The fireflies behind whirled at their back, forming a giant wall behind the girls. One remained ahead to lead the way. Glancing back, the alley was spick and span, not even a single piece of littered gum in sight. With their hands webbed together, the girls stepped out of the alley.

         Gone was the neglected Post Office thirsty for a new paint job that usually stood on the High Street. In its place, towering proudly were glossy marble walls covered in fireflies.

         Siddy’s jaw slackened, “This isn’t our High Street.”

         “You can say that again,” Zadie said, rolling her glasses down to her eyes. 7

         The street was empty of people, but the Post Office building (if it could even be called that anymore) was a hive of activity. Both girls stepped up to the front entrance as a frazzled-looking woman appeared with a clipboard.

         “Quick, quick, inside and into the queue! You followed the fireflies, yes? Of course you did. Look at you, wetter than the gremlins under Tower Bridge and just as confused. For the life of me, I don’t get why some parents always wait until the last minute,” she muttered the last bit to herself with some irritation.

         Stunned into silence, the girls were quiet until Zadie sneezed into a tissue and wiped her nose.

         “You’ve got the sniffs too, we’re definitely in the right place. Let me break this down. Magic is everywhere you go, always has been. You just couldn’t see it, but, once a year, the Administration dials down the concealment so your budding powers can find us and you are beginning to see. Tonight, you will learn if magic has chosen you.” The lady kept talking at them as they followed her into a crowded lobby.

         “That’s a little unfair, showing us all this strange stuff if there’s a chance we don’t get to keep it!” Siddy said.

         “Okay, well, thank you,” Zadie swivelled on the balls of her feet, about to step back out of the door, until Siddy grabbed her collar. “What are you doing?” 8

         “What are you doing? We have to go into the Post Office.”

         “No, we have to go home and get my dad.”

         “You said you wanted to be a fairy, so here you are. The universe answered!”

         The lady, clearly growing more stressed by the second, cleared her throat loudly. “I do mean to rush you; I’ve got a schedule to stick to. Please line up and you’ll be on your way home in no time.”

         “Fine,” Zadie muttered, typing in her phone’s notepad the date, time and ‘noting my objection for the record’ in big blue letters.

         The girls wormed through a dense pack of sweaty people to lean by the outer window streaked in grime. They watched as firefly-swirled buses began to fill the trafficked lanes, halting at the red lights.

         “How much trouble do you think we’re in when we tell our mums and my dad about this?”

         Siddy pulled her palms apart as far she could in the cramped corner. “About that much, if they believe us.”

         The buses were parking inside a loop of blue barrier ropes.

         “This is Grand Central Post Office, our final destination. Please take your belongings and exit the bus,” the automated bus closest to the two friends announced. 9

         “Please line up,”a voice bellowed through a megaphone. “Go to your closest booth.”

         Waves of kids joined the winding crowd-control aisles. As Zadie followed the crowd, she noticed they all looked close in age to her and Siddy. At the start of each queue stood flashbulb cameras on tripods.

         “Have we gone back in time?!” Siddy whispered. “That’s older than the dinosaurs.”

         “Have your picture taken and move on. Do not delay the line,” the no-nonsense voice boomed

         “I don’t have a good feeling about this,”Zadie muttered.

         “It’s fine. What could go wrong?”

         “Exclamation mark, a lot. Want a list? Dad says never let strangers take your picture.”

         Siddy rolled her shoulders and stepped forwards into the light as the camera flashed. She wiped her watery eyes on her way to the counter at the end of the fast-moving queue. A grey-haired woman with smudged lipstick snarled, rummaging through stacked files and envelopes.

         “Um… maybe we should go to someone other than the slug woman from Monster’s Inc. I still have nightmares,” Siddy shuddered.

         “Just go,” Zadie nudged her from behind. “I want to go home.”

         “Let’s see,” she croaked. She tapped the keyboard, 10adjusted her screen and pushed her thick-rimmed glasses up her nose. “Siddy Alexandra Rollins, daughter of… Owen Rollins?”

         “How do you know that?”

         With an aged groan, she ignored Siddy and instead stretched for a large blue object with silver handle, pressed it into her ink tray, stamped the envelope and slid it across the desk. “Your parents have a week to return the paperwork. Next!”

         “But what’s this for?”

         “Miss Rollins,” she glared over the top of her glasses. “There are hundreds of children from all over London who need to be seen, preferably before midnight. Move along. It’s all quite self-explanatory. NEXT.”

         “Oh dear,” Zadie moved forwards.

         “Zadie June Nichols,” the woman beamed. “I had no doubt Zachary Nichols’ daughter would be accepted. Did you know he was the first student I ever handed their admission papers?”

         “Um no, I didn’t.”

         “Well, that’s alright dear; we all start learning somewhere. I volunteer for this every year. It keeps me youthful.”

         “Question: what’s being allocated?”

         “School, Miss Nichols,” she stamped her envelope 11with a flourish. “You are not going to one of the best Firefly schools in the country. It is in fact the best school, and, just like your father, I have every confidence you will succeed where others did not.” A prickly expression settled on Siddy.

         “But I already have a secondary school spot. I start in two weeks.”

         “There once was a time when the world was for Fireflies, but now our numbers dwindle and we only exist in a few pockets of the world. That’s why you, all of you young Fireflies, matter, so that the light of the world may never dim or go out. Good luck, Miss Nichols, although you’ll have no need for it. Do tell your father that Marjorie at the Post Office says hello.”

         “I think I’ll say more than that,” she backed away with a half-hearted smile, holding the thick wad of paper to her chest as she caught up with Siddy a few paces ahead.

         “Are we sure this isn’t the cough medicine? There’s a high chance we’re dreaming.”

         “Don’t think dreams work this way,” Siddy laughed, wrapping her arm around Zadie. “We’re going to magic school, and I don’t think we’ll be getting into any trouble with the parents, especially your dad.”

         “Why didn’t he tell me about this? He tells me everything, at least I thought he did.”
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            Chapter Two

         

         The only exit was a dark tunnel. Arms linked, the girls took a breath and shuffled through the dark for a few minutes that felt far longer. They could hear their hearts drumming in their ears. The pool of light, honking cars and hubbub of life at the end of the tunnel grew louder.

         “I don’t want to go home yet,” Siddy said.

         “Question mark.”

         “Zadie, there’s magic to explore.”

         The knot in Zadie’s stomach made her hesitate, as if the next step she took would send her tumbling off a sharp brink into the unknown. “What about this?” she tapped her envelope. “Besides, it’s late, wet, I’m cold and hungry.”

         “Trust me?”

         One step separated them from the outside.

         “Fine, but you’re getting me something to eat.” 13

         As soon as they stepped out onto the pavement, all the wonder was lost. The shops, and Big Ben in the distance, remained unremarkable.

         “B-But… What happened? Where are the fireflies?”

         Zadie held her growling stomach and shrugged, “The cough syrup is still a likely suspect.” She grabbed her Oyster card from her back pocket and pointed up the road. “The station isn’t far.”

         “No. We are detectives, so we detect and figure out where the magic went.”

         “Rule number four, know when to quit. Come on,” Zadie grabbed Siddy’s sleeve, pulling her along. It wouldn’t be the first time she dragged and pushed a reluctant Siddy to her own house.

         They chatted – and, by chat, of course, that meant Siddy did the talking – leaving Zadie with the task of listening to mile-a-minute ideas as Siddy wondered aloud if magic could fix their toaster or do her homework for her. Inevitably, all diverging thoughts met at one point:

         “I could find my dad.”

         “Yeah, and I’ll become a flying pig. Sid, think about it. Really think. My dad must have magic, too, and if he hasn’t been able to find your dad yet, what makes you think we could?” 14

         “I don’t know about you, but I’ve got nothing left to lose. I have to give it a try.”

         The girls paused by the blinking streetlights glinting on Zadie’s driveway, glancing left and right. Was it true that magic was everywhere, yet to be discovered? How could they tell who had it? Were they really Fireflies?

         The living room’s main light turned on. Zadie’s dad stood by the curtains, loosening his tie.

         “Now is the time to find out,” Siddy grabbed Zadie’s keychain from her pocket, opened the door and bumped into two bulging medium suitcases.

         “Girls?” called an icily calm voice, rendering the girls frozen as they wondered which they could detect more: anger that they had left or relief that they were home.

         “Great, Mum’s here,” Siddy cowered behind Zadie. “I take it back. We really are in trouble.”

         They swallowed their jitters and strolled into the living room. Things were as they had always been. The purply-blue painted walls – except the flowery wallpaper strip in the corner marking Zadie’s heights over the years – were covered in framed photos of saxophonists her dad claimed were famous. There was a fresh hill of paperwork on the coffee table. Between his legal files and the cold black coffee half spilt on the rattan carpet, were two passports. 15

         He stuck his head into the hallway, “Gabriella, they’re back.”

         “Hey you,” Siddy’s mum appeared quickly, snapping her fingers at Siddy. “rebel with too many causes. Where have you been, and why are you using Zadie as a human shield? Siddy Alexandra Rollins, what did you break, and how much will it cost?”

         “Actually, on this occasion, I am not guilty as charged, and I, personally, think the better question is: where are we going?”

         The squeaky kitchen door opened, as teacups clinked on a tray. “Ah, girls, you’re finally back. Didn’t I tell you, they’d be fine?” Zadie’s mum said, relieved.

         People said Zadie had her mum’s soft brown eyes, down to the hazel flecks. Still, all Zadie saw were their differences. From nose to knobbly fingers and fleshy earlobes, she was plain like her dad, and she was proud of it.

         But wait, why was her mum dressed up?

         “Mum, is there a reason why you smell like a peppermint bath? There is such a thing as too much perfume. My head hurts,” Zadie groaned.

         “Girls. Tell us where you were.”

         Zadie chuckled nervously, tucking stray curls behind her ear. “It’s almost a funny story. I would like to make 16it very clear from the start that we did nothing to bring this about. I still think the cough syrup is to blame. We were doing what we always do, listening to our podcast.”

         “Inside, allergic to fresh air?” Her dad pressed his lips together, hiding his smile. “Yes, we know. But you skipped out without a text or call. Mr Rodgers down the road called when he saw you scarper off. I had to leave the office early to look for you.”

         “Here. Take this,” Zadie handed him the envelope stuffed with papers she’d received at the Post Office. “You wouldn’t believe us otherwise, and some old woman from the Post Office called Marjorie says hi–”

         “She’s awful, by the way!” Siddy interjected. “Like, really mean.”

         “–but it was no regular Post Office, and I preserved my objection for the record like you said I should do, and I didn’t forget this time. They took our photos without our consent.”

         Their parents dropped everything in their hands, lunging for phones in their back pockets and the wall calendar.

         “What day is it today?” Zadie’s mum muttered.

         “August eighteenth, since when?!” Her dad exclaimed.

         “Still feels like May,” Siddy’s mum said. “God, this 17has been the longest summer.”

         “Okay,” Zadie’s dad sighed, loosening his cufflinks. “I will concede that on this occasion, we dropped the ball. The fault is ours, not yours. You had to follow the Fireflies.”

         “Uncle Zach, forgetting to pick us up from football practice is dropping the ball. Lying to us about magic is something else entirely,” Siddy reasoned.

         “I forget to pick you up once, and you’ll never let me forget it. Sid, there’s a difference between a lie and an omission.”

         “Zach, that’s not a lesson my daughter needs,” Siddy’s mum said through gritted teeth.

         He walked to the dining table and pulled out two chairs. “Sit. We’ve got a lot to tell you and not a lot of time.”

         “Where to begin?” Siddy’s mum tugged on the pencils lodged in her scruffy bun. “This is a nightmare… is it just me who feels really hot?”

         “How about why that old slug didn’t like me as much as Zadie?” Siddy answered. “I’m super cool too.”

         “Hmm, Sid, let’s stay in the shallow pool, shall we? As you’ve both come to learn tonight, you are less ordinary than you think.”

         “Naturally,” Siddy flipped her hair. “I’m me.” 18

         “Based on the thickness of your envelopes, you’ve been enrolled at the School for Fireflies in Hatton and Latimer. It’s the best school in the country, and you’ll love it. That’s where I met your dad, Sid. Wait here.”

         Zadie’s dad kicked out of his seat and ran to the hallway, giddier than a child on Christmas morning.

         “What about you?” Zadie asked her mum. “A-Are you magical? Of course, you are. You’re you.”

         “Unfortunately, darling, there’s not a drop of magic in me. I’m ‘normal’ and about to be, joyfully, outnumbered. You’ll do great,” she cupped Zadie’s hands in her palms and kissed them.

         “Same here, but it’s not unfortunate,” Siddy’s mum added. “Honestly, this is awful. I’d hoped your dad would be the last Firefly in the family.”

         Siddy scowled and crossed her arms, “Whatever. Did you pack my good hoodie? I’ll need it.”

         “Honey, where do you think you’re going?”

         “I’ve got it!” Zadie’s dad cheered from the hallway. He skidded in his socks on the laminated floors, as he zoomed back into the room waving a green glass lightbulb.

         “Duh, if we’re going to magic school, we obviously have to, you know, move away,” Siddy told her mum. “Although two weeks early is a bit eager. What’s with the lightbulb?” 19

         “Boarding school?!” Zadie’s dad spluttered. “Who said anything about boarding school? It’s not even a purely magic school. Girls, Hatton and Latimer is a normal school. The secret School for Fireflies is in the same building. You’re going hybrid, and this is no regular bulb. It’s an amplifier, my amplifier. You’ll get these to help your own powers develop.”

         Unbelievable. Yes, that was the word. Siddy flung her head over the back of the chair in disbelief. Zadie’s eye twitched in dread, already envisioning doing every exam twice.

         “Question mark. Who thought that going to one school wasn’t hard enough? Why two. Who do I object to?”

         “Yeah, I’m with her on this. Can I drop the normie stuff and go straight magic?”

         “Second question mark; how are we meant to tell who is and isn’t a Firefly? is there like a secret handshake or wink? And, how come Mum and Aunt Samara know about all this magic stuff if they’re not Fireflies?” Zadie’s questions poured out of her.

         “You’re going hybrid, you’ll do half of each school so it won’t be too much, and no, there’s no secret code. You’ll meet the other Fireflies when you get there, and because of what has happened to Uncle Owen, the Firefly Intelligence Services made two exceptions, 20briefing your mothers on the situation, but put that aside for a minute. This is meant to be a good thing. Be excited, please. Discovering I was a Firefly was the fourth best day of my life.”

         “Oh, I am,” Zadie nodded. “Excited to go straight normal. No magic for me, please, so what’s for dinner, Mum? I’m starving.”

         “Ignore her,” Siddy nudged her. “She’s not thinking straight. Might be all the cough syrup!”

         “Zade-bug, why don’t you want to go?”

         “Dad, everyone at school called me ‘four eyes’ all year, and then ‘spinach girl’ because food got stuck between my teeth one time. You said going to a new school would be a new start, and I don’t want magic to make things any harder. Mum’s not magic, and look at her. Everyone loves her.”

         “And look at me. Defence lawyer by day. Saxophonist of the greatest jazz-rock band by night. I have magic and I’m pretty cool.”

         “Just on Thursdays,” Siddy coughed into her elbow.

         “Dad, I think Fyro is the only jazz-rock group in the world.”

         “The point being, seventy-eight percent of my clients are Fireflies. If I did more non-magic cases, I would be miserable, you know, like regular lawyers. 21I honestly believe magic will break you out of your perfectionist loop. Make mistakes. Big ones, even, and learn to fix them.”

         Zadie still looked unsure.

         “I can do that!” Siddy nodded keenly. “Challenge accepted. Can we rewind to the part where you said magic would make things harder? It could only make things totally awesome and easy. We’d get our homework done just like that,” she clicked her fingers. “And make our beds and all the stuff we don’t want to do.”

         “Hold your horses, Sid. Magic is hard work. Made even harder since no two people have the same powers. The teachers are there to help, give you the basics, but you have to figure most of it out by yourself.”

         “That’s basically what we do anyway.We’re detectives. We detect.”

         “Yeah,I’d still rather go to normal school,”Zadie insisted.

         “Honey,” her mum said. “You owe it to yourself to try. I want you to close your eyes. Think of all the films we’ve watched, and I mean the good ones, not the bad ones you deliberately make me watch on a Sunday. Imagine your next year as a film. Cut the high and low points into thirty seconds. Thirty seconds of the most fantastically implausible things and tell me if you’re not just a little bit excited?” 22

         Her eyelids squeezed shut. A smile burrowed deep in her dimples. Windswept fireflies like campfire embers chased away the creeping darkness ahead of her.

         “What if I let you all down?” she whispered, opening her eyes.

         “There’s a greater chance of the apocalypse,” Siddy teased. “You really don’t want this?”

         “Zadie-bug, I’ll make you a deal. Try it for a year, and if you don’t like it, you’ll drop the magic and be a purely non-magical but still extraordinary Hatton and Latimer pupil, okay?”

         Zadie nodded her head at her dad. “I’m holding you to it.”

         “As for you, missy,” Siddy’s mum said, “if you use magic to get into more trouble than usual, you’ll drop the magic quicker than you can say the word detective ever again, understood?”

         Siddy withdrew a five-pound note from her pocket and slid it over the table. “Lawyer up, Uncle Zach. Negotiate terms or whatever it is you do.”

         He laughed and slid it back, “I’m with your mum on this. No trouble for you, and this is where the hard news comes in.”

         “Girls, we’re going away,” Zadie’s mum said, gesturing at herself and Siddy’s mum. “A taxi is going 23to take us to the airport. We’ve got a flight to Portugal and from there, hopefully Brazil. Siddy, honey, before your dad disappeared, he spent months looking up lighthouses and Firefly-ish things, so we’re tracking him down.”

         “What’s Firefly-ish things?” Zadie asked, but her timid words were drowned by Siddy’s gasp.

         “How long will you be gone?”

         “Hopefully, we find your dad in a few weeks and get him home.”

         “So, you’re going to miss my first day?”

         “I thought that’s what you’d want, for us to get Dad home.”

         “Yeah, but you’re never really home and… I don’t know, I just thought maybe you’d want to stay around. For me.”

         “I’m doing this for you. For us. For all of us.”

         “Why can’t we come with you, at least for a week?” Zadie asked. “I’ve never been on a plane. I don’t think I’ve even seen inside an airport.”

         “That’s deliberate,” her dad responded. “Fireflies shouldn’t travel near oceans, seas and large bodies of water. It’s too dangerous. And when Fireflies got on planes, those planes went missing in international waters. That’s why your mums are going. 24I’m thinking pizza for dinner,”he scrolled on his phone. “Any recommendations?”

         “No pineapple,” Zadie said. “Can I get pickles?”

         “Is that why we’ve never been allowed to go to Brighton?” Siddy asked.

         He nodded. “Firefly powers are most vulnerable near bodies of water. That’s how we get hurt.”

         “Then how is Uncle Owen on the other side of the world?” Zadie asked.

         “And now you’re starting to understand our conundrum. See, Sid, this will be hard for you to hear, but your dad’s not well. He hasn’t been for a very long time. We – us and our friends – did some not great things at school, but he went further than everyone else. He got himself expelled and his powers revoked, or at least that was what was meant to happen. We only recently realised that all this time he’s been chasing his residual powers. If he succeeds, it will be pretty bad.”

         “For…?”

         “Himself. Everyone… and you.”

         “I can handle myself, and since we’re talking about everyone’s favourite subject, me, what’s going to happen now that I’m basically parentless?”

         “And here come the dramatics,” Siddy’s mum rolled 25her eyes with a hint of a smile.

         “Not that it makes any difference as you’re round all the time, but you’re moving in with us. Think of me as a dad on loan indefinitely. I’m here as long as you need me Sid, plus another few decades, and before you ask, yes, you finally get a set of keys so you can stop trying to make copies of mine.”

         “I didn’t try, Uncle Zach; I succeeded.”

         “Yeah, and now there are an additional four keys to this house! Can someone answer about the pizza, please? I have a voucher expiring in five minutes.”

         “BBQ base,” Zadie declared. “Ooh, ooh, cheesy garlic bread and pickles. Don’t forget the pickles, Dad.”

         “I’d never. We just need to sign your school paperwork and send it off.”

         First, the parents. Then the girls. Holding each other’s arms excitedly, they signed the dotted lines.

         “Now we wait for that little guy to light up,” he pointed to an odd-looking hedgehog lamp. “When it’s time to get your full induction to the Firefly world, they’ll let us know.”
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            Chapter Three

         

         You wouldn’t believe Siddy lived only a few doors down. Based on the stuffed boxes, suitcases and duffle bags, you’d think she was moving from a different city.

         “Want a moving van, Sid?” Zadie’s dad called impatiently from the bottom of the stairs.

         “Chill, Uncle Zach. We’re almost done.”

         “You said than an hour ago.”

         “And we’re an hour closer to it being true.”

         Zadie waltzed out of the Rollins’ kitchen, munching on frosted flakes, “What did you do Dad?”
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A fantastical mystery is waiting to be solved...
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