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            Chapter One

         

         ‘I can’t believe you made another wrong turn, Mum,’ Alyssa grumbled from the front seat. ‘Isn’t this where you grew up?’

         Mum sighed. ‘I haven’t lived here for decades, remember? Driving in London is harder than it looks!’

         ‘Sorry,’ said Alyssa, fidgeting. Despite the air-con, she felt hot and bothered. ‘I just don’t want to miss the party!’

         ‘And you won’t,’ Mum reassured her. ‘Nothing exciting will happen until the sungoes down, anyway.’ Alyssa was practically vibrating with impatience.

         In only a few minutes (or hours, depending on the traffic), she would be back at her beloved spell 2garden, where she would be spending an entire summer. The term was kicking off with a gathering to celebrate the bloom of a rare flower. Alyssa had heard it was an unforgettable sight!

         After a year of getting to grips with grammar, geometry and geography at secondary school, she was more than ready to be reunited with her friends at Silverleaf School of Plants and Potions, and to learn something interesting for a change.

         Rosalie and Rue, Alyssa’s cousins and Silverleaf schoolmates, had visited her in Milton Keynes during the school holidays over the past year. They’d gone bowling, hung out at the shopping centre and had sugar-filled late-night sleepovers. Their friend Leon even joined them a few times. But it wasn’t the same as being at the spell garden, among the magical plants and silvery crux-water streams.

         ‘I can’t wait to see everyone,’ Alyssa said. ‘I wonder if the spell garden has changed much since last summer.’

         ‘I doubt it, sweetpea,’ Mum said. ‘Not without Auntie Jasmine – though I’ve never known her to be away from home for so long.’

         Auntie Jasmine, the Keeper Supreme of the spell garden, was still in Jamaica. As the most senior, and most powerful, magical person in the 3neighbourhood, she was in charge of looking after the spell garden and its community.

         She had travelled to Jamaica at the end of last year, to see her sister, Alyssa’s Granny Hyacinth, who it turned out was actually quite unwell. She’d been suffering from memory loss and recently had been becoming upset and disorientated. Alyssa had never met her grandmother, but the news made her heart ache. She wondered if Mum would suggest flying over to see them both. Alyssa had floated the idea, but Mum went all weird at the suggestion.

         Auntie Jasmine’s trip was only meant to be over Christmas, but the weeks had bled into months, and now it was late July and Alyssa’s great-aunt still hadn’t returned. Alyssa and Mum received regular postcards and the occasional crackly long-distance phone call (there was one thing that hadn’t changed – Auntie Jasmine was still too much of a technophobe to figure out text messaging or email), so that they knew she and Granny Hyacinth were all right.

         ‘When do you think she’s coming back?’ Alyssa asked.

         Mum shrugged. ‘I expect when she feels that Mother is doing better, or at least in the hands of a good carer. I’m sure she’s thankful that Debbie is handling things while she’s away.’ 4

         Auntie Debbie was Auntie Jasmine’s ex-partner, and they were still good friends. She was the second most senior Keeper, and was taking care of the spell garden in Auntie Jasmine’s absence.

         After what seemed like an age stuck in traffic along the high street, Mum found a parking space on Holloway Road, some ten minutes’ walk from the spell garden.

         ‘I really hope we’re not going to be late. Maybe we should have set off earlier,’ Alyssa said as Mum turned off the ignition.

         Mum rolled her eyes. ‘Is there a reason you’re so desperate to be here? You’ve been badgering me about coming to the spell garden for the last two weeks.’

         Alyssa couldn’t deny that. She had even suggested that Mum pull her out of school early because ‘no one learns anything in the last week of the summer term, anyway’.

         She gulped. ‘I just missed the magic school, that’s all.’ That was partially true.

         Mum stared at her quizzically in the way that only mums can. ‘Is that all? Nothing to do with the divorce being finalised?’

         ‘Oh, that? No,’ Alyssa said.

         This time she was telling the full truth. It had 5taken a little time to get used to the idea, but now she was fine that Mum and Dad were no longer together. They were both happier – plus, Alyssa got two of everything: two bedrooms, two sets of birthday gifts and two places to call home. Even better, Mum and Dad got on. The three of them could go out for dinner and everyone had a good time. No more arguing, no more awkward silences. Sure, she felt a little pang when Dad got in his own car and went home. But, on reflection, her parents’ relationship was much friendlier than it had been this time last year.

         Alyssa got out of the car before she could be interrogated further. She stretched, enjoying the feeling. After two hours of being cooped up, it felt good.

         They walked down the high street, the summer heat rising from the concrete and warming the soles of Alyssa’s sandals. She was pleased to see so much that was familiar. The local park was thriving, as was the greengrocer’s, launderette and corner shop. It didn’t sound exciting on the surface, but, to Alyssa, this was a welcome sight.

         Alyssa’s school friends Zohra and Leah had been so jealous of her spending the summer in London the year before. They’d assumed she’d visited all the 6famous landmarks: the London Eye, Buckingham Palace and everything in between. They’d imagined Alyssa seeing Big Ben from her bedroom window, or helping her great-aunt do the food shop in one of those fancy department stores. Alyssa hadn’t had the heart to tell them that she hadn’t set foot in central London the entire summer. The closest she’d got to seeing a famous landmark was the posters advertising Madame Tussauds on the red double-decker buses that drove down the high street. But Alyssa didn’t care. She loved it here.

         Mum took Alyssa’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze as they crossed the road. Even though she was twelve and far too old for hand-holding, Alyssa allowed it.

         ‘Don’t worry.’ Mum smiled, reading her mind. ‘I would never try to hold your hand in front of your friends.’

         Alyssa wasn’t sure if it was her mum’s touch or something else, but she felt a reassuring tingling in her palm. It took her a while to recognise it; it had been so long. Then she realised. It was magic!

         ‘The spell garden is close. I can feel it,’ she said.

         Mum grinned. ‘Like sparks in the tips of your fingers, right?’

         Alyssa’s jaw dropped. ‘You feel it too?’ 7

         She was so glad she could now share the magic of Silverleaf with Mum. Until last year, Mum had been so afraid of magic that she’d kept Alyssa away from it her entire life. But, thankfully, Mum had come to accept that, with proper teaching, magic could be wonderful too.

         Mum laughed at Alyssa’s question. ‘Of course! I think it happens when we’ve been away from the crux-pebbles for a long while. I suppose it’s their way of welcoming us home,’ Mum said.

         Crux-pebbles! It had felt like ages since Alyssa had last felt their energy. They were magical stones that tapped into an ancient power deep within the earth, and were the source of the spell garden’s magic. At least, that was how Auntie Jasmine explained it.

         Suddenly a sweet perfume hit their nostrils.

         ‘Wow!’ exclaimed Mum. ‘The high street sure smells a lot better than when I lived here.’

         Alyssa looked up. ‘It’s the hanging baskets!’ She pointed to the brightly coloured flowers suspended from each lamp post. ‘The flowers soak up the air pollution and convert it into nice smells.’

         ‘What a fantastic idea,’ Mum marvelled.

         Soon, they arrived at the allotment behind Jasmine’s Teas, Auntie Jasmine’s iconic tea shop. They’d usually cut through the shop to reach the 8spell garden, but it had been closed since Jasmine had left for Jamaica.

         They trod the worn narrow path through the allotment. Alyssa was pleased to see Mr Begum tending to his onions, as if nothing had changed since last summer. He waved, and Alyssa was touched that he remembered her. Mr Begum wasn’t part of the spell-garden community, but, like many of the neighbours, he was still part of Auntie Jasmine’s circle. They’d often exchanged tips on growing vegetables in the allotment.

         Alyssa and her mum reached a fence concealed by thick weeds and vines. That was new – Auntie Jasmine would never have let the weeds get that high in the allotment. Alyssa looked for the wooden door that was marked with a shimmering silver leaf. She didn’t have to search for long. The pull of the spell garden was like a super-strength magnet, drawing her and Mum to the right space.

         Alyssa reached her arm through the greenery, which parted around her.

         ‘Oh! They’re magic weeds,’ she whispered.

         They ducked under the vines and pushed the door. It creaked on its hinges as Alyssa and Mum crept through. The wooden door then shut silently behind them, cutting off the hum of traffic and the 9rest of the outside world. At last, the spell garden lay before them.

         The huge garden was enclosed by brick walls. The heat of the early evening sun felt less fierce in the spell garden thanks to the magical haze that surrounded the garden like a bubble. The haze protected the green space, keeping it at an ambient temperature so the lush plants and trees thrived.

         Now, Alyssa’s skin was really tingling, like she had pins and needles over her entire body. If she wasn’t careful, the sensation would build and release through her fingers, releasing rainbow waves of uncontrolled magic.

         Even though one year had passed, the memory of Alyssa’s first day here was strong in her mind, when her magic had been activated, which then caused a huge mess in the tea shop! That was before she’d learned how to control it. Before she even knew she had magical powers.

         ‘Whoa,’ she said. ‘Being in the spell garden, it feels so—’

         ‘Intense?’ said Mum, her eyebrows knitted with concern. The last time Alyssa had seen that expression on her mum’s face was during a particularly bumpy landing on the way back from a holiday in Spain. (Mum hated flying.) 10

         ‘It’s okay, Mum. I know the feeling is because we’re closer to the crux-pebbles here, and I’ve been away for a while. I’ll get used to it.’

         The first time Alyssa came to the spell garden and felt the magic surge through her, Auntie Jasmine had handed her some ginger biscuits. They weren’t magical (or even particularly tasty – Alyssa preferred chocolate digestives), but the ginger had calmed her and eased the powerful reaction to the crux-pebbles.

         ‘We need ginger biscuits to settle us,’ Alyssa said. This time it was her turn to take her mum’s hand. ‘Come on, Mum. I bet there are some in the Silverleaf kitchen.’

         As they crunched down the gravel path, the sounds and smells of a party drifted in the air.

         Alyssa peered around curiously. ‘I can hear people, but I can’t see—’

         ‘BOO!’

         A dark-clothed figure jumped out from a nearby bush, making Alyssa and Mum yelp.

         Once Alyssa’s heart rate had gone back down to a normal pace, she realised who it was.

         ‘Rue?’

         Rue pulled back the hood of their black hoodie. ‘Live and in the flesh!’

         ‘You nearly gave me a heart attack!’ Mum said. 11

         ‘Sorry, Auntie Violet,’ said Rue sheepishly.

         Alyssa ran forward to gave her cousin a big hug. ‘Wait, when did you get so tall? Have you changed your hair?’

         Rue smoothed a hand over their new stylish cut. Their afro was shaved into a short back and sides with a sharp high-top.

         ‘I finally persuaded Mum to let me cut my hair. You like?’ Rue asked, batting their eyelids.

         ‘I love it! It’s so grown-up,’ said Alyssa.

         Rue smiled. ‘Well, I am ten now.’

         Their T-shirt was adorned with an enamel pin that said ‘She/They’, explaining their choice of non-binary pronouns. It glinted in the sunlight.

         ‘Oooh, nice pin!’ Alyssa said.

         ‘Thanks,’ they said. ‘I got a new one for my birthday.’

         Alyssa remembered what she’d been in search of, before Rue had frightened the life out of her.

         ‘Rue, do you know where we can find some ginger snaps?’ said Alyssa. ‘Mum and I have been away from the spell garden for too long and the magic is making us dizzy.’

         ‘I don’t know about biscuits, but Mum’s made her fiery ginger beer for the party. Not sure you can handle it, though,’ Rue said with a smirk. 12

         Alyssa rolled her eyes. Just because she’d coughed when she’d first tried spicy jerk chicken from Leon’s family’s takeaway … Her cousins never let her forget it.

         ‘Ginger beer is perfect! Is Leon here?’ Alyssa asked.

         Leon was one of the friends she’d made here last summer. Like her, he’d been new to the spell garden too. He didn’t have magically inclined ancestors, but he was still a big part of Silverleaf and she was eager to see him.

         ‘Everyone’s here,’ Rue said. ‘Come on!’

         Rue ran down the gravel path and Alyssa followed carefully. As excited as she was to see her Silverleaf friends, the magic buzzing through her veins made her too woozy to run. Truth be told, Alyssa didn’t want to rush this moment. It was her first time back in the spell garden since last September, and she wanted to drink it all in.

         The early evening sun filtered through the tree leaves, casting a dappled golden light on the gravel path. Flowers in every colour of the rainbow had their petals wide open, their leaves stretching to catch the last few drops of sunlight.

         ‘These flowers put my roses to shame,’ Mum muttered, and she leaned in to take in the scent of one particularly fragrant yellow bloom. The plant swayed backwards. 13

         Mum paused. ‘Have I just been rejected by a flower?’

         Alyssa giggled. ‘Some of them are quite touchy, you know!’

         They continued along the path and Alyssa reminded Mum of the plant names.

         ‘That’s marjoram over there … Those white flowers are nurse blossoms … And that big tree over there is—’

         ‘Effie’s tree! Now that is one I’ve never forgotten,’ Mum said. ‘It’s linked directly to the spell garden in Jamaica, you know.’

         ‘Look, flicker-bees!’ Alyssa gasped. The thumb-sized creatures flew from flower to flower, their golden gossamer wings shimmering.

         Flicker-bees were magical creatures unique to the spell garden. They pollinated the magical plants, and their honey had unique pain-relieving properties, as well as being very delicious.

         ‘Want to see something cool?’ said Mum.

         She whistled gently and held out her palm. Several flicker-bees flocked to her and danced in a figure of eight, hovering above her palm.

         ‘Aha! It still works!’ Mum smiled at Alyssa. ‘Your Auntie Dahlia and I worked out this little trick when we were kids.’ 14

         ‘Awesome!’

         Alyssa had thought that she would be the one teaching Mum about the spell garden. But it turned out that Mum had a few tricks up her sleeve too.

         By the time they made it to the party, Rue was approaching them with two ice-cold glasses of ginger beer. They drank it gratefully, and as soon as the cold yet fiery liquid hit the back of Alyssa’s throat, the magical buzzing throughout her body settled down.

         Mum sighed with relief. ‘That’s better!’

         ‘C’mon!’ said Rue. ‘The sun will be setting soon and I want to show you something.’

         ‘You go ahead,’ Mum said to Alyssa. ‘I’m going to catch up with Dahlia.’

         Rue grabbed Alyssa’s hand and dragged her away. At last, the summer was finally about to begin.
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            Chapter Two

         

         Rue led Alyssa towards a clearing in the spell garden. Alyssa recognised it as the spot where last year she had harvested all sorts of magical plants.

         Today it was filled with food stalls, fairground games and twinkling lights. The scent of molten toffee was so sweet that Alyssa could taste it, and the sound of laughter chimed in the air. She saw familiar faces from both Silverleaf and Hemlock, the neighbouring magic school, which was run by Auntie Debbie. Everyone was chatting and enjoying the food and games.

         Alyssa waved to a group of kids next to the toffee-apple stall, some of whom she recognised from last summer. Everyone was so friendly here – nothing 16like how school had felt for her the last couple of weeks.

         ‘You didn’t say there’d be a fairground,’ Alyssa said.

         ‘Yep! Auntie Debbie said we have so much crux-water that we can spare some for a real party,’ Rue said.

         The spell garden, as well as the magic, was fuelled by crux-water: a silvery substance that flowed freely from a well in the spell garden. Crux-water was in the spell garden’s taps and the twinkling streams that crisscrossed it. No one quite understood how the crux-water worked or what was in it, but they did know that the magic came from the cluster of crux-pebbles in the bottom of the well. The same magical rocks that Alyssa’s great-grandmother Effie had brought from Jamaica over sixty years ago.

         As they’d discovered last year, without the crux-pebbles, there would be no crux-water. And the spell garden was nothing without crux-water. A drought meant that the spell-garden plants and their magic would wane – which, in turn, affected the neighbourhood and community, because the magic helped them to thrive. So Alyssa was relieved to hear that the crux-water was in plentiful supply once more.

         Alyssa cast her eye around for a stall with hot food (a toffee apple wasn’t going to satisfy her rumbling 17belly) and she spotted some more familiar faces by a game stand.

         ‘Rosalie! Leon!’ Alyssa exclaimed.

         Leon and Rosalie turned. When they saw Alyssa, their faces lit up with joy.

         ‘It’s been ages!’ Rosalie said, bundling her into a hug.

         Alyssa’s fifteen-year-old cousin seemed more mature than ever. She had grown taller since they’d last met, and it looked like she had managed to persuade Auntie Dahlia to let her wear lip gloss. Alyssa was twelve, only three years younger, but the age gap between them felt like a gulf.

         Leon bumped fists with Alyssa. ‘It’s good to see you,’ he said, grinning from ear to ear. He was as lanky as ever, wearing shorts and a matching football shirt featuring his beloved Arsenal.

         As Alyssa hugged Rosalie and Leon, she was again reminded of the stark contrast with how her ex-best friends at school had treated her recently. A heavy feeling sank into her stomach and she pushed it away.

         ‘So what’s all this?’ she asked, gesturing towards the game beside them.

         ‘It’s a coconut shy with a magical twist,’ said Rosalie. 18

         ‘Yeah, and it’s kicking our butts,’ Leon groaned.

         ‘No way!’ Alyssa said, amazed. It had been so long since she’d seen any real magic in action, and she really missed it.

         Alyssa knew a coconut shy was a game where you had to knock coconuts off a stand with a ball, but she’d never seen a version where the coconuts flew.

         ‘Allow me,’ Rue said, taking a ball from Rosalie’s hand.

         With intense focus, Rue launched ball after ball at the flying coconuts. They whizzed back and forth like hummingbirds, each time just missing Rue’s ball. Rue began to amass quite an audience.

         CRACK!

         The sound of shattering coconut split the air. Alyssa and her friends all leapt for joy.

         ‘I did it!’ Rue yelled. ‘I caught a coconut.’

         While Rue collected their prize, Rosalie checked her watch.

         ‘It’s nearly sunset,’ she told the others. ‘We’d better get to our seats for the show.’

         ‘Um, does anyone know where I can get some food?’ Alyssa asked.

         ‘Seats, then food!’ Rosalie said.

         They left the clearing and returned to the gravel 19path, following it to an enclosure surrounded by low fences, with long wooden benches arranged in a circle. This was where they’d had Silverleaf lessons, and Alyssa was filled with fond memories of their spell work last summer. Seeing the space made her even more excited to get stuck in.

         But today something was different.

         ‘Where’s the giant bronze thingy?’ Alyssa asked.

         Usually, a huge bronze dish on wooden legs stood in the centre of the enclosure. It was where students took turns conducting their spells. Now, in its place was a lone plant with a large green bud in a terracotta pot. The small plant surrounded by all that space looked kind of silly.

         ‘You mean the spell-work plate?’ Rue asked. ‘It’s been moved to make space for the Supernova Orchid. It’s the star of tonight’s show!’

         ‘That’s the Supernova Orchid?’ said Alyssa.

         She was shocked. All this fuss for a plant that looked like it belonged in someone’s living room?

         Even so, the seats were filling quickly and they managed to find a spot near the front. On each seat was a small paper bag filled to the brim with warm popcorn.

         ‘Yum, sweet ’n’ sour popcorn!’ Rue said.

         ‘Perfect. I haven’t eaten in hours!’ Alyssa said. She 20sat down and proceeded to shove a big handful into her mouth.

         ‘Not so fast!’ said Rosalie.

         Alyssa realised her mistake as soon as the popcorn hit her tongue. At first it tasted sweet, like caramel, but the flavour quickly morphed into tongue-twisting sourness. Like the sourest sweets Alyssa could imagine, becoming so sour it made her eyes water. But unless she wanted to spit it out in front of everyone, she had no choice but to finish chewing.

         ‘Serves yuh right for being too crayven,’ Leon said in a Jamaican patois accent.

         ‘Sweet ’n’ sour popcorn is delicious but you have to eat them one by one,’ Rosalie explained.

         ‘Don’t be such a know-it-all, Rosalie!’ Rue giggled. ‘Some people like the sourness. Makes them feel alive.’

         Alyssa shook her head. ‘Not me,’ she mumbled.

         Once she had managed to swallow the mouthful of popcorn, Alyssa took Rosalie’s advice. She was pleasantly surprised to find that the popcorn was deliciously addictive when eaten piece by piece. She munched her way through half a bag while the enclosure filled with other kids taking their seats.

         A hush crept over the crowd as someone walked to the centre and addressed them. 21

         ‘Welcome, all!’ said an older white woman with curly grey hair and orange paint-splattered overalls. ‘My name is Debbie and I’ve been looking after the spell garden while my good friend Jasmine is in Jamaica with her dear sister.’

         ‘And you’re doing a fantastic job!’ yelled Auntie Dahlia from the back, where she leaned against the fence. The entire crowd burst into applause, while Auntie Debbie blushed.

         ‘Why, thank you,’ replied Auntie Debbie. ‘But tonight isn’t about me. It’s about the momentous, once-every-seven-year occasion of the Supernova Orchid blooming. At some point around sunset, this magnificent magical flower will blossom most fantastically.

         ‘Legend has it that to be in full view of a Supernova Orchid bloom can make your dreams come true. So don’t forget to make a wish,’ Auntie Debbie added with a wink.

         Excited mutters zipped through the crowd. The children whispered among themselves. Alyssa heard things like murmurs for a new Xbox, endless summer holidays – and for one particularly annoying maths teacher to give them a break next term.

         ‘I’m gonna wish to be the youngest-ever Keeper Supreme,’ said Rosalie. ‘What about you guys?’ 22

         ‘Easy! A fresh pair of Air Jordans every month,’ said Leon.

         ‘I wish for Mum to let me sleep in every day of the summer holiday,’ said Rue. ‘There’s no need for me to be awake before ten. What about you, Alyssa?’

         What Alyssa really wanted felt too embarrassing for her to say out loud.

         ‘Um, a lifetime supply of ice cream, maybe?’ she mumbled. ‘Guess I need to think about it.’

         ‘Well, you have plenty of time,’ Rosalie said. ‘The Supernova Orchid rarely blooms before the sun sets. So we sit here and wait until it does.’

         ‘Ugh! Boring,’ Rue groaned.

         But Alyssa didn’t think it was boring at all. She was reunited with her favourite people in her favourite place.

         ‘Fill me in on what I’ve missed!’ she said to Leon and her cousins. She lowered her voice. ‘Have you heard anything from … Lisa?’

         Lisa had been the assistant manager at Jasmine’s Teas and a Keeper’s Apprentice last summer. She was the same age as Mum and Auntie Dahlia, but she had worked her way up to become a significant figure at Silverleaf. She had been stripped of her title and banished from the spell garden after she’d betrayed Auntie Jasmine. 23

         ‘You mean She Who Shall Not Be Named?’ Rosalie said. ‘We haven’t heard from her since she tried scamming Auntie Jasmine out of the spell garden by selling it to those developers.’

         ‘Anyway, let’s not talk about her,’ Rue said. ‘How have you been, Alyssa? I bet you’re desperate to practise some magic.’

         Alyssa nodded. ‘Yeah! Can’t wait.’

         Now that she was here at Silverleaf, she could forget all her worries. At least, she would try.

         ‘It’s a huge year, guys. The Bloom Trial is towards the end of the summer. It’s make-or-break time!’ Rosalie said.

         ‘You mean the graduation ceremony?’ Alyssa asked. Leon looked confused too.

         Rosalie shook her head. ‘You only graduate if you pass the test, which we call the Bloom Trial. We didn’t have one last year because there wasn’t enough crux-water, thanks to Lisa. You would have had to take the test otherwise. But this year they’re back!’

         ‘Oh,’ Alyssa said. Auntie Jasmine had mentioned the graduation ceremony in her last letter, but she hadn’t said anything about a test or trial. ‘Is it important, the Bloom Trial?’

         Rosalie guffawed. ‘Is it important?’ 24

         Leon chuckled. ‘Wow. I guess so, then.’

         ‘The trial basically decides whether or not we graduate to the next level of Keeper training,’ Rosalie said. ‘Unless you want to get held back with the first-years?’

         They were all silent. Even Rue looked sober at the thought of being held back.

         ‘Didn’t think so!’ Rosalie said. ‘When we graduate to the next level, we’ll be able to use the plants in the dark bit of the spell garden. You know, where the persuasion plants are grown.’

         ‘What, like viper weed?’ Alyssa asked. ‘I remember weeding them last summer.’

         ‘At the next level, you won’t have to do as much weeding, or any of the boring jobs, for that matter,’ said Rosalie. ‘Like turning the compost!’

         ‘Ugh, I hate that job,’ said Alyssa.

         ‘Everyone does.’ Rosalie grinned. ‘Just pass the trial and you can say goodbye to stinky compost Tuesdays.’

         Alyssa was a little nervous about the thought of a test. Her expression must have been obvious.

         ‘Don’t let Rosalie spook you,’ Rue said gently. ‘We’ve got all summer to brush up and pass with flying colours.’

         The rest of the evening passed quickly. Alyssa got 25up to refill her ginger beer and helped herself to a plate of fried chicken, while Mum and Auntie Dahlia chatted as if they hadn’t spoken in years. Alyssa had to remind herself that was partly true. After all, they’d only been reunited last summer.

         ‘Not long now,’ Rosalie murmured.

         As Alyssa settled into her seat, the last of the summer sun dipped below the horizon. It filled the sky with a riot of pink and purple streaks.

         The crowd hushed. Suddenly Alyssa saw the tightly closed green bud of the Supernova Orchid twitch, as though being jerked by invisible puppet strings.

         ‘It’s happening!’ said Rue.

         And it was. Slowly but surely, the bud unfurled, revealing shimmering orange and yellow petals. The petals swayed and the flower released a strong perfume into the dusky air. When the petals were completely open, the bright red stamens in the centre of the flower thrust upwards like miniature flags.

         ‘Ooh. It’s so pretty!’ Alyssa gasped.

         The flower paused. If it were a person, Alyssa thought, it would be holding its breath.

         Without warning, a gentle yet high-pitched whistle filled Alyssa’s ears. It started off mild, then grew louder and louder, impossible to ignore. Like an 26old-fashioned kettle on the stove that was in danger of bubbling over.

         ‘Is it meant to make that sound?’ Leon asked, shouting over the loud whistle.

         Rue covered their ears. ‘I think it’s gonna blow!’

         At that moment, one of the tiny red stamens shot into the air. It flew as high as the tallest tree in the spell garden before exploding into a million glittering sparks. It was followed by all the other stamens, blasting upwards in quick succession. The crowd oohed and aahed.

         As the stamens erupted, the shimmering pollen lingered in the air, suspended for several seconds, before coalescing into a glowing cloud.

         Alyssa looked up in awe at the ethereal explosion in the sky. ‘I see why it’s called a Supernova Orchid!’

         The cloud formed a shape as the crowd whispered among themselves, unsure what would happen next.

         ‘It’s a bird!’ Leon said.

         ‘Not just any bird. A phoenix,’ Rosalie said.

         The phoenix spread its huge wings and swooped right over their heads. The crowd gasped and a few of the younger kids screamed.

         Finally, the phoenix erupted in a shower of oranges and yellows against the inky black night 27sky, and the crowd whooped. Sparkling pollen fell to the earth, dusting everyone’s heads and shoulders.

         ‘Wow! That was definitely worth the wait,’ Leon said.

         ‘I forgot to make a wish!’ Alyssa groaned.

         She wasn’t quite sure she believed Auntie Debbie’s story about the Supernova Orchid granting a wish, but it wouldn’t have hurt to try. She wanted so badly to get that memory of the end of the school term out of her head.

         ‘Ah, well,’ Rue said. ‘You can always try again in seven years.’
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            Chapter Three

         

         Later, Mum dropped off Alyssa and her suitcase at her new home for the summer: Rue’s bedroom at Auntie Dahlia’s house. Rue had a bunkbed and Alyssa was excited to share with her cousin again. Last year they’d got up to all sorts of adventures, like coming up with plans and spells to save the spell garden. What magic would this summer hold for them, she wondered …

         Much like Auntie Jasmine’s flat, Auntie Dahlia’s place looked more like a garden centre than a home. Every available surface had something growing on it, from small spiky succulents to ivy plants drooping over bookshelves.

         Mum squeezed Alyssa into a big hug. ‘I’m going to 29miss you sooo much,’ she said before she set off for her drive back home, because she had an early start at work the next morning.

         ‘You’re welcome to visit any time over the summer, you know,’ Auntie Dahlia said warmly.

         ‘Yeah! You could stay for a weekend when you’re not at work,’ Alyssa said.

         ‘I’ll think about it, darling,’ Mum said. ‘But you know how busy work has been lately …’

         Alyssa nodded, trying to hide the familiar pang of disappointment. Mum had been spending less time glued to her laptop on evenings and weekends, but it would be nice if they could do more fun stuff together.

         ‘Please remember to wear your bonnet at night, so your braids stay neat,’ Mum added. ‘And don’t forget to FaceTime me and your dad every day.’

         ‘Don’t forget to answer,’ Alyssa retorted.

         Mum looked hurt. ‘Can I remind you that you’re the one who begged to come here for the summer? We’re really going to miss you, whatever you think.’

         ‘I know. I’m sorry,’ Alyssa mumbled.

         It was true. Alyssa was desperate to get away from her neighbourhood, but that was only because—

         Mum softened. ‘I will try to visit for a weekend before the summer is out. Okay?’ 30Alyssa nodded and gave her mum one final hug. ‘Okay. Bye, Mum.’

         
            *

         

         Later, as she lay in her bed, Alyssa was far from sleepy. Every time she shut her eyes she saw the glowing phoenix swooping overhead.

         ‘Rue, are you up?’

         When there was no response from the top bunk, Alyssa picked up her phone. Mum and Dad had a strict no-phones-after-bedtime policy, but they weren’t here, so Alyssa could do what she wanted. That said, she was a bit nervous about what she’d see.

         She hadn’t opened Snapchat in days and her phone flooded with updates. She scrolled through video clips of her classmates: some were lounging by a swimming pool, others had been hanging out in the local shopping centre. Alyssa couldn’t help feeling a little smug. She bet that no one back home would have seen a magical firework display.

         Then she swiped to something that made her tummy flip. Two familiar faces grinning into the camera outside Thorpe Park before running inside the theme park excitedly. She saw the username: leahbaby_908. 31

         ‘I thought I unfollowed you,’ Alyssa mumbled to herself.

         Alyssa couldn’t help it then. She had to see what else had been uploaded. Ten minutes later, she had watched Leah and Zohra’s entire trip to Thorpe Park. Twice. They had gone on the scariest rides, eaten ice cream and got soaked on the water rides. They’d even taken one of those cheesy souvenir photos and bought matching key rings.

         Even though Alyssa had resigned herself to the fact that her friendship with them was over, it still hurt to see Leah and Zohra having fun together. Alyssa felt her eyes prick with tears. Why did she care so much? A theme park couldn’t compare to the spell garden. And Alyssa had real friends here. Rue, Rosalie and Leon would never betray her like Leah and Zohra had done.

         Alyssa switched off her phone and tucked it under her pillow – but her mind was hurtling through humiliating memories from last term. One in particular that she couldn’t shake.

         No. The last time Alyssa had thought about that moment, she’d cried for so long it had made her eyes sore. She shoved the memory into a box in the corner of her mind. She would deal with it some other time. With a quiet sigh, she switched on the bedside 32lamp and reached for the thick fantasy novel, The Marvellers, by her bed. There was no way she’d be sleeping any time soon.

         
            *

         

         Today is going to be a fresh start, Alyssa decided the next morning. There would be no more thinking about her ex-friends; they didn’t deserve her thoughts. Instead, she was going to focus on having the best summer ever.

         After breakfast, she and her cousins walked to the spell garden under a balmy cloudless sky. The high street teemed with life and laughter. They cut through the park, which was in full bloom and packed with thriving greenery.

         ‘Wow, what a beautiful day,’ said Alyssa.

         ‘Yep. The crux-water is in full flow,’ Rosalie said. ‘We’ll have perfect weather for the rest of the summer.’

         Alyssa remembered Auntie Jasmine’s words from last year: The more our magic is used for the good of the community, the more we have crux-water in abundance.

         A Keeper’s role was to harness the botanical magic of the spell garden, which had been established by their Great-Granny Effie many years ago. It was a 33power and a privilege – one that couldn’t be used for personal gain. The magic had to be used to benefit the wider community. The Keepers – and those in training, like Alyssa – used their power for everything from preventing air pollution and improving the weather to creating tea blends that made people in the community feel happier and healthier.
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