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            For Bracken and Blossom, my two Tibetan terriers who give me new ideas for Pepper every day! - L.C.

             

            To JK, for teaching me that every little effort counts – H. G.
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         Ten magic crystals glimmered as they nestled in their individual compartments in the old leather box on the desk. Watched eagerly by her best friends Lily and Sarah and her dog Pepper, Ava moved her hand over the top, her palm not quite touching the crystals. She could feel them all faintly vibrating. Some released sharp pulses of energy, others were long and soothing or tingly and tickly. Excitement swept through her. Which one should she do magic with? The soft pink Rose Quartz? The glowing green Jade?6
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         Ava’s stomach fizzed at the thought of doing magic. She could still hardly believe how much her life had changed in the last six weeks. She and her mum had moved house, she’d started a new school and she’d met Lily and Sarah. But best of all she’d made the amazing discovery that magic was real!

         It had all begun when Ava’s mum had 7inherited Curio House and its contents from her great-aunt Enid who had been a famous archaeologist. Curio House was a huge, crumbling Victorian villa with eight bedrooms and a large walled garden, and in one of the rooms there was a collection of unusual old objects called curios. Ava, Lily and Sarah had found out that all the curios were magic in some way and that Great-Aunt Enid had been keeping their magic secret. The girls were determined to keep it secret too. The last thing they wanted was someone taking the collection away!

         However, it wasn’t always easy. First, a baby crocodile mummy had come to life and they’d had to catch it after it escaped from the house. Then, an ancient nature spirit had left its stone plaque to cause chaos in town, making plants and trees grow everywhere, until they managed to trap it and send it back to sleep. Being magic keepers was a lot of fun but it was also a lot of work!8

         Along with the curios, Great-Aunt Enid had left a box of ‘Magyck Crystals for the Protection of the Magyck Curios’. The girls had used the crystals to help in their last two adventures but they were still finding out how the crystals worked.

         They had decided to go to Ava’s house after school that day to practise controlling the magic.

         Ava’s fingers paused as they passed over a dark grey stone with patches of deep red. She felt like the stone was reaching out to her, urging her to use it. “I’m going to try this one,” she announced, picking it up.

         “That’s the Bloodstone. We used it when we first discovered the crystals were magic,” said Lily, pushing her hair behind her ears. She and Sarah were cousins but they looked very different – Lily had shiny black hair and dark brown eyes whereas Sarah had chin-length blonde hair and blue eyes. They had very different personalities too.

         Lily now picked up the box. Great-Aunt 9Enid had written notes about the crystals on the inside of the lid in her tiny, cramped handwriting. “Bloodstone,” she read out. “The Enhancing Crystal. Bloodstone increases energy and courage. It enhances physical powers and decision-making.”

         Sarah had a notebook ready and a pen in her hand. “Why did you choose that particular crystal, Ava?” She was very scientific and loved finding things out.

         Ava shrugged. It was like trying to explain why you liked one colour more than another. “It just felt right.”

         “But why exactly?” pressed Sarah. “Can you be more specific?”10
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         “Nope,” said Ava. She couldn’t explain it but some things just felt right or wrong. Sometimes she sensed something bad was about to happen, or she could instinctively tell if a person or animal was ill or in trouble. Her mum said it was because she was very intuitive. It seemed to make it easy for her to do magic – the crystals always worked more quickly for her than for the others.

         Sarah made a note. “OK, so, now you’ve picked it, why don’t you see how well you can control the magic?”11

         Ava focused on the crystal, letting everything else fade away – the high-ceilinged room with its dusty bookcases and shelves full of curios; the huge sash windows framed by velvet curtains; the faded rugs on the wooden floor and the old sofas. Even her friends and her Tibetan terrier Pepper – who was lying on a chair watching her through her shaggy fringe – disappeared. Ava felt the crystal’s energy merging with hers and she caught her breath.

         “What is it?” asked Sarah, her pen poised.

         “I feel strong and brave, like I could do anything!” she said as the magic flowed into her.

         “Try putting the crystal in the necklace,” said Lily, handing Ava a gold necklace from the box. It had a triangular pendant hanging from it. In each corner of the triangle there was a small, clear crystal and in the centre was an empty, round gap. The girls had discovered that when a crystal was put inside the pendant, the crystal’s power grew even stronger. Ava fitted the Bloodstone to it and the gem started to 12sparkle brightly. She slipped the chain over her head, pulling out her thick chestnut hair from underneath and settling it around her neck.

         “Oh … my … wow!” she exclaimed as energy swept through her like a tidal wave. Ava felt a wild urge to race around the room but instead of giving in to the urge, she held on to the energy, feeling it fill every cell in her body.

         “I’ve got control of the magic,” she breathed. It buzzed inside her, making her feel she was full of fizzing bubbles. She focused on what she wanted to use it for and then threw herself into a cartwheel but instead of just doing one like she would normally do, she did another and then another until she had cartwheeled all the way round the room.

         She heard the gasps of the others and leaped into a karate stance. She loved karate and was a brown belt. She began to move through one of her katas – a set routine that showed off kicks and punches. She moved at lightning speed, the energy soaring through her, pushing her on. She’d never done karate so well! One 13kata merged effortlessly into another until she felt like she was just a blur of movement. Her punches had never been sharper, her kicks higher, her spins faster. With a final kiai – a deep yell – she stopped. She was panting but elated. Sarah had been so engrossed she’d even stopped making notes and Lily’s mouth was hanging open.
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         14“That was incredible, Ava!” she exclaimed. “You were like Super Girl.”

         “Or Karate Kid,” said Sarah, her eyes wide.

         Pepper had jumped off the chair and was bouncing round Ava excitedly.

         Ava’s brown eyes shone. “I love this crystal! Here, why don’t one of you try it? Lily, how about you? You could see if you’ve also got better at controlling its magic?”

         “OK,” Lily said eagerly.

         She put the necklace on and after a moment, she gasped. “Oh, gosh! I don’t think I have!” She started to jog on the spot, getting faster and faster.

         “Try and control the energy,” advised Ava, remembering what she’d done. “See if you can hold it inside you and focus on how you want to use it…”

         “I … I can’t!” Lily spluttered. Jumping into the air, she started to do ballet wildly around the room. She cat-leaped and pirouetted, took off in a grand jeté but mistimed her landing and 15collapsed on her tummy on the floor, laughing. Pepper leaped on top of her in excitement, licking her nose.
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         “Ew! Pepper!” Lily giggled, pushing the terrier away. “Enough with the doggy kisses!” She pulled the necklace off and sighed with relief. “That was the weirdest feeling! I don’t 16know how you controlled the energy, Ava. I just couldn’t. I wasn’t Super Girl or Karate Kid, I was more like Ballet Flop!”

         They snorted with laughter. “Why don’t you try, Sarah?” Lily said.

         Sarah put down her notebook and slipped the necklace on.

         “Well?” Ava asked eagerly.

         Sarah frowned. “I’m not feeling anything.”

         “Maybe it’s because you’ve not connected to the crystal yet,” said Ava. “Open your mind to it. Don’t think about anything else. Focus on it but don’t try too hard.”

         “You’ve got this, Sarah,” Lily encouraged. “You can do it.”

         Sarah shut her eyes. After a few moments, she shook her head. “Nope,” she said, frustrated. “Nothing’s happening.”

         “I’m sure it’ll work soon,” said Lily soothingly. “Or you could try a different crystal, maybe that one’s just not right for you.”17

         “That’s it!” Ava said suddenly. “Lily, you’ve got it!”

         “I have?” Lily looked surprised. “What?”

         “Sarah asked me earlier why I chose the Bloodstone and I said it was because it just felt right to me. But maybe it’s not the right crystal for Sarah.”

         Lily looked excited. “Ooh, there might be a better one for me too,” she said. “One I can actually control.”

         “Try,” Ava urged them. She glanced at the old clock on the wall. “We’ve still got time before your mums come to collect you.”

         Sarah took the necklace off and put the Bloodstone back, then she and Lily ran their hands over the top of the crystals in the box like Ava had done. Almost immediately, Lily picked out a pink crystal. “This one! Rose Quartz.” She read out the notes on the box. “Rose Quartz: the Peace Crystal. Rose Quartz restores and balances and promotes love.” She 18smiled. “It’s making my fingers tingle and me all warm and happy. I feel like I would know just the right words to comfort someone or make them feel better. It just feels so … so right!”

         “I don’t get it,” said Sarah. “What do you mean, it feels … wait!” She broke off, her hand hovering over a deep blue crystal. Her eyes flew to the others’ faces. “My fingers just tingled.”
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         19“Pick that one up!” Lily said in delight.

         “Hold on,” said Ava, suddenly. “That’s Lapis Lazuli, the Truth Crystal. Do you remember the time when we held it, Lily? Before Sarah knew about the magic? It made us tell the truth.”

         It was back when they had first discovered the crystals were magic and it hadn’t been a nice feeling at all. Ava hadn’t been able to control what she was saying. She’d confessed to Lily about how she was sad she didn’t see her dad much – he lived in Scotland – and how she sometimes felt jealous of her half-brother – her dad’s new baby son. When Lily had held the crystal she told Ava that her younger brother and sister always seemed to get what they wanted and she always had to give way to keep the peace.

         Lily looked alarmed. “I didn’t like that crystal at all.”

         “Well?” said Sarah, her hand hovering over it. “Should I try it?”20

         Pepper pricked her ears and ran to the door with a woof. They heard Ava’s mum in the hall, opening the front door.

         “Cai! Come in. The girls are around somewhere. Have you got time for a cup of tea?”

         “That would be lovely,” they heard Cai, Lily’s mum, reply. “If you don’t mind Huy and Mai joining us!” Huy and Mai were Lily’s younger brother and sister. Huy was two and Mai was five.

         “Of course not! Come in, all of you,” said Ava’s mum.

         “Auntie Cai’s here,” said Sarah, her face falling. “We’ll have to stop now.”

         “We can carry on tomorrow after school,” said Ava. “You can use the Truth Crystal then, Sarah – if you really want to.”

         “I definitely do!” said Sarah. “We need to know how to use all of the crystals in case we have to protect the curios again.”

         Ava glanced at the dusty curios. Which would be the next one to cause trouble? The curse cup? 21The figurine with the cat head and evil eyes? The stone gargoyle with its fierce expression, folded wings and clawed hands? The fan of greying ostrich feathers, or the brooch in the shape of a scarab beetle that had a bird with outstretched wings engraved on its back?

         “Girls!” Ava’s mum called. “Lily’s mum is here!”

         “Coming!” Ava shouted. She shut the lid of the crystal box and they hurried out of the room.
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