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Smoke drifted up from the fire. Jasmine watched the flames dance and grinned. The marshmallow on the end of her stick was starting to melt and go crispy on the outside. Even though she had just eaten three hot dogs, her tummy rumbled. She loved toasted marshmallows!

In fact, Jasmine thought happily, this is the perfect evening! She was sitting in her pyjamas around a campfire with her two best friends, Summer and Ellie, and Summer’s family. She snuggled deeper into the fluffy fleece she was wearing over her pyjamas. The autumn air felt slightly cold and damp and leaves lay on the ground, but she knew their cosy tent and sleeping bags would keep them toasty warm when they went to bed.

“I think the marshmallows are done,” said Ellie, pulling hers away from the fire.

Jasmine nibbled a corner of oozy marshmallow. It was sweet and sticky and completely delicious. “Yum!” she said with a grin.

“Careful, Finn,” Summer warned one of her little brothers who was sitting nearby. “Your marshmallow is going to melt completely!”

But it was too late. The marshmallow at the end of Finn’s stick was already dripping gloopily on to the ground.
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“It looks like a mutant marshmallow,” said Connor, Summer’s other little brother, inspecting it.




[image: images]






“It’s the mutant marshmallow of doom!” said Finn in a spooky voice, waving it around on the stick. “Anyone it touches will turn into a marshmallow zombie.” He gave an evil laugh.

“Attack!” said Connor. The two little boys started pretend-fighting with their marshmallowy sticks.

The girls squealed and hastily jumped out of the way as sticky marshmallow blobs flew all around them.

“Finn! Connor!” called Mrs Hammond, looking over from where she was sitting with Summer’s stepdad, Mike. “That’s enough of that. Sit down.”

The boys stopped fighting.
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“Maybe it’s time for some music,” said Mike. He picked up his guitar and started to strum a cheerful tune.

“I love this song,” said Jasmine happily. Part of her wanted to get up and dance, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave her warm spot by the fire, so instead she just shut her eyes and began to imagine herself twirling in the firelight.

Ellie took a notebook out of her fleece pocket and started to sketch a picture of them all sitting in front of their tent.

Summer looked into the trees and thought about all the nocturnal animals who would be waking up about now – badgers, hedgehogs, foxes. She wondered if any of them would wander out of the trees. She loved all animals – big and small. It was so exciting to be there in the woods, surrounded by them all.

Just then, Finn and Connor started play-fighting again, picking bits of melted marshmallow off the ground and throwing them at each other.

“Time for bed, I think,” said Mrs Hammond hastily, standing up. “Come on, boys. I’ll take you to the shower block to brush your teeth, then you can have a story in your tent.”

She herded them away.

“Peace at last!” Summer sighed happily, lying back on the rug as Mike carried on playing. The stars twinkled overhead and the music filled the air.

Ellie and Jasmine flopped beside her and they all looked up at the stars.

“Isn’t this perfect?” Jasmine said.
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Ellie rolled on to her tummy. “You know what would make it even better?” She dropped her voice so only Jasmine and Summer could hear. “A visit to the Secret Kingdom!”

The girls smiled at each other. The Secret Kingdom was an incredible, magical world that only they knew about. Whenever there was trouble in the land, the kind ruler, King Merry, sent the girls a message in the Magic Box they looked after. The girls had been there lots of times and had had all sorts of adventures with mermaids, pixies, elves and other amazing creatures.

“Oh, I wish we could go to the Secret Kingdom tonight,” whispered Summer. She checked to make sure that her stepdad wasn’t listening, but he was still busy playing his guitar. “But I guess they won’t need our help now that nasty Queen Malice doesn’t have her magic anymore.”

Queen Malice was King Merry’s horrid sister. She was always inventing wicked plans to try to become the ruler of the Secret Kingdom, but the last time the girls had been there they had defeated her and she had lost all her magic.
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“Sometimes King Merry sends for us even when the kingdom isn’t in trouble,” Jasmine reminded Summer and Ellie. “Like when he asked us to join him on his summer holiday to watch the Dolphin Dances, or that time he asked us to Christmas Castle to meet Santa.” She frowned. “Although even then Queen Malice has always tried to spoil everything by doing something mean.”

Ellie sighed longingly. “Wouldn’t it be brilliant if we could get an invitation to a Secret Kingdom party or celebration tonight?”

“Why don’t we check the Magic Box just in case?” whispered Summer. “It’s in my rucksack.”

Mike smiled at the girls as they headed into their tent, then he started playing another song and humming along. The girls’ tent had a big bedroom where all their sleeping bags were laid out and a living space where all their clothes and bags were piled up in a heap. Summer found her rucksack and carefully brought out the Magic Box.
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It was a beautiful wooden box, with pictures of all kinds of magical creatures on its carved sides and a mirror set into the lid. Not long ago, when Queen Malice had been in charge of the kingdom for a little while, the mirror had become dull and dark. After the girls had helped to defeat her, the mirror became shiny and silver again.
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The girls looked at it eagerly now, but it wasn’t sparkling and glowing like it did when King Merry or his royal pixie, Trixibelle, sent them a magic message.



Summer swallowed her disappointment. “Oh well,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll hear from them soon.”
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It probably had been too much to hope for that there would be a message from the Secret Kingdom just when they were on holiday and all together, wanting an adventure. Summer ran her fingers gently over the gems surrounding the mirror, then opened the lid.

Inside, the box was divided into six little compartments. Until recently, each compartment had been filled with its own magical object, but after their last adventure there were just three things left – a map, a bag of glitter dust and a shining jewel.

Shutting the box, Summer was just about to put it back in her bag when a glowing light flashed across the lid. The girls exchanged excited looks.
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The six green jewels on the lid suddenly started to sparkle with light, like stars in the sky. The light spread through the whole box until every inch of it was glowing and shining. Summer caught her breath as she saw curly letters appearing in surface of the mirror.
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“There is a message for us after all!”

Golden writing swirled across the mirror, forming a rhyme.

They all leaned forward, their hearts beating fast. What was the message going to say?
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Ellie read the riddle out loud:

 

“Look for a house with a dome that

shines bright,

Helping the stars as they shoot

through the night.”

 

As she read the last word, the box’s lid opened again and the map of the Secret Kingdom floated out of its compartment, unfolding itself in the air before settling on the floor between the girls.

“Where is the riddle talking about?” asked Summer.

“It sounds like we’ve got to find a house with a domed roof,” said Jasmine.

“A dome that shines,” added Ellie, looking down at the map. It was like looking at the Secret Kingdom through a window – the golden flags on the turrets of King Merry’s Enchanted Palace were waving in the breeze and the girls could see the elf butlers hurrying in and out of the palace doors. There were book brownies tending the trees in Fairytale Forest and dream dragons snoozing among the blossom in Dream Dale. There were so many different things to look at that it was impossible to take it all in at once. Even though the girls had visited the Secret Kingdom many times before, they were always discovering amazing new places! But where was the house the riddle mentioned?

“Here!” said Jasmine suddenly. “What about this?” She pointed to a grand manor house on a hill. It had large glass windows and a huge front door. On the top of the roof was a big glass dome. “It’s got a dome, although it isn’t shining.”
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