





[image: An illustration of Ananya, Tamzin, Maya and Jenny, also known as the Spellcasters, as they celebrate at a festival. They are all covered in splashes of colourful powder. Ananya has shoulder-length black hair and is wearing red glasses, a long light blue skirt and a pear-green shirt. In her hair, she’s wearing a glowing, leaf-shaped gold hairclip. Tamzin has long dark hair that is in braids with purple beads, and she’s wearing gold star earrings and a hot-pink dress with a light blue blazer over the top. On her pinkie finger, she’s wearing a glowing gold ring. Maya has dark curly hair that is pulled back in a ponytail, and she’s wearing a saffron-yellow collared shirt and dark trousers. She has a glowing silver necklace around her neck. Jenny has medium-length black hair, and she’s wearing a dark purple top with a long blue skirt. She has a glowing jade bracelet on her wrist. They are all smiling and standing with their arms outstretched. In the background, there are colourful paper lanterns and streamers.]
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[image: A leaf-shaped hairclip glows. It has a chain of tiny beads that loops from one end of the clip to the other, with chains of beads hanging down.]


CHAPTER ONE


Jenny’s face tingled with magic.


She sat cross-legged on her bedroom floor. The door was closed, and her hands rested lightly on her knees.Breathe in … Jenny’s face tingled again, almost like that time Maya had made her laugh while she was drinking lemonade, and the bubbles shot right up her nose. She scrunched her face to make it go away. Breathe out …


[image: Jenny sits cross-legged on her bedroom floor wearing a dark pyjama top and checked bottoms. She is gazing entranced at the plumes of sparkling light rising in front of her from the glowing bracelet on her right wrist.]


It happened quickly.


White pinpricks of light danced behind Jenny’s eyes, and the tingling sensation grew, sending bolts of energy up and down her spine. Her talisman – a jade bracelet that had once belonged to her ancestor, a powerful Wu from ancient China – grew hot on her wrist, emitting a sparkling green light. Before Jenny could peel her eyes open, she felt her insides lurch, and then she was rising, rising …


Breathe in … Jenny willed her spirit to return to her body.


Breathe out … She focused on the fluffy rug she was sitting on, grounding her spirit back to the real world.


That was close! Jenny was used to the weightless feeling of astral projection, but it wasn’t supposed to happen without her touching her talisman and chanting a spell about it first. Were her recent meditation habits supercharging her magic powers beyond her control?


Still deep in meditation, Jenny thought back to the day she first met her best friends, the Spellcasters – Ananya, Tamzin and Maya. A ley line under Spellcroft Street had been disturbed by building works, creating a powerful burst of energy that awoke the ancient magic which had lain dormant within the Spellcasters’ ancestral talismans for centuries. An evil spirit called the Graydig had escaped from its lair at the same time, and only the Spellcasters could channel their ancestors’ powers to imprison the Graydig once more.


The tingling feeling in Jenny’s face had just made a return when …


“GONG XI GONG XI GONG XI!”


Aunty Connie’s Chinese New Year ringtone blared like a siren from the next room, yanking Jenny back to the real world. She blinked rapidly, dazzled by the sparkling green light that was still blasting out of her talisman.


“Oh, hello! It’s so nice to hear from you,” came Aunty Connie’s voice as she answered the phone.


Uh-oh. The magic of Jenny’s talisman wasn’t deactivating! She tapped it and shook it, but it was no use – the jade bracelet still burned hot on her wrist.


“Wonderful!” Jenny heard Aunty Connie say. Her aunt’s voice grew louder as her house slippers click-clacked across the corridor. “I’ll tell her now.”


Jenny’s heart thumped loudly in her chest – Aunty Connie was right outside her bedroom door. “All right then. We’ll see you tomorrow. Bye!”


Jenny gave her talisman one last, desperate shake, then quietly slid into bed. She pulled the duvet over her bracelet, hiding its magic glow just before Aunty Connie knocked on the door.


“Ah, Jenny – glad I caught you before you nodded off,” said Aunty Connie, who was wearing a stylish pyjama set. “Ananya’s mum just rang to invite us over for lunch tomorrow. Tamzin and Maya will be there too. Want to go?”


“Yes please!” said Jenny, bolting upright so quickly she nearly exposed her glowing talisman. “How’s Nani?”


Ananya’s grandmother, Nani, had fallen ill a few months ago, and it had hit Ananya hard. She and her mum, Aunty Lalita, had spent as much time as they could visiting Nani in hospital. Now it was half term, but with Tamzin volunteering at the new food bank allotments in Blooming Gardens and Maya doing work experience with the local vet, the Spellcasters hadn’t seen each other all week. Jenny wanted to be there for Ananya, and for the first time ever she had found herself counting down the days until school started.


“Lalita says Nani’s back at home, delighted by all the well-wishers dropping by,” said Aunty Connie, perching on Jenny’s bed. “They’ve even had a family reunion, now Lalita’s sister Darpana has flown in to help out. Sounds like a houseful!”


Jenny had heard all about Aunty Darpana and Cousin Meera from Ananya. Perfect Meera was Ananya’s nemesis. “Meera got a distinction for her violin exam,” she remembered Ananya saying. Or “Meera got the lead part in a big play.” Meera had often put Ananya’s nose out of joint, and Jenny had a nasty feeling that Ananya would be in desperate need of some cheering up from the Spellcasters tomorrow.


“OK – lights out,” said Aunty Connie, giving Jenny a kiss.


Jenny texted her parents goodnight and snuggled down, imagining them in Thailand. Her dad was a wildlife photographer and her mum was an environmental scientist. Jenny had enjoyed travelling the world with them when she was younger, but now she loved living in one place at Spellcroft Street with Aunty Connie and her grandparents, Por Por and Gong Gong.


Jenny tossed and turned. She kept waking up from one weird dream before sinking into another.


She found herself in a dark cave. Wisps of green smoke circled around her ankles. She tried to float away, but the smoke wouldn’t let her go, shackling her to the ground.


A cackle of laughter echoed off the rocky walls.


Jenny jolted awake, heart thumping. She gripped her duvet tightly, even though she was clammy with sweat.


That laugh had sounded all too familiar.


It sounded just like … the Graydig.


“Oh wow – this all looks amazing,” said Aunty Connie the next day, peering from behind a mountain of profiteroles that Aunty Lalita had slathered with salted caramel sauce.


“I hope you’re hungry, Connie. There’s plenty more where that came from,” said Aunty Lalita with a wink.


“But you’ll definitely want to save some space for my world-famous sticky toffee pudding,” said Aunty Darpana, sashaying past Aunty Lalita in an expensive outfit as she placed a huge golden plate piled high with parathas on the mango-wood dining table.


Jenny, Maya and Tamzin stared at each other as Aunty Lalita and Aunty Darpana placed plate after plate of fried samosas, tandoori chicken, grilled lamb chops and golden potato cubes on the already crowded table. The rivalry between the two sisters was undeniable, and their attempts to outdo each other had resulted in the most amazing bake-off. Jenny was finding it impossible to catch Ananya’s eye as she and her older brother, Ajay, hurried in and out of the kitchen to help.


“This is the fanciest lunch party I’ve ever been to,” Tamzin whispered to Jenny and Maya as the strains of a classical violin solo drifted down the stairs. Her ruby ring, a magic talisman she had inherited from her ancestor, Gang Gang Sarah, glinted under the table. “I wish I’d gone bigger with the flowers. Do you think I should go outside and … change them?”


“Your flowers look great!” said Maya through a mouth half full of crispy samosa. “Besides, everyone’s sitting down now.”


“Come along, Mum,” said Aunty Darpana as she wheeled Ananya’s grandmother towards the head of the table. Nani beamed when she spotted the get-well-soon cards from the Spellcasters, and Jenny was happy to see that the older lady’s eyes were already sparkling with better health.


[image: Jenny, Maya and Tamzin sit at the dining table with Nani at the head. Ananya, wearing a white T-shirt and dark skirt, stands next to Nani. The table is laden with plates and dishes containing a huge array of delicious-looking food.]


Finally, Ananya appeared from the kitchen, running a hand through her hair as she brought in a plate of rotis.


Spellcasters, let’s eat quickly and go upstairs, thought Jenny … only it was Ananya who spoke inside her head!


Both Tamzin and Maya jumped with surprise, looking around to see where Ananya’s voice had come from. Only Jenny had caught the glint of gold that flashed beneath Ananya’s hand, a tell-tale sign that her talisman – a hairclip shaped like a golden leaf – had activated the powerful wish magic from Ananya’s ancestor in ancient India.


The Spellcasters hurriedly shovelled food on to their plates as Ananya took her seat, casually placing a napkin on her lap as if she hadn’t just performed the most amazing thought control spell.


“Right, who are we missing?” said Aunty Lalita, looking around the room as Aunty Darpana fussed over Nani’s plate. “Ananya, please go upstairs and call your cousin down for lunch.”


Ananya shot her mother an unhappy look, but just then there was one last trill from the violin, and soon a girl Jenny’s age walked into the dining room. She wore a pink chiffon dress and had perfectly blow-dried hair that spilled over her shoulders like a waterfall. Judging by the look of impatience on Ananya’s face, Jenny guessed this was the famous Meera.


“Oh, goodness, hi, everyone!” said Meera with an exaggerated look of surprise on her face. “Why didn’t anyone tell me our guests had arrived? I would have liked to help.”


“Yeah right,” muttered Ajay, beside Jenny. “I called her down, like, three times. She pretended not to hear me.”


Jenny had to agree with Ajay – Meera had the look of someone who had planned to make an entrance.


“Oh no – the silverware’s not quite right. You really should have called me down, Ananya,” said Meera, pointedly fixing the tablescape as she took her seat. “I really am so sorry – it’s just, with my exam coming up …”


“Don’t be silly, darling, you’ve got to get your practice in,” said her mother. “Meera’s barely aware of the world around her when she’s in the flow,” she told the group proudly. “Her teacher says she’s a natural, of course, but she still practises for two hours a day.”


“Oh wow – I thought that was a recording!” Aunty Connie was impressed, but Ajay and Ananya rolled their eyes at each other across the table. “Who’s your teacher, Meera?”


“I’m learning online under Herr Schmidt in Vienna,” said Meera modestly. She shook out a napkin that Ananya had folded into a triangle. With a few effortless folds, Meera produced a swan. “There! Remember what I showed you, Ananya. I can send you that online tutorial again, if you want?”


“Well, Meera, maybe if you’d—” spat Ananya, but Aunty Lalita glared at her sharply. Ananya sank into her chair and folded her arms grumpily.


Aunty Darpana continued to beam at her daughter with pride. “Meera does all her learning online. I’m a project manager, so I could be in New York one day, Paris or Hong Kong the next, and Meera is always by my side.”


Aunty Lalita raised her eyebrows, like she was deeply unimpressed with her sister’s bragging. “Thanks so much for coming today, Connie,” she said, changing the subject. “We’ve been wanting to talk to you about doing something uplifting for Mum now that she’s recovering at home, and Ananya had a wonderful idea about Holi.”


Nani looked up at the mention of Holi. She said something to her daughters in Punjabi, and Aunty Lalita translated. “It’s my mother’s favourite festival. She always tells us it brings back such happy memories from when she was young in India.”


“Holi marks the arrival of spring. Hindus celebrate with dancing and feasting, and it’s so much fun,” said Ananya, glowing with pleasure at the smile on Nani’s face. “It’s only a few weeks away, so we thought we’d ask, Aunty Connie – could you help us organise a small Holi festival?”


Aunty Connie ran The Oaks, the bustling community centre on Spellcroft Street; if anyone could lift Nani’s spirits, it was her. She grinned at Ananya from across the table. “Well, we are quite busy with the new food bank, but everyone loves an excuse to celebrate. Great idea, Ananya – Spellcroft’s first Holi festival sounds brilliant!”


[image: Aunty Darpana and Meera hold a board up in front of them, which shows pictures of people having a wonderful time at a festival. Ananya looks on indignantly with her arms crossed.]


“Marvellous!” cut in Aunty Darpana. “I’d love to help. Meera, dear, show them our plans.”


Meera produced a board that had been hidden behind a cabinet. On it were pictures of feasts and bonfires, of people throwing coloured powders at each other, dancing in the sunshine. Red string on a map marked a procession route through Spellcroft Street.


Ananya, Ajay and Aunty Lalita all looked thunderous.


“I propose we take over the land by The Oaks.” Aunty Darpana pointed at the map. “We could set up a stage for a show. There could be rides, street food, arts and crafts stalls …”


“Hang on a minute!” Aunty Lalita said. “Darpana, when did you make this? You’re here to help me look after Mum. Besides, Spellcroft is a small community, not one of your huge projects. The Oaks can’t afford this!”


But Aunty Darpana smiled. “It can, if we generate an income by charging for tickets. Vendors will pay to hire the stalls. From small acorns come big oaks. With a small investment from Connie, we can create a brand new festival: Holi-days.” She waved her arms, as if spelling out the name in the air. “Spellcroft Street will become a destination for festivals. Diwali, Hanukkah, Eid, Christmas. Take this leap of faith in me, Connie, and my plan for Holi-days will not only help you fund the food bank, it will allow The Oaks to generate income and revenue for years to come.”


“But this is outrageous! You’re not suggesting Spellcroft residents pay to take part in their own community festivals? Right, Connie?” Lalita protested, her voice getting louder.


Aunty Connie’s mouth opened and closed; Jenny could tell that she was overwhelmed.


“Er … this is all a bit … could you lot stop shouting?” It was Ajay, nodding towards Nani, who was blinking in distress.


Silence descended as Darpana and Lalita glared at each other.


“Nani, would you like a roti?” said Ajay soothingly, holding out the platter.


“Not that burned one on top,” said Meera, shaking her head. “Think you’ve left the heat on too high again, Ananya – there’s a fine line between a crispy roti and a burned one. Where are the ones I made this morning?”


Ananya looked like she was at the end of her tether. Her lips went very thin, her shoulders rose, and – Oh no! Jenny saw sparks shoot from her hairclip!


Magic.


Jenny nudged Tamzin, who kicked Ananya under the table. Ananya blinked and the sparks disappeared. Jenny felt hot, her heart pounding in her ears. Had Meera seen the magical sparks? Jenny couldn’t tell.


“Whatever we plan, big or small, publicity is key,” Aunty Darpana continued, unfazed. “I called my friend Douglas Delaney. You know, the famous filmmaker who made that behind-the-scenes series about the am-dram panto, Oh Yes It Is!”


“I love his fly-on-the-wall stuff!” said Aunty Connie in awe. “Mum and I were just watching his latest, with the parent swap.”


Aunty Darpana grabbed her phone and read a review. “Always searingly honest. Empathetic behind-the-scenes portrayal of a local panto, showing the everyday struggles of a community trying to save their beloved theatre.”


“The publicity from the documentary did save the theatre, didn’t it?” said Aunty Connie, contemplation spreading on her face. “And he saved that local fish and chip shop in Season Two: Thank Cod for Chips. Goodness, is he really your friend, Darpana?”


Aunty Lalita pursed her lips and focused on adjusting Nani’s cushions.


“Can we go up to my room now?” asked Ananya.


“Yes, yes, girls – you go and relax,” said Aunty Lalita, waving them away.


Jenny was relieved to leave the tension around the table. But as the Spellcasters went upstairs after Ananya, the back of Jenny’s neck prickled.


Meera was sitting at the dining table, watching the Spellcasters leave.
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