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CHAPTER ONE


The earth was moving in Blooming Gardens.


In the freshly dug soil of the garden’s flower beds, egg-sized hollows were appearing. From a nearby tray, sunflower seeds rose, one by one, out of their packet. They skittered through the air, hovering above the hollows, before diving into the earth and nestling there.


Jenny watched as Ananya chanted a spell, and smiled. She’d been worried about making friends when she’d moved in with her grandparents, Por Por and Gong Gong, and Aunty Connie seven months ago, but she needn’t have been. On her first day at Spellcroft High, she, Ananya, Tamzin and Maya had been united by the discovery that they each had amazing magic powers. They’d called themselves the Spellcasters, and the girls were like a second family to Jenny.


Ananya’s leaf-shaped hairclip glowed gold, reflecting the fierce sun beating down from the cobalt sky. She moved her hands like a conductor, wielding her ancestral wish powers that usually took the form of telekinesis.




“Jādū, help these seeds give birth, Ancient powers, cover them with earth.”





Ananya made a swiping motion and the soil moved back into place, covering the seeds.


The north-eastern corner of Spellcroft Park had long been a dumping ground for green waste, but Jenny’s Aunty Connie had led the community effort to clean up the area and build Blooming Gardens in that space. She’d given the Spellcasters seeds to sow straight into the borders. Jenny and her friends had arrived there straight from school and found a quiet spot away from the other volunteers to start planting.


Aunty Connie was full of ideas for involving the whole community. Last autumn she had organised an event so successful that it saved the community centre Auntie Connie ran from closure. She just had a knack for bringing people together.


“It’s sooo hot,” Maya said, fanning herself and wiping her forehead.


“It’s not natural for it to be this warm in April.” Tamzin frowned. “Our sunflowers are going to need lots of water if we want them to bloom.” She touched her ring, which the other Spellcasters knew was really an ancient magical talisman that had once belonged to Tamzin’s ancestor, a legendary healer called Gang Gang Sarah. The ring flashed with a deep red glow, signalling the activation of Tamzin’s magical powers over nature.




“Idan winds, blow again, Ancient powers, conjure rain.”
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In a flurry of small, intricate hand gestures, Tamzin manipulated the air and formed miniature rain clouds. Concentrating hard, she directed the clouds above the flower bed, watering the newly planted seeds with a light shower of rain.


Jenny and Maya clapped. The Spellcasters were getting so much better at magic!


“AIIIIITCHOO!” Maya sneezed suddenly. She pulled out a tissue and blew her nose. “Urgh – my hay fever has kicked in super early this year.”


“I almost forgot! Try this,” said Tamzin, pulling out a small bottle with a spray top from her bag. “HAY FEVER POTION” was written on a sticky label, in Tamzin’s swirly handwriting. “I’ve been experimenting with magic potions to help you out. Just spray it over your face and it should do the trick.”


Maya spritzed the potion and breathed in deeply. “Oooh. That’s so much better already, Tamzin, thank you.”


“Amazing! Can you magic up a potion to make these sunflowers grow in time for my birthday party?” asked Ananya.


The Spellcasters were planning to play their second-ever gig at Ananya’s party in Blooming Gardens. All of Ananya’s family were going to be there and Ananya had insisted Jenny, Tamzin and Maya come along too. Jenny smiled, thinking of last autumn, when they had formed their band – the Spellcasters – and played their first-ever gig at the community centre. The applause had made them feel so good!


“Hello?”


Someone was waving and heading over towards them.


Jenny hastily picked up a trowel and tried to look busy as a woman with long, fiery red hair approached them. She wore a long-sleeved blouse, gardening gloves and a flowing ankle-length skirt. She peeked up at them from below a wide-brimmed hat, which cast the top half of her pale face in shadow.
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“Could I borrow your trowel when you’ve finished with it, please?”


“Sure, go ahead,” said Jenny, handing it over.


“Thanks so much! I’m Flo, by the way. I’ve just moved to one of the houses overlooking the park. Thought I’d come and help.”


Jenny knew what it was like to be new to a place and want to make friends. “You should meet my Aunty Connie – she’s in charge of this community garden, and she’s really nice!”


Flo beamed. “That’s so kind of you. I’ll make sure I do.”


She looked at the freshly dug earth next to Jenny. “Judging by the soil type, position in the garden, time of year, and distance between each mound of earth, I would guess that you’re planting … sunflowers?”


“Yes!” said Tamzin, looking seriously impressed.


“Plants are my passion,” Flo said with a grin. “I’ve been planting over there,” she added, and gestured over to a shady corner of the garden, up against the fence that separated Blooming Gardens from the main park.


“Can we come and have a look?” asked Tamzin. “I’m Tamzin, by the way, and this is Maya, Jenny and Ananya.”


“Of course!” said Flo.


A flash of sunlight sparkled from under Flo’s hat, reflecting off a dangly silver star earring hanging from one ear. A small blue topaz stud glittered in her other ear.


“Have you seen her mismatched earrings?” whispered Jenny to Tamzin. “So cool!”


A sleek black cat sauntered over and started weaving itself around Flo’s ankles, purring loudly.


“Oh! You found me, then.” Flo laughed in surprise. “Fauna was supposed to stay at home, but it looks like she’s followed me here.”


Maya, who had the power to shapeshift into any animal, leaned down to stroke Fauna, but pulled her hand back when the cat hissed.


“Oh, don’t take any notice,” said Flo, scooping the cat up into her arms. “She can be shy around people she doesn’t know.”


They walked over to the shady corner of the garden that Flo had pointed out.


“Do you think your aunt will do anything special in the garden to celebrate May Day?” Flo asked, putting Fauna down.


Ananya grinned. “We’re having my birthday party here, the day after May Day.”


“Being born so close to the pagan festival of spring and rebirth – that really is special!” Flo said. “You know, I was named after the original May Queen, the Roman goddess Flora.”


It felt deliciously cool over in this bit of the garden, out of the full glare of the sun. Light flickered through the leaves of an apple tree, making the air sparkle and glisten, and bumblebees were buzzing lazily among purple spears of lavender and tall bushes of rosemary. A collection of interesting herb plants were spread on the grass, ready to be planted.


Tamzin turned in a small circle. “Wow. You’ve made this section look amazing already. There’s hardly any sun here, but everything looks so lush and green. What’s your secret?”


“Oh, that’ll be my magic potion,” Flo said casually, placing the trowel next to a broomstick leaning on the fence.


Tamzin raised her eyebrows and glanced at the other Spellcasters.


“I’m experimenting with my own natural fertilisers,” Flo went on, picking a handful of fuzzy-leaved plants. “This is comfrey. The leaves feed nutrients back into the soil.”


“I love comfrey,” Tamzin said. “It’s great if you have a bruise or a sprain.”


Flo nodded. “You know your stuff about plants. Nature looks after us and we should look after nature.” She walked over to a large black iron pot that stood between the bare flower beds. “And this is where I brew the fertiliser. It concentrates all the goodness from composting plants and then nourishes the soil to help my plants grow.”


She lifted the lid and threw in the comfrey leaves. A sulphurous reek of rotting vegetation wafted out of the pot and Jenny wrinkled her nose.


“What’s that climbing plant?” Maya asked, pointing to a single green vine. It had already sprouted from one of the flower beds and was attached to a trellis against the fence.


“It looks a bit like my Gong Gong’s clematis,” Jenny said. Her grandfather loved gardening and the balcony of their flat was a mini jungle.


On closer inspection though, the vine didn’t look much like clematis at all. Its green leaves were shaped like tiny little stars, each faintly lined through with purple veins, and there were deeper purple buds nestled in close to its stem.
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“This is an extremely rare plant and my pride and joy – my Stranglebane.” Flo gently stroked one of the plant’s leaves with a gloved finger. “I think Blooming Gardens has the perfect growing conditions for it to thrive.”


“It’s so beautiful,” whispered Tamzin. She reached out to touch the delicate plant.


“No touching!” snapped Flo. Bright green sparks flickered across her eyes and then in the next second they faded back to normal. The hairs on the back of Jenny’s neck stood up and the air seemed to crackle with electricity.


“S-sorry,” Tamzin stammered.


“I didn’t mean to frighten you! It’s just that the plant is at a very delicate stage in its growth. I don’t want anything to disturb it.”


Flo took a step towards Tamzin. “I can tell you have a special connection to nature just like me, so I know you understand.”


Tamzin smiled at Flo, but Jenny thought she still looked a little unsure. Flo had been sharp with her one minute and then sweet the next. It was weird.


“You’re right, Flo, I’m so sorry. I should have known,” said Tamzin, looking down at her feet.


Jenny wondered if she was the only one who saw had seen Flo’s eyes flash bright green.


“Thanks for showing us your plants, Flo. We’ll see you around!” Jenny looked pointedly at her friends, then led the way to the potting shed as Flo waved them off with promises to return the trowel when she was done with it.


“What’s the rush?” said Tamzin when they were inside the shed.


“Did you see the green sparks in Flo’s eyes when Tamzin tried to touch the Stranglebane?” Jenny asked.


Tamzin folded her arms. “It’s a rare plant at a delicate stage. I can understand why she didn’t want me to touch it. She really cares about her plants. I get that.”


“I saw it too, Jenny!” said Ananya. “And did anyone else think that black pot of hers looks like a cauldron? And what’s with the old-fashioned broomstick? And the black cat!”


“What are you trying to say, Ananya?” Maya asked.


“She’s giving witchy vibes,” Ananya replied. “I bet she has magic too.”


“I wonder what Flo’s powers are. What if she can control nature like me?” Tamzin said earnestly. “I’d love to talk to her about her potions – and if that black pot really is a cauldron, I want in! There’s so much I could learn from her.”


“We need to be careful,” warned Jenny. “We don’t really know much about Flo.”


“Jenny’s right. Not everyone who has magic uses it for good,” Maya shivered. “Remember the Graydig?”


The events of last autumn flashed through Jenny’s mind. The same drilling that had activated the magic lying dormant within the Spellcasters’ ancient talismans had also released an evil spirit called the Graydig. It broke through the binding spell that had trapped the spirit in an underground cave for centuries, allowing the Graydig to regain its strength by creating conflict and discord within the Spellcroft community. Jenny and her friends had had to master their new magic powers, before they could work together and use them to imprison the Graydig once more.


“Maybe we should talk to her cat – see what she knows,” said Maya with a mischievous gleam in her eye.


Maya touched her necklace, a magic talisman, and whispered a spell:




“Sehr travels bold and free, Ancient powers, a kitten make me!”





Maya’s necklace glowed with silver light, channelling the powers of her Ancient Egyptian ancestor. Her ears grew pointed and furry, and a minute later a black-and-white kitten ran out of the potting shed.


Jenny, Ananya and Tamzin crowded at the window and watched Maya the kitten run to the apple tree and climb up to where Fauna was sitting in its branches. Flo sat underneath the tree, tenderly fastening a new shoot of Stranglebane to the trellis.


Fauna turned and snarled, showing two sharp fangs at the approaching kitten.


“Oh no,” said Jenny. “This doesn’t look good!”
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Then, yowling, Fauna swiped a paw at Maya, scratching her face. Maya scuttled back and lost her footing, tumbling out of the tree.


“Maya!” Tamzin cried.
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