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“Isn’t it sunny?” said Ellie, pushing her red, curly hair back and tilting her face up to the blue sky.

Summer and Jasmine smiled and nodded. The three friends were sitting on the grass in Summer’s garden. Their parents were chatting on the patio and Summer’s two younger brothers were playing a game with Ellie’s little sister, Molly. Smoke from the barbecue drifted around the garden.

A ladybird landed on Summer’s hand. She smiled. She loved all animals, even tiny ones!

“You should make a wish,” said Jasmine.

Summer shut her eyes. I wish we could go back to the Secret Kingdom really soon, she thought. She opened her eyes to find Ellie and Jasmine grinning at her.
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“Bet I can guess what you wished for,” said Jasmine.

“Could it have something to do with visiting a place with the initials S.K.?” asked Ellie.

“Of course!” Summer smiled.

The three friends shared a wonderful secret. They looked after a beautiful box that could magically transport them to an enchanted land called the Secret Kingdom! They’d had some incredible adventures there and met pixies, elves, mermaids and unicorns, as well as jolly King Merry, the ruler of the kingdom.

The ladybird stretched its wings and flew away.

“I hope my wish comes true,” said Summer, watching it go. “The sooner we can go back to the Secret Kingdom the better.”

The smiles fell from the others’ faces as they nodded. The Secret Kingdom really needed their help at the moment. Once every hundred years, four magic animals were released from an enchanted shield – a puppy, a seal, a bird and a lion cub. These were the Animal Keepers, and it was their job to travel around the Secret Kingdom spreading fun, kindness, friendship and courage. When they had been around the whole kingdom, they returned to the shield for another hundred years.

King Merry had invited the girls to watch the Keepers magically appear – but while they had been in the Secret Kingdom, disaster had struck! Queen Malice, the king’s horrible sister, had put a curse on the Animal Keepers so that as they travelled around the land their powers would be reversed – the puppy would make people miserable not happy, the seal would make people mean not kind, the bird would cause people to fight and fall out instead of being friends, and the lion cub would make people cowardly not brave.

The girls had promised to reverse the curse. So far they had managed to find the Puppy Keeper, the Seal Keeper and the Bird Keeper and returned their magic charms to them, breaking the spell. But the Lion Keeper was still somewhere in the Secret Kingdom. They were longing to go back to try and find him!

“Maybe we should see if the Magic Box has a message for us?” said Ellie, patting her green-and-purple bag. The box was safely inside.

“Okay, but we need to go somewhere private,” said Summer. The last thing she wanted was one of her little brothers running over and seeing the box!

“How about your tree house?” suggested Jasmine.

“Good idea,” Summer agreed.

The three girls slipped away and climbed up into the tree house. It was shady and cool up there.

“Look, Rosa’s here!” said Jasmine, spotting Summer’s little black cat. She was curled up on a blanket.

“I was wondering where you were, Rosa,” said Summer, stroking the cat’s head. Rosa purred happily.

“She seems more cuddly than usual,” said Ellie with a smile, stroking the cat’s round tummy.
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As Rosa stretched, a golden crown-shaped charm on her collar jingled.

Jasmine touched it. “The Lion Keeper’s charm,” she said softly, thinking about the cute golden lion cub with his rainbow-coloured mane. “If we could just get this charm back on his collar, Queen Malice’s curse would be broken!”

Ellie reached into her bag and pulled out the Magic Box. As she put it down on the floor of the treehouse, a bright light sparked across its mirrored lid and then the whole box started to glow and sparkle.

“There’s another message for us!” gasped Summer, seeing words swirling across the lid.

Her eyes sparkling with excitement, Ellie read the message out loud:

 

“To find the lion you must fly

To grasslands lit by a golden sky.

Trouble awaits, be brave not weak,

And find the Keeper that you seek.”

 

The box opened. The magical map that was stored inside floated up out of its compartment and hovered in the air between the girls.
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Summer grinned happily as she looked at the glowing pictures. They could see mermaids splashing in the sea, dream dragons sleeping in their valley and tiny pixies swooping around the flying school on magic leaves.

“We need to find somewhere with grass and a golden sky,” said Jasmine, her eyes darting across the map.

“Here!” Ellie said, spotting a large plain of tall, waving grass. She read the label. “Golden Grasslands! I bet that’s it!”

The girls nodded and all put their hands on the box. “Golden Grasslands!” they cried.
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