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CHAPTER ONE

“Hurry – the driver is about to leave!” Aunty Connie called, waving a clipboard in front of a rumbling minibus.

“Sorry! I’m coming! Por Por and Gong Gong were baking …” Jenny huffed. She hauled her suitcase into the storage compartment of the minibus and ran back to hug her grandparents goodbye.

“Share the curry puffs with your friends,” said Por Por, kissing Jenny on the cheek.

“Don’t get lost in the woods!” added Gong Gong.

Jenny lived with her grandparents on Spellcroft Street while her parents were busy working on exciting projects overseas. Her mum was an environmental scientist and her dad was a wildlife photographer, and while Jenny had had a blast travelling the world with them when she was younger, she had decided it was time to put down some roots.

Jenny gave Por and Gong one last hug and climbed aboard the bus, looking out for her best friends, the Spellcasters.

“We’ve saved you a seat!” called Jenny’s friends.

Maya, Tamzin and Ananya waved excitedly from the back seats, and Jenny rushed to join them.

“WELCOME, EVERYBODY!” Aunty Connie boomed from the front of the minibus. “In about two hours, we’ll be arriving at West Woods Activity Camp. Thanks to our sponsors from The Oaks community centre, the twelve of you from Spellcroft High will be joining several other groups of children from across the country. You’ll be getting back to nature and having the best half term week of your lives!”

Everyone cheered as the minibus pulled away and drove off.

“Hey,” whispered Ananya when they were all settled. “Did your Por Por pack any of those curry puffs?”

Jenny pointed to her rucksack on the overhead rack. “Reckon you can magic them down to us without anyone seeing?”

The best thing about being a Spellcaster was secretly practising magic together. Each of the four girls had inherited a magic talisman, passed down through their families for generations. Last year, drilling on Spellcroft Street had exposed a powerful ley line, which activated the ancient magic lying dormant within their talismans. It gave each of the girls a unique magical power and bonded the Spellcasters for life.

Ananya peeked around the headrests to make sure no one was watching, then touched the leaf-shaped hairclip she had inherited from her ancestor in ancient India. The hairclip glowed gold with wish magic; in a low voice, Ananya chanted a spell:


“Jādū, activate easily,

Ancient powers, curry puffs bring me!”



On the luggage rack, Jenny’s rucksack flapped open. Maya kept a lookout as Ananya slowly directed the tub of curry puffs on to her lap, then handed them around.

“Yum!” Ananya said with her mouth full of spiced chicken and potato. “Still warm!”

“So good!” added Tamzin, munching happily.

“I’ve been reading up on the West Woods,” said Jenny, after swallowing her last bite and brushing flakes of pastry from her lap. “It’s on a magical ley line, just like Spellcroft!”

“The West Woods could be the perfect place to practise our powers in private,” whispered Tamzin. The Spellcasters knew about the magical energy that ley lines held because they’d experienced it for themselves.

“Maybe I’ll finally be able to transform into a big, wild animal without anyone seeing!” said Maya, her eyes shining with excitement.

Just then, heavy drops of rain splattered on the minibus windows. Jenny felt a sliver of cold sneak in through her jumper.

“Urgh! If we’re going to be hanging out in the woods all week, I’d prefer better weather,” said Tamzin. She slouched in her seat and touched her ring, which had once belonged to her ancestor, a great healer called Gang Gang Sarah. Bathed in the ruby-red light of her nature magic, Tamzin muttered a spell.

A powerful wind whisked through the sky, blowing the rain clouds away. The Spellcasters quietly high-fived each other as beams of autumn sunshine filled the bus.

“My turn!” Maya whispered. She slid down to the footwell and clasped her talisman necklace. Silver light shone through Maya’s fingers as she channelled the shapeshifting powers of her ancient Egyptian ancestor:


“Sehr swirling wild and free,

Ancient powers, a squirrel make me.”



Her ears grew furry and her nose shrank into her face. In the blink of an eye, Maya was gone – in the footwell was a cute red squirrel with a silver necklace around its neck! The other Spellcasters giggled as Maya twitched her whiskers and did a little squirrel dance for them.
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“What’s so funny?” said their classmate Billy, from a couple of rows in front. He was straining to look round at the Spellcasters.

“Private joke!” replied Ananya.

Billy shrugged and turned round as Maya quickly transformed back into a girl.

That was a close call, thought Jenny. She’d have to wait until they got to the West Woods to try her own special power of astral projection.

“Here we are!” called Aunty Connie.

Jenny’s stomach fluttered with excitement as the minibus pulled into a winding track off the main road, following a large sign with ‘West Woods Activity Camp’ printed in bold green letters. They drove under an old stone archway mounted with the carved head of a wolf, then down a dark, tree-lined drive that went on for ages, leading them into a huge open field where the minibus finally came to a stop.

As the Spellcroft High students piled out of the minibus, Jenny stretched and looked around. Twelve rustic wooden cabins bordered the back of the field, looking out to the middle of the campsite, where a massive gazebo, barbecue grills and picnic tables were dotted around.
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“Those must be the West Woods!” Maya pointed at the dense, dark woods flanking one side of the field. Red, green, orange and yellow leaves stretched on as far as Jenny’s eyes could see. It looked like the perfect place to practise their magic!

“Whoa, check out the creepy mansion!” Ananya pointed to the other side of the field, where a massive manor house loomed. The outside looked ancient and was half covered in ivy, with tall turrets and chimneys like gravestones poking out of the roof. “It looks like something out of a spooky ghost story.”

“That ‘creepy mansion’ is Wulfric Manor,” said Aunty Connie, overhearing them, “and that’s where we’ll be having most of our meals. Come on – we’re going in!”

Jenny felt tiny hairs rise on her skin. A tingling feeling ran up and down her spine, and the tips of her fingers prickled. She could feel it in the air.

Magic.

The Great Hall of Wulfric Manor was vast, with a high ceiling and wood-panelled walls. Groups of kids from other schools were already milling around, corralled by their community leaders, who wore high-vis jackets just like Aunty Connie.

The Spellcasters wandered over to the fireplace, where a huge oil painting of a man looked down his nose at the hall below. His thick eyebrows met in the middle, and his mouth was twisted into a sour expression.

“Lord Wulfric,” Maya said, reading the plaque below the painting. “Could he look scarier?!”

“Welcome to Wulfric Manor and West Woods Activity Camp,” a man boomed as he walked into the hall with his arms out in greeting. He wore his hair in a ponytail, and a big set of jangling keys hung from his belt. The kids grew silent. “I’m Mr Barquila, the camp manager, and I’ll be running activities for you this week with the help of your community leaders. Everyone, please say hi to Connie, Sally, Francis and Amira – they will be your first port of call if you need any help.” Mr Barquila gestured towards the adults in high-vis.

“The manor house was built by Lord Wulfric in the sixteen hundreds.” Mr Barquila waved at the portrait. “Lord Wulfric left no heir, which means the manor has changed hands many times since his death. Today, the West Woods are public property, and the manor house forms part of West Woods Activity Camp, where we host residentials year-round.”

Jenny’s gaze landed on the portrait of Lord Wulfric again. His green eyes stared straight at her, making her stomach squirm.

“You’ll be taking part in outdoor trials every day,” continued Mr Barquila, “during which each group of campers will have the chance to win Pine Points for the West Woods Inter-cabin Championship. Pine Points will also be awarded for tasks like setting the table and helping with the washing up. The cabin with the most points will become the West Woods Champion, earning the right to choose the music playlist for the party on the last night of camp. This week, the party happens to be on Halloween.”

A boy with messy blond hair made ghost noises to make his friends laugh, and Mr Barquila waited for him to stop before carrying on. “In your cabins, you’ll find craft materials to make a team mascot – it can be any animal or figure, real or mythical. The Champion cabin’s mascot will be the centrepiece of the party. May the best cabin win!”

Jenny exchanged excited looks with Ananya, Tamzin and Maya as they lined up in front of Aunty Connie. “A Halloween party!” she whispered. “Can’t wait!”

“Right,” said Aunty Connie, peering at her clipboard. “Jenny, your group is in Acorn Cabin. Rosie and friends – Chestnut. Billy’s group – Fir Cabin. You’ll have an hour to unpack before we meet around the campfire for dinner.”

Jenny felt a creeping sensation on the back of her neck, as though she was being watched. She turned and flicked a glance at the portrait. Don’t be silly, she told herself. He can’t be watching us; he’s just a painting.
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