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			To my magical editors Mattie Whitehead and Karelle Tobias – thank you! — L.C.

			For Cameo and Leo, never stop believing in magic. — K.B.
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			A silver wolf stood beside a forest pool of sparkling stars, watching intently as an image appeared on the surface.

			The wolf snarled. A few moments later, an owl with snow-white feathers landed on a fallen tree beside her.

			“What is it, Silver?” the owl asked.

			“Look what’s happening in Westport.”

			Hunter, the owl, stared into the pool and gave a soft hoot of alarm as he saw a woman in a wooded clearing. She touched a tree, and a cluster of leaves turned brown before drifting to the ground. A cruel smile curled the corners of her mouth.

			“She plans to cause trouble again,” said Silver grimly.

			“She is an expert in the art of deception,” said Hunter. “Our young friends in Westport may not be aware of the threat until it is too late.”

			“Can you warn them, Hunter?” asked Silver.

			“Let me see what I can do.” Hopping from the tree trunk to the edge of the pool, Hunter swept a glittering wing over the surface.
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			It was Friday afternoon, school had finished for the week, and Mia was sitting on her bed, cuddling Bracken. His indigo-blue eyes gazed lovingly at her as he rested his chin on her chest.

			“Next month it will be a whole year since you asked me to be your Star Friend,” Mia said, petting his soft russet-red fur.

			“It feels like much longer,” Bracken said, licking her hand.

			Mia nodded. She would never forget the day Bracken had first spoken to her and explained that he was a Star Fox. Every so often, young Star Animals traveled from the Star World to the human world, where they set out to find a child to be their Star Friend—someone they could teach how to use the magic current that flowed between the two worlds.

			“We’ve had some really exciting adventures, haven’t we?” Mia said. “We’ve broken charms and stopped people from causing trouble with crystals and plant magic.”
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			“And we’ve sent several Shades back to the shadows,” added Bracken.

			Shades were evil spirits who could be summoned by people using dark magic. They could be trapped in everyday objects and then placed in houses, where they made bad things happen. “Do you remember the Mirror Shade?” Mia asked with a shudder.

			Bracken nodded. “It was our very first adventure.”

			“When Lexi, Sita, and I didn’t even know Violet was also a Star Friend,” said Mia. “And we hadn’t met Maddie yet.”

			Mia thought back. Soon after she had met Bracken, her older sister, Cleo, was given a pocket mirror with a Shade trapped inside. It had looked like a handsome boy and had spoken to Cleo through the mirror, befriending her and encouraging her to become so jealous of her school friend that she started wanting to hurt her. Luckily, when Mia and the others realized what was happening, they sent the Shade back to the shadows and made Cleo forget all about magic.

			“Do you think every town and village has as much magic as we do here in Westport?” said Mia.

			Bracken shook his head. “Before I left the Star World, the Elder animals warned me that the clearing in Westport is a very powerful, magical place. It means that people who want to use magic to do bad things are often drawn here.”

			Mia was struck by a thought. “I wonder what happened to the other Star Animals you arrived with—the ones who didn’t find Star Friends in Westport.”

			“They traveled to other places,” said Bracken. “I hope they’ve all met their own Star Friends by now.”

			It was strange to think of other Star Friends and their animals in different places. Mia wondered if they’d ever meet any of them.

			“Are we going to the clearing this afternoon?” Bracken asked hopefully.

			Mia nodded. “Definitely, but first I need to do some baking with Violet, Sita, Maddie, and Lexi. We have to make cookies for the Best Cookie class at the Fall Festival tomorrow. As soon as we’re finished, we’ll meet you and the other animals.”

			“And then we can do some magic?” Bracken said eagerly.

			Mia grinned and kissed his black nose. “Of course!”

			“Yippee!” said Bracken, jumping off the bed and waving his fluffy tail.

			Mia glanced at her bedside clock and got up too. “I’d better go downstairs. Sita and Maddie will be here soon. We’re walking to Violet’s together.”

			“What about Lexi?” asked Bracken.

			“She’s got some sports thing going on,” said Mia. “So, her mom’s dropping her off afterward.”

			“I’ll see you later then, Mia,” said Bracken, spinning around and vanishing in a swirl of tiny stars.

			Mia went to her bedroom door, happiness fizzing through her. She was enjoying middle school now that she had made some new friends, but she was glad it was the weekend. Two full days of hanging out with her very best friends, going to the Fall Festival together, and doing magic with their Star Animals.

			It was going to be the perfect weekend!
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			It was a warm fall day, and as Mia, Maddie, and Sita walked through the streets of Westport, they saw people out in their yards, watering flowers and mowing their lawns.

			“So, what’s Lexi doing this afternoon?” Mia asked. Maddie and Lexi went to a different middle school than the others.

			“Hockey team,” said Maddie. “She’s already been asked to try out for the school team even though she’s only just started playing.”

			Mia chuckled. “Typical Lexi.” Lexi was good at everything—sports, music, and all her school subjects. She could even speak several languages.

			“She’s involved in so many things,” Maddie went on. “Math challenge, basketball team, languages club, and she told me at lunchtime that she wants to try out for the school quiz team too.”

			“I bet she’ll be selected,” said Sita.

			“And knowing her, she’ll probably win the cookie contest at the Fall Festival as well,” said Mia.

			“She really wants to,” said Maddie.

			“Especially since she found out that Jen Bailey is going to be judging.”

			Jen Bailey was a producer on a junior baking TV show for nine to fourteen-year-olds called Bake Me A…. Every week, the judges pulled a baked item from a hat, and the contestants had to make their own version without a recipe. There were rumors that there was a chance that any young bakers who impressed Jen might be invited to audition for the show.

			“Lexi’s younger sister, Lily, is entering too,” Maddie said.

			“She loves to bake,” said Sita.

			“It might be nice for her if she won,” said Mia. Having siblings herself, she sometimes thought it must be difficult for nine-year-old Lily growing up with a sister like Lexi who was so good at everything.

			“Lexi definitely wouldn’t agree,” said Maddie, and they all grinned.

			They passed the town hall where people were unloading tables and carrying boxes inside, in preparation for the show.

			Rob Thornton, a tall, slim man with a balding head, greeted them with a wave. He was a retired physiotherapist who loved to help organize town events. He looked very ordinary but a few weeks ago, Mia and the others had discovered that he could do magic and was using charms to make himself popular. His magic had gotten out of control, but they’d managed to help him sort it out, and he’d promised not to use it again.

			“I hope you’re planning on coming to the festival tomorrow, girls?” he called.

			They nodded. “We’re entering the junior cookie competition,” Mia told him.

			“Excellent.” Rob beamed. “There are going to be a lot of booths as well as the classes.

			I’m hoping we’ll raise plenty of money for the town.”

			“Where would you like this, Rob?” asked a dark-haired woman who Mia didn’t know. She was carrying a sign that said: Plant Swap Booth.

			“By the fire exit, please, Gina,” said Rob.

			Just then, an old van turned into the parking lot. It was covered with paintings of fairies and dragons, and on the back it had the words:

			Fairy Tales—The Little Shop That’s Full of Magic!
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			Alice, who was driving, waved to Mia and the others as she parked. They knew her well. Her Fairy Tales shop sold all kinds of cool things—model dragons and fairies, crystals, jewelry, dreamcatchers, incense sticks, and silver charms. They had once suspected Alice of conjuring Shades, but it had turned out she only knew a tiny bit about actual magic, and her shop really wasn’t full of magic at all.

			The girls waved back but continued on their way. They wanted to get to Violet’s and make their cookies, so they had time to get to the clearing and meet the animals!

			However, it wasn’t easy to walk quickly through Westport. They stopped to say hi to Sita’s grandma, who was out dog-walking with her friend, and then to Aunt Carol, who was watering her window boxes. She wasn’t Mia’s real aunt, but Mia had always called her that. Finally, they talked to Mrs. Johnson, who ran the Brownies group.

			At long last, they reached Violet’s house—one of a cluster of houses at the top of a twisting, stony road that led down a hill to the beach.

			“Where have you been?” Violet said impatiently, opening her front door. “You were supposed to be here forever ago.”
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			“Sorry,” said Mia.
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