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Dedication

To all the friends, near and far—your kindness, care, and commitment make the world a better place.

—Girl Scouts

To Maven Rojas and Amparo Ortiz, for letting me name such an amazing character after them.

—Y.S.M.
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Chapter One
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The sun was sinking quickly under the horizon, and Maven got excited.

She’d timed their final adventure of the summer epically. In two minutes, her brother Gabriel and their cousins, the most adorable triplets ever, were going to get the show of their lives. It would be the perfect way to end Camp Maven.

But not if they kept looking at the bottom of Gabriel’s shoe.

“Let’s go, chickadees!” Maven called.

Her cheery voice didn’t even pierce through the fascination over the smear on Gabriel’s shoe though.

“Do you think it’s a triceratops’s or a brontosaurus’s droppings, Grabiel?” Grey asked.

The way he pronounced Gabriel’s name never failed to make Maven smile. He might be only four, but after the dinosaur adventure Maven had planned back in June, he was an expert in dinosaurs now.

“Hm, I’m not sure,” Gabriel replied. “If it was a brontosaurus, we’d already have seen it by now.”

“Really? You think so, Grabiel?”

With a mix of excitement and fear in his eyes, Grey looked over the lush canopies of the Forest of Magicstan as if he expected a pod of giant lizards to come out and surprise them.

“It’s not dinosaur droppings, Grey,” Ruby, one of his sisters, said. There was laughter in her voice, but still, she looked at the trees nervously.

Valentina, the other triplet, placed a calming hand over Grey’s shoulder. She too must have seen the fear in his eyes. With a soft voice, she said, “I think this is where the cows run away sometimes. The dinosaurs are getting ready to hibernate since school’s starting tomorrow.”

“Dinosaurs don’t hibernate, Val!” Grey complained, but his eyes crinkled with a smile.

Luckily, Lucho, their shaggy dog, came to the rescue. He started barking and pulled them back to the adventure at hand.

“Come on!” Maven insisted. “Lucho wants to show us something fantastic!”

“Race you to Fairy Meadow!” Gabriel took off uphill.

The rest of the little ones dashed after him.

Relieved, Maven glanced at her watch. Crisis averted.

She adjusted her backpack full of supplies and followed them just as the fairy show got started.

“Fairies are real!” Valentina squealed with delight, jumping up and down. The pink-and-yellow silk butterfly wings attached to her wrists waved in the light breeze.

“Shhh, Val!” Grey whispered, but he was jumping with excitement too. “You’re going to scare them!”

Lucho circled around the kids, just as Maven had trained him for when she needed to round them up. They sat on the picnic blanket she’d already laid out and watched the blinking lights with pure wonder.

Maven passed out snacks—juice boxes and cheese and crackers—and knelt next to the kids to enjoy the fairies too. The loyal pup licked her face and sat by her side, but he was quivering. It was all he could do not to streak toward the blinking lights and catch one or two as his own snack. Thank goodness he was obedient.

She didn’t want this outing to become a horror scene if their dog ate any of the fairies.

They weren’t fairies, of course, just fireflies. But all summer long, Maven had taken her brother and their cousins, and occasionally Gabriel’s friends, on adventures around their neighborhood. She’d written a field guide and created elaborate plans for themed activities: dinosaurs, pirates, mermaids, Olympics, rocks and minerals, until they reached the best one yet—fairies.

Every morning this week, they had talked about different kind of fairies (woodland, water, and fire), and she told them stories she wrote the night before. The stories weren’t original but retellings of books she’d read before. The little kids loved it when she put her own spin on them. Their appetite for new material was never-ending.

Seeing a fairy in real life would be the highlight of their summer.

The cherry on top of their adventures.

The icing on the cake of their imagination.

Typical Maven, she’d been worried the clouds would turn to rain, or that the fireflies wouldn’t come out, or that the triplets would be cranky. They never stayed up beyond 7:00 p.m., but their mom, Tía Janette, had given them special permission since it was the last weekend before school started on Monday. Tía Janette was Maven’s aunt on her mom’s side.

But, so far, everything was going according to plan. Maven’s plan.

And then she’d finally have time to get ready for the upcoming months.

Tomorrow would be full of preparations for the new school year. Maven would be in fifth grade, which was strange to think about. In her school, fifth grade was the oldest grade. Last year though, the kids had seemed so much older and cooler than her. She’d grown half an inch this summer, but she still didn’t feel older. Or cooler. She’d loved every moment she’d spent with the little ones, but maybe now she was too used to hanging out with them.

Hopefully things would change once school started and something would click and make her cool.

Suddenly, Gabriel pointed toward the middle of the meadow, and the triplets gasped.

“Look at that!” Gabriel exclaimed, trying to keep his voice down.

A cluster of pulsing lights hovered over the last of the season’s wildflowers.

“That’s definitely where the queen lives,” Ruby whispered. “Right, Maven?”

Maven nodded. “Right! That’s the capital of Magicstan.”

“I love this place,” Gabriel said, his wide smile showing the little window left when his two top teeth had fallen out a few days ago. He was seven, three years older than the triplets and three years younger than Maven. Sometimes he liked to pretend he was all grown up, but he was still very much a kid.

The view was so magical, even for him.

Emerald Hill, Fairy Meadow, and Fantastic Forest were really the undeveloped lots in their neighborhood, the Pleasant Meadows subdivision in the outskirts of Savannah, Georgia. Maven may have planned the outing, but Mother Nature had given her a hand. The mist from the nearby creek gave the scene the touch of magic Maven could only dream about.

“Unlike dinosaurs, fairies do hibernate,” Maven said, reminding them of the lesson from yesterday morning. “Now, all of fairyland is dancing and celebrating the end of a successful season. They worked so hard all summer. It’s time to rest now. They’ll wake up in the spring to paint the flowers and the leaves in the brightest colors.”

“But it’s not officially fall for like one more month,” Gabriel said, narrowing his eyes suspiciously.

He always complained that school started just as summer was reaching its peak in the middle of August. He had a good point.

“The fairies run on their own calendar, Gabe,” Maven said. “Their ways are mysterious.”

Gabriel seemed satisfied with her answer.

Valentina slapped at her own arm, and Maven already had the mosquito repellent at hand. She sprayed the kids so they wouldn’t get bitten. The four of them looked so happy that she hoped to remember this for a long time.

Before the sun’s glow in the horizon dimmed, she took out her camera and snapped pictures of all of them as they watched the fireflies blink and wink.

They too didn’t want summer to be over yet.

A couple of hours later, Tía Janette walked home with the sleepy triplets. After his bath, Gabriel fell asleep on the couch with his sketch pad in hand. Papi carried him to bed. Maven headed to her room to write an account of the day in her journal.

It was shocking that the summer was gone.

When her parents had told her that this year they wouldn’t be able to travel anywhere because of work schedules, Maven had been sad. But not for long.

She’d looked forward to spending it all with Gemma.

The girls had been in the same class and best friends since pre-pre-K and they had clicked immediately. Then their moms had become best friends too, which might have been the girls’ plan all along.

Everything was changing this year though. Gemma’s mom, Mrs. White, was a Spanish immersion teacher and, in the fall, would start working at a new school, Riverwoods Academy. Gemma was switching there with her.

Maven had thought that the summer might make the sadness of attending different schools less terrible. But things didn’t turn out as she’d planned. Gemma’s family had a busy schedule. They were traveling to soccer tournaments in South Carolina, Virginia, and even Washington, DC.

Instead of weeks together, the friends had just a few days here and there. They only went to the pool once. And to make matters worse, it had rained.

The day that Gemma left for her first soccer tournament, Maven had moped all day. Until she noticed her brother, Gabriel, was bored too.

Maven decided to plan a summer camp for Gabriel and other young kids in their neighborhood. It was mostly her brother and their cousins, but it had been a success, judging by the glowing entries in her journal.

Her journal, more like a scrapbook, was fat with pictures she and the kids had drawn, photos of their adventures, and notes of things she could improve next year.

Looking back was better than looking ahead.

Just thinking of fifth grade without Gemma made butterflies tickle her stomach.

“Knock, knock,” her mom said from the door.

Maven never closed it. The sounds of her parents still awake gave her more comfort than a lullaby. But it was nice that her mom didn’t just barge into her room.

“Can I come in?”

“Of course!” Maven said, sitting up.

Her mom sat next to her. Maven loved these moments to catch up right before bed. Her mom was a nighttime nurse. The schedule worked because Maven’s dad was a librarian, and so one of them was usually home. Even though the love-filled one-on-ones with her mom were brief, Maven still looked forward to them.

After one of their nightly charlas—talks—she always fell asleep with a smile and never had bad dreams.

“The triplets were so excited, Mavencita! Good job!”

Maven’s face glowed. “Look at what Gabriel drew.”

Her mom took the paper Maven offered. She looked at the drawing of the meadow turned into a fairy citadel. Her face shone with pride.

“He’s becoming quite the artist!” she said. “Thanks to that watercolor class you suggested at the beginning of the summer, he’s just bloomed! He learned a lot.”

Maven shrugged. “He has a passion for drawing. I just introduced a different way he could express it. I love how he imagines Magicstan.”

“Magicstan!” Mami exclaimed, and laughed, but not in a mocking way. “You have a passion for storytelling! I don’t know how you do it.”

Maven couldn’t hide her smile. She did have a love for stories. Losing herself in her imagination was her favorite thing in the world. Which seemed cool to the little kids and the grown-ups, but . . . would her friends think so too? What would they say once they went back to school and Maven was still stuck on the same thing she’d liked since kindergarten?

Gemma wouldn’t be there anymore to act as a human bridge between Maven and the cooler kids.

The tickles in Maven’s tummy turned painful.

She knew this feeling well, and she didn’t like it.

When she was little, she called these nerves “the scaries.”

“Most of all I love that you’re comfortable in your own skin, and that you’re true to yourself,” Mom said, kissing her forehead.

“Hmmm, you think?” Maven asked. She didn’t feel as comfortable in her own skin as her mom made it sound.

“Of course! Don’t ever lose that, Mavencita. Don’t grow up!” She looked at the clock on the wall and said, “Look at the time! Off to bed. Tomorrow will be a long and busy day, and you need to rest.”

She kissed Maven on the forehead and left.

“Chau, chau, Mami,” Maven said, and went to bed.

But once under the covers, Maven stayed up looking at the ceiling. Soon enough, her mind started making connections among the things that had happened throughout the day. But unlike every night, it wasn’t a story that was lulling her to sleep.

She worried more and more as the clock ticked the passing seconds, feeding the scaries.

Her mom had meant well, but Maven wasn’t all that comfortable in her own skin. She wanted to grow up. She wanted to be like everyone else.

When people thought of Gabriel, they thought of his art. Grey was obsessed with dinosaurs. Valentina liked ballet, and Ruby loved gymnastics. Gemma now had soccer. Maven liked storytelling and make-believe universes. But if this was all she liked, would her friends think she was still a little kid?

Hopefully fifth grade would be the year she became cool once and for all.





Chapter Two
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For Maven, the morning of the first day of school had always been more exciting than Christmas Eve. This day, though, her excitement was tinged with nerves. The scaries hadn’t disappeared overnight. If anything, they’d even turned from butterflies to wasps. And with wasps, the only way to avoid being stung was to ignore them and turn in the opposite direction.

“Fifth grade, here I come!” she exclaimed, and jumped out of bed. She got dressed lightning fast before the scaries got ahold of her again. The night before, she had prepared her outfit: embroidered jeans, a flowery shirt, and green sneakers.

Her brand-new pink canvas backpack waited by the door. She only had to grab her matching pink lunchbox from the fridge, and she was ready to roll.

When she opened the door of her room, she found herself face-to-face with a wide-eyed, bright-cheeked Gabriel. He looked super sharp in his short-sleeve button-up shirt and cargo shorts. His white sneakers were gleaming. His hair was aggressively tamed with a blob of gel, but he had a curl sticking up in the back, like a little antenna.

“Let me help you,” she said.

His shoulders dropped in relief. “Thanks! I’ve been trying and trying, but that curl won’t budge! Why don’t I have straight hair like you?”

It wasn’t the first time he complained about his hair. The siblings looked very much alike, with skin bronzed by the sun and big brown eyes. But her long mahogany hair was straight like a board, and his was tightly curled. She wished she had his, and he wished he had hers.

“Come here,” she said, and led him to the bathroom at the end of the hallway. She wet her hand in the sink and patted down his hair, trying to smooth over the glommed gel in the front of his head. She had a small comb in one of her backpack pockets, and after a couple of strokes, his hair was tamed down as he wanted.

“There,” she said.

He inspected her work in the mirror for a split second and finally nodded. “Awesome. Thank you, Mav!” Gabriel turned and looked at Maven in that suspicious way of his. “How come you know how to do everything?”

She laughed, her cheeks warming up. “I don’t know how to do everything! What are you talking about?”

He rolled his eyes. “Fine. Don’t tell me how. But one day, I’ll figure it out.”

“Kids! Hurry up! We don’t want to be late on the first day of school!” Papi called from the kitchen.

Maven and Gabriel beamed at each other.

The wasplike scaries took a little nap as she followed her brother down the stairs.

The school principal and the teachers rolled out the red carpet to welcome the students.

Literally.

Besides an actual red carpet, there was a photo booth, balloons, music, and snacks. It was a party. Maven loved parties. Well, planning them, actually. When she was in charge, she knew how to keep herself occupied, but now, she lingered by her dad’s side.

Once Gabriel saw his friends, he dashed to meet them, though not before their dad snapped a quick picture to send to Mom, who was still at work.

Finally, Maven kissed her dad on the cheek, and she too went to find her friends. She wished Gemma, her number one, were here. Such a bummer not to share the last year of elementary together. Luckily, they had Girl Scouts later in the week.

Maven looked all over for familiar faces. Some people had really changed during the summer. Finally, she spotted someone from her Girl Scout troop. Zahara had always been one of the tallest girls in their class, and she’d grown even more during the summer. She was impossible to miss among all the kids crowding around the school entrance.

“Zahara!” Maven called out.

Zahara, who was quiet and reserved, turned around in surprise and returned Maven’s smile. “Oh, hi, Maven!”

There was a pause that soon edged on uncomfortable.

Maven’s mind raced as she thought of how to keep the conversation going, but then Zahara said, “You look . . . taller?”

Maven’s chest filled with a pleasant glow. Maybe her fears of being seen as a little kid had been all for nothing.

“Thanks!” Maven replied. “I . . . I love your new backpack! Where did you get it?”

At Maven’s words, Zahara broke into a smile almost as bright as the rhinestone constellations that decorated her backpack.

“Thanks, I got it in Florida when we went to visit NASA.”

“NASA? Like, the actual place?” Maven exclaimed. “That’s so . . . cool!”

She tried to think very fast on what else to say, but she knew nothing about NASA. Finally, she asked, “What was your favorite thing about it?”

“Oh! I loved so many things! But let me start at the beginning,” Zahara said. As she talked, her eyes lit up, and she made enthusiastic expressions with her hands like words weren’t enough to express how much she’d loved the visit.

Obviously, Zahara had been bursting with desire for someone to ask her this question. The shy and reserved girl turned into a whole other person. Once she got going about her family’s road trip to Florida, she didn’t stop. Maven had never seen Zahara so animated. She shared how fun it was to see the countryside and city after city zip by through the window, the thrill of arriving at NASA in time to see the launching of a shuttle heading to the moon, and even how delicious the pineapple ice cream was at the amusement parks.

“And the beach! Ah!” said Zahara. “It was perfect, even though I got a sunburn.” The skin on her freckled nose was still peeling. Her sunburn must have been so painful!

By the time she had run out of steam—and words
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