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				Chapter One

				‘Isn’t it great to be going back to Glitterwings?’ said Twink Flutterby to her best friend, Bimi Bluebell. ‘I can hardly wait to see everyone again!’ Twink’s lavender wings blurred as she did a quick somersault in the air.

				Bimi smiled in agreement as the two fairies flew through the misty winter morning. ‘We had a fabulous holiday, though, didn’t we? I can’t believe it’s over already.’ 

				Twink nodded, eyes shining. ‘It was completely glimmery! You’ll have to come to stay with us again this summer.’

				Bimi had stayed with the Flutterby family for the last week of the winter holidays, and the two friends had had a wonderful time. Twink’s family lived beside a stream in a grassy meadow, and she and Bimi had gone skating on the frozen water with Teena, Twink’s younger sister – first flying overhead to get their speed up, and then touching down and shooting across the ice like rockets, screaming with laughter. Brownie, the Flutterbys’ mouse, had cavorted with them, skidding and sliding across the frozen surface. 

				Then for the last few days, they had stayed with Twink’s grandmother in her cosy woodland stump. The kind old fairy had thoroughly spoiled the girls with freshly baked honey cakes, and let them stay up late to hear stories about when she was a young fairy.

				Twink banked to avoid an icy cobweb, and sighed happily. It had been such a brilliant holiday, but she’d be glad to get back to Glitterwings Academy. The giant oak tree felt like home now.

				‘And just think!’ added Bimi. ‘Next term we’ll be Second Years!’

				Excitement shivered across Twink’s wings. ‘Won’t that be fantastic? We’ll be able to use fairy dust then, and all sorts!’ 

				Twink’s father, flying a little way ahead of them, laughed. ‘I shudder to think what you girls will get up to with fairy dust,’ he teased over his shoulder. ‘Better just stay First Years; it’s a lot safer for everyone.’

				Twink made a face at her father, and then she and Bimi burst into laughter. ‘Oh, dear – imagine Sooze using fairy dust!’ giggled Bimi. 

				‘Yes, maybe Dad’s right,’ said Twink with a grin. She and Sooze had once been best friends, and she knew all too well how impulsive the lavender-haired fairy could be. At least she had the best friend in the world in Bimi now!

				Twink glanced across at her, struck anew by how pretty Bimi was. She had gleaming dark-blue hair, and silver wings with an unusual swirling pattern of gold. When Twink had first met Bimi, she had thought she was stuck-up. But Bimi was actually very shy, and hated attention being drawn to her looks. 

				‘Girls, we’re almost there,’ called Twink’s mother. ‘Look, Glitterwings is coming into view.’ 

				Twink and Bimi exchanged an eager glance. Putting on a burst of speed, they jetted over the frozen grass, up a small hill – and then stopped with a cry of delight.

				‘It’s beautiful!’ breathed Twink.

				Twink’s mother smiled as she flew up beside them. ‘It’s always beautiful in winter term,’ she said. ‘I used to think it was my –’

				‘Favourite term of all!’ finished Twink’s father with a mischievous grin. 

				Twink and Bimi laughed as her mother pretended to swat her dad’s arm. Maybe Twink’s mother said the same thing every term, but their school did look extremely pretty! The great oak tree that housed Glitterwings Academy sparkled in the grey mist, its bare branches white with frost. Hundreds of tiny golden windows wound their way up its trunk, and the grand double doors at its base seemed to smile in welcome.

				‘But – where is everyone?’ said Bimi. ‘It looks abandoned!’

				Twink frowned. Bimi was right. On the first day of a new term there were usually crowds of young fairies hovering outside the tree, chattering and laughing as they shared their holiday adventures. But now there was no one in sight.

				‘Maybe it’s too cold for everyone,’ said Twink’s mother. ‘They’re all inside, warming their wings!’

				‘Maybe,’ said Twink doubtfully. 

				Suddenly Bimi gave a gasp. ‘Look at the pond!’ 

				Twink spun about in the air. Her eyes widened. The school’s pond lay a little way away, its surface hard and frozen. And rising up from its centre was a tall, shining pole made of ice. Hundreds of frosty strands flowed down from its top, like icy hair.

				Suddenly the mystery of the abandoned school was solved. Everyone was down at the pond. The school’s fairies hovered above the bank in brightly coloured clusters, buzzing excitedly. 

				.
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				‘What is it?’ wondered Bimi. 

				‘An ice pole!’ murmured Twink’s father. 

				Twink and Bimi looked at each other, puzzled. ‘What’s an ice pole?’ asked Twink. 

				But her parents had fallen unusually quiet. Twink’s father put his arm around her mother. They hovered side by side, gazing down at the ice pole with faraway smiles on their faces. 

				Twink stared at them, and then glanced at Bimi. Her best friend looked as confused as she felt. 

				‘Oh, it’s a lovely one,’ sighed Twink’s mother. ‘I wish we could be here to see it!’

				‘See what?’ asked Twink. 

				But her father just shook himself and grinned. ‘Well, Twinkster, I think you’re going to have a very interesting term!’

				‘But what –’ started Twink.

				‘Write often, darling.’ Twink’s mother gave her and Bimi quick hugs, rubbing her wings against theirs. ‘And we’re so proud of both of you already! It’s a great honour, you know.’ 

				‘What’s a great honour?’ cried Twink, half-laughing in exasperation. 

				Her father chuckled and handed them their oak-leaf bags. ‘Better let Miss Shimmery tell you. Have a good term, girls. You’ll always remember it, that’s for sure!’

				 As Twink’s parents flew away, Twink and Bimi looked at each other. ‘What was that all about?’ said Bimi. ‘It’s not like your parents to be so mysterious!’

				Twink shrugged in bewilderment. ‘Come on – let’s get a closer look!’

				The cold wind whistled through their wings as the two girls zoomed down to the pond. They flitted in and out of the crowd of chattering fairies, trying to get a closer look at the ice pole. 

				‘Look, there’s Pix!’ said Twink, spying another fairy from Daffodil Branch. The clever red-headed fairy was hovering with a few others from their branch. As Twink and Bimi joined them there were squeals of welcome, and quick hugs and flutters. 

				‘But what is that thing?’ asked Twink finally, gazing at the pole. ‘My parents called it an ice pole, but they wouldn’t tell us what it’s for!’

				Pix shook her head. ‘Nobody knows. It just appeared over the holidays.’

				Up close, the ice pole was even more impressive. Detailed ice-carvings of every creature imaginable glistened from its surface. The long, frozen strands that flowed from its top made a noise like little bells as they clinked against each other in the breeze. The whole world seemed to go still as Twink stared at it. It was so mysterious, and so beautiful!

				‘Is it magic?’ she heard someone whisper. 

				‘Definitely,’ replied one of the older girls. ‘And not fairy magic, either.’

				Magic! Twink caught her breath. But if it wasn’t fairy magic, then what was it? Not many beings could perform magic. 

				‘All right, you girls, get up to the school now,’ bellowed a voice. Mrs Lightwing, the first-year head and Flight teacher, buzzed through the crowd. ‘It’s getting late – time to get settled into your branches, and then dinner!’ 

				‘But, Mrs Lightwing, what is that thing?’ called a fourth-year fairy.

				Unexpectedly, Mrs Lightwing gave her a brief smile, and patted her sky-blue hair into place. ‘You’ll find out tonight! Come on now, girls, flitter-flutter.’ She skimmed back up the hill as the students looked at each other.

				‘What is going on?’ murmured Pix. 

				‘I don’t know,’ said Zena, a tall fairy from their branch. ‘But I’m dying to find out!’

				Shoving aside thoughts of the ice pole, Twink nudged Bimi’s wing with her own. ‘Come on,’ she whispered. ‘Let’s make sure we get our usual beds!’

				‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ gasped Bimi. ‘Wasps, we’d better hurry!’ 

				Their wings a-blur, the two fairies sped up the hill ahead of the others. Circling around the tree, they dived through the great double doors of Glitterwings. 

				Inside, the school was like a tall tower filled with golden light, with dozens of branches shooting off in all different directions from the main trunk. Fairies flitted in and out of them like hummingbirds, as far up as the eye could see.

				Twink and Bimi flew in quick spirals up the trunk, speeding past living branches and classrooms. About halfway up, they darted into a branch and landed with a hop at a bark doorway. A single yellow daffodil hung over the door.

				‘I think we’re the first!’ grinned Twink, breathing hard. 

				Bimi nodded, her eyes shining. ‘Glimmery – we’ll get our beds again!’

				Twink pushed open the door. A long, cosy branch with green moss carpets and soft moss beds met her eyes, with a bright daffodil hanging over each one like a canopy. But Daffodil Branch wasn’t empty after all. A fairy with lavender hair and pink wings lounged across one of the beds, reading a petal mag. 

				‘Sooze!’ Twink flitted into the branch with a startled laugh. Trust Sooze to be exactly where you didn’t expect her!

				Sooze jumped up. ‘Hello, Opposite!’ she cried, launching herself at Twink in a hug. 

				Twink had bright pink hair and lavender wings, the exact opposite of Sooze – hence the nickname. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked as they pulled apart. ‘Everyone else was down at the pond!’

				Sooze raised an eyebrow. ‘Why shouldn’t I be here? I live here, remember? Hi, Bimi,’ she added. 

				‘Hi, Sooze,’ smiled Bimi. ‘Good hols?’

				But Twink could see that a slight stiffness had come over her best friend. Bimi thought Sooze was irresponsible, and not to be depended on. Twink knew that she had a point – but Sooze could also be tremendous fun!

				.
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				‘Fantastic!’ grinned Sooze now, flipping a strand of lavender hair out of her eyes. ‘We went to stay with my cousin – she goes to Sparklelight Academy, you know – and we got up to all sorts. We –’ 

				‘But, Sooze, didn’t you see the ice pole?’ interrupted Twink eagerly. ‘It was so strange! It had these carvings all over it, and –’

				Sooze shrugged. ‘I saw it. It was really interesting, for about two wing beats. I don’t know why everyone was so fascinated by a hunk of ice!’

				Twink bit her lip in dismay. Sooze was never very interested in anything, unless it involved fast flying or playing pranks. The cold magic of the ice pole hadn’t touched her at all.

				‘Come on, Twink, let’s get our beds.’ From the look on Bimi’s face, Twink could tell she was thinking the same thing. She sighed inwardly. Oh, she wished that her two friends got along better!

				‘Your usual beds by the window?’ Sooze fluttered her pink wings with a grin. ‘I’m afraid that a very special someone has beaten you to them!’

				Twink’s jaw dropped. ‘Who?’

				‘Mariella and Lola,’ said Sooze, flopping on to her bed again. ‘Their things were already on them when I got here – have a look.’

				Twink’s heart sank as she saw that Sooze was right. Mariella’s expensive wing polish sat smugly on the bedside mushroom that Twink had called her own for the last three terms. A drawing of Lola’s family sat propped on Bimi’s. 

				‘The sneaky things!’ burst out Twink. ‘They must have flown up here before anyone else.’

				Bimi looked disappointed, but merely lifted her wings. ‘Well – that’s what we were trying to do,’ she pointed out reasonably.

				‘I know – but –’ Twink stopped and made a face. If it had been anyone else, she wouldn’t have minded so much. But that awful Mariella! It just wasn’t fair. 

				Sooze’s violet eyes sparkled. ‘Let’s move their things back to their usual beds! Just imagine Mosquito Nose’s face when she comes back.’ She glared down her nose, imitating Mariella.

				Twink laughed despite herself. ‘It’s tempting – but no, we can’t.’ 

				‘Let’s take these two beds by the door,’ suggested Bimi. ‘They’re just as nice, really – there’s even an extra cupboard we can use.’

				Twink sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right. I’ll just miss being by the window, that’s all.’ 

				Taking the bed nearest the door, Twink started unpacking her petal bag. The other Daffodil Branch fairies began to flutter in, still buzzing excitedly about the ice pole. Mariella and Lola drifted in last of all. Mariella, a pointed-faced fairy with silvery-green hair, smirked broadly when she saw Twink. 

				‘What’s the matter?’ she drawled, gazing from Twink to Bimi and back again. ‘Didn’t you two want your usual beds?’ Lola, a thin little fairy with pale blue wings, giggled.

				Twink tried to look surprised. ‘No, we fancied a change. Did you want our old beds, then? You’re welcome to them, if you like!’ 

				Mariella flapped off with a scowl. Twink and Bimi grinned at each other. Taking her cricket clock out from its cage, Bimi patted the shiny brown creature on its head and fed it a bit of leaf. 

				Suddenly Sili, an excitable fairy with bright silver hair, swooped in. ‘Oh, you lot missed it!’ she cried. ‘Just as everyone was leaving, this – this thing came out of the water!’

				Twink dropped her thistle comb on her bed. ‘What thing?’ she cried.

				Sili waved her arms. ‘Like – like a watery goblin! And it talked.’ Sili deepened her voice. ‘It said, Treat the ice pole with respect! We have given it to you for a reason!’

				A baffled silence fell over the branch as the young fairies looked at each other.

				Pix’s forehead furrowed in thought. ‘It must have been a water sprite,’ she said. ‘They’re the only watery beings that have magic. But I didn’t know that any lived in the school pond! They’re very rare nowadays.’

				A water sprite! Twink swallowed, remembering all the stories she had heard of the ill-tempered little creatures. She had only half-believed they were even real!

				‘But what did it mean?’ wondered Bimi. ‘What reason?’

				Zena shook her head. ‘The school knows, though – remember what Mrs Lightwing said. We’ll find out later, I guess.’ 

				Mariella sniffed, and tossed her hair. ‘Well, I think it’s mean of them to keep us waiting like this. Our parents send us to school here. We’ve a right to know what’s going on!’

				Sooze rolled her eyes. ‘Go and complain to Mummy, then. With any luck, she’ll send you to school somewhere else!’

				Mariella turned away with a flounce. Twink hid a smile – and then she forgot Mariella as she remembered the look on her parents’ faces, and the gleaming carvings on the ice pole. Had Sili really seen a water sprite? Excitement thumped in her chest as she hastily finished unpacking. 

				Her father had said that she’d never forget this term, and Twink had a feeling he was right! 

				The Great Branch was the largest branch in the school – a long, high-ceilinged space filled with mossy green tables. A different flower hung over each one, so that in the summertime the Branch looked like a bright, sunny garden. 

				Now, in the heart of winter, the arched windows that lined the Branch were pitch-black, and the only light was from the pale glow-worm lanterns overhead. Twink caught her breath as she and Bimi flew into the Branch with the rest of the school. It was like a moonlit garden, shadowy and mysterious. 

				The two girls flitted to the Daffodil Branch table, perching on spotted mushroom seats. On the platform at the front of the Branch, Miss Shimmery, the HeadFairy, stood with her rainbow wings folded neatly behind her back. The year heads sat in a row behind her. From their faces, you’d think that nothing unusual was going on.

				‘I hope she doesn’t make us wait too long,’ Twink whispered to Bimi. 

				‘I know,’ Bimi whispered back. ‘I can hardly wait to find out what’s going on!’

				When all the fairies were seated, Miss Shimmery flew gracefully up into the air. Instant silence fell over the Branch as several hundred young fairies turned towards her, eyes shining with anticipation. 

				‘Welcome back to Glitterwings Academy, girls,’ said Miss Shimmery in her low, strong voice. ‘I trust that you all had a good Solstice holiday, and that you’re rested and ready to begin a new term!’

				Twink fidgeted on her mushroom. Oh, please just tell us! she implored silently. We’re all dying to know!

				The HeadFairy seemed to read her mind. A faint twinkle lit her eyes as she scanned her students. ‘I have a very special announcement to make. You may have noticed a rather unusual addition to our school as you arrived – the ice pole in the pond.’ 

				..
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				Yes! Twink sat up straight, heart pounding. She and Bimi exchanged a quick, eager glance. 

				‘I will tell you all about it, but first, I must share with you something that not many fairies know,’ said Miss Shimmery. ‘The older years will be aware that we fairies help to change the seasons through our magic – but the exact means of this has always been kept secret, except for those fairies involved.’

				Not a single wing moved in the Branch as the fairies listened.

				‘As you may know, spring begins at one exact spot every year, and then spreads outwards throughout the world,’ went on Miss Shimmery. ‘Changing winter into spring is one of the most important duties that a fairy can ever perform. The fairies who do so are chosen personally by Queen Mab.’ 

				Miss Shimmery paused, looking out over the Branch. There was utter silence as the students gazed back at her, holding their breaths. 

				Finally a very small smile appeared on the HeadFairy’s face. ‘I am proud to say that this year, Glitterwings Academy has the immense honour of having been chosen.’

				A gasp rippled through the Branch. The Daffodil Branch table stared at each other, wide-eyed. 

				‘But it is not only fairies who change winter to spring,’ said Miss Shimmery. ‘Other magical beings must help as well – and this year, the water sprites have agreed to take part. They are normally secretive creatures who keep to themselves, so we are doubly honoured.’

				So it really had been a water sprite! Twink’s eyes widened. 

				‘The ice pole was built by the sprites,’ went on Miss Shimmery. ‘That is half of the magic. The other half will be provided by us. At dawn on the very last day of winter, every fairy in the school will take one of the icy strands of the ice pole and perform the sacred dance that weaves spring into being.’

				Twink gripped the edges of her mushroom, her thoughts spinning in wonder. Miss Shimmery smiled as she hovered above them.

				‘Then, at just the right moment, we will use fairy dust to transform the pole into a green, growing thing. Spring will then begin, and will spread outwards from Glitterwings throughout the world.’ 

				Fairy dust? But . . . they wouldn’t learn how to use it until next year! Twink’s throat went dry. Glancing around her, she saw the same worried look on the other First Years’ faces. Were they not going to be allowed to take part?

				Miss Shimmery’s voice deepened. ‘As I said, this is a very secret ceremony. The only fairies who will observe it will be us here at Glitterwings . . . and Queen Mab and her counsellors.’

				For a moment the Great Branch didn’t react, and then a quick intake of breath rippled through the room. Queen Mab! Here at Glitterwings! There was a low buzz of excited whispers.

				Twink’s eyes burned as she struggled to hold back tears. She had always longed to meet the beautiful and brave fairy queen. And now Queen Mab would actually be here, and she and her friends would have to sit on the sidelines! She swallowed hard, staring down at the gleaming wooden floor.

				‘I need hardly tell you that this is a once-in-a-lifetime event,’ said Miss Shimmery gravely. ‘We want every student to be able to take part – and so the first-year students will be given the chance to learn how to use fairy dust this term. Those who master it will be included in the Spring Ceremony.’

				Relief flooded through Twink like a mountain stream. She and Bimi squeezed hands, bouncing on their mushrooms. Across the table, Pix’s eyes were shining like dewdrops. Even Mariella and Lola looked excited.

				‘That’s all,’ said Miss Shimmery with a smile. ‘And now I think we should have a well-deserved meal. Butterflies commence!’ She lifted an arm in the air as she drifted back down to the platform.

				At her command, a rainbow of butterflies streamed into the Great Branch, carrying oak-leaf platters heaped high with seed cakes. They deposited the food on the tables with graceful flutters as the Great Branch burst into conversation. 

				‘Just think!’ gasped Sili. ‘We’ll be the fairies who change winter into spring this year!’ 

				‘If we can learn how to use fairy dust.’ A worried frown touched Bimi’s face. 

				Pix laughed. ‘Well, it can’t be too hard – after all, Sooze’s sister got the hang of it!’

				‘Flap off,’ said Sooze with a grin. Her sister Winn was a fourth-year student at Glitterwings, and very like Sooze herself. 

				Twink swallowed a bite of seed cake. ‘Sooze, has Winn ever said anything to you about how to use fairy dust?’ 

				Sooze stared at her like she was mad. ‘Why would we talk about lessons? We get enough of them at school! But I’m sure it’s easy. All fairies can use fairy dust.’ She poured herself some fresh dew from the almond-shell pitcher. 

				Twink bit her lip. All fairies could fly, too – but she hadn’t been able to for ages. Would fairy dust cause her the same problems?

				Bimi squeezed her hand. ‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered. ‘You’ll be fine!’

				Twink smiled gratefully at her. The best thing about having a friend like Bimi was the way they could almost read each other’s minds. 

				‘So will you,’ she murmured back. Bimi didn’t have a very high opinion of her own cleverness at times, even though she had more common sense than any fairy Twink knew. 

				Bimi made a face. ‘I hope so . . . I suppose we’ll just have to see what happens.’

				As the conversation buzzed at their table, Twink took another bite of seed cake, hardly tasting its sweetness. Her mind whirled with ice poles, water sprites and springtime. 

				Her father had been right. This term was going to be unforgettable! 
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