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				Chapter One

				‘Hurry, Brownie!’ whispered Twink in the mouse’s ear. ‘We’re almost there!’ Obediently, the mouse broke into a run, his whiskers shaking with every step. Twink clung to the reins. Her heart thumped as she scanned the long grass in front of them. Why couldn’t she see her new school yet? They must be almost there by now.

				And then all at once, there it was! A massive oak tree, rising up from a field of flowers. Fluttering her wings excitedly, Twink tugged at Brownie’s reins. 

				‘Look!’ she shouted to her parents. ‘There it is! Glitterwings Academy!’ 

				Twink’s father swooped over her head, his purple wings beating so fast that they were a blur. ‘I wondered when you’d see it!’ he teased. Hovering beside her, Twink’s mother squeezed her hand. 

				‘You’re going to love it here,’ she said. Her bright pink hair, so much like Twink’s, blew gently in the wind. 

				‘Come on, let’s hurry!’ cried Twink. She nudged Brownie into a scamper and sped towards the oak tree, her parents flying close behind. 

				A faint buzzing noise came from the air above them. A crowd of young fairies flew into view, brightly coloured as butterflies. They dipped and swirled in the air, calling to each other. 

				‘Good old Glitterwings!’ said one. ‘Isn’t it great to be back?’ 

				Twink smiled as she watched them skim off. Soon she’d be flitting about through the air with friends, too. Oh, she could hardly wait to learn to fly! 

				As Twink and her parents drew nearer, Glitterwings grew taller and taller, stretching up to the sky. ‘It’s huge!’ breathed Twink. She could see hundreds of tiny windows spiralling up the tree’s trunk, and a set of double doors sitting at its base. 

				More and more young fairies appeared, flickering about the tree like Christmas lights. They hovered together in cheerful clusters, laughing and talking. Some of them looked almost grown-up in their sparkly shorts and tank tops. 

				No one paid the least attention to Twink. She looked down at Brownie’s round ears. Suddenly she felt very childish, riding a mouse and wearing a boring dress made of rose petals, without a sparkle in sight. Then Twink saw a lavender-haired fairy her own age on a mouse, wearing a dress made of daisies. Another First Year! She let out a relieved breath.

				Hovering just above her, Twink’s mother pointed out a branch. ‘Look, there’s Peony Branch! It’s where I was when I was your age. We had so much fun there!’

				‘I wonder where I’ll be staying?’ said Twink. 

				The air rustled as a fairy with white wings and sky-blue hair landed in front of them. ‘I’m Mrs Lightwing, head of the First Years,’ she announced, folding her wings neatly behind her back. ‘And you are?’ She squinted at Twink. 
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				Twink’s parents landed too, one on either side of her. They gave her encouraging smiles.

				Hastily, Twink slid off Brownie and stood on her tiptoes, dipping her head politely. ‘I’m Twink Flutterby,’ she said. 

				Mrs Lightwing nodded, ticking off a name on her clover-leaf clipboard. ‘Yes, you’re in Daffodil Branch. Oh, and I see you went to Watercress Primary. Well, we’ll expect impressive things from you in that case.’ She looked sternly at Twink.

				Twink gulped. ‘Yes, Mrs Lightwing.’ Suddenly Brownie’s warm, furry nose tickled at her pocket for seeds, almost knocking her over. ‘Not now, Brownie!’ she hissed. 

				Her father laughed. ‘Twink can hardly wait to learn how to fly. No more mice for her!’

				Mrs Lightwing gave Twink a grudging smile. ‘Just like all the other First Years. Well, I’m the Flight mistress, so I’ll be the one teaching you.’

				‘Oh! I mean – that’s great.’ Twink’s heart sank. Oh, wasps, she thought. Flying was supposed to be fun. Mrs Lightwing looked like her face would crack if she ever really smiled! 

				Twink’s father untied the oak-leaf bag that held her belongings from Brownie’s back. ‘Here you are, Twinkster. Your mum and I will leave now, and let you explore.’

				Her mother kissed her cheek. ‘Send us a butterfly every week, darling. And remember that your father and I will be at the Fairy Medics’ Meeting at the end of term. We’ll send someone to pick you up and bring you home for the holidays.’

				‘I’ll remember.’ Twink’s eyes burned as their wings circled her warmly. Both of her parents were Fairy Medics, and Twink was hugely proud of them. She was going to miss them so much! But she wouldn’t cry. Crying was as babyish as riding mice. 

				Then she felt guilty and gave Brownie a quick hug, wrapping her arms around his soft fur. It wasn’t his fault that only baby fairies rode mice! 

				After a final squeeze, her parents flew away, waving over their shoulders. Brownie trotted along below them attached by a long cord. 

				‘Tell Teena that I’ll write to her, too,’ Twink called after them. Teena, her little sister, was extremely impressed that Twink had gone to Glitterwings Academy to school. Twink smiled as she thought of Teena, and lifted her chin, determined to enjoy herself.

				‘Right, let’s get you sorted,’ said Mrs Lightwing. She steered Twink towards the ornate front door. Twink’s wings rubbed together as she gazed up at the spreading branches. What would Glitterwings be like inside?.
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				‘Here’s another of our first-year fairies.’ Mrs Lightwing beckoned to a fairy with long lavender hair. ‘She’s in Daffodil Branch, too.’

				The fairy came running up, and Twink recognised the other mouse-rider she had seen earlier. The two girls smiled at each other as Mrs Lightwing introduced them. She was called Sooze, and Twink liked the look of her instantly. She had a bright, friendly face and sparkling eyes. 

				‘I’ll leave you girls here,’ said Mrs Lightwing. ‘Go inside and take two of the birds up to Daffodil Branch. You can choose your beds there; Mrs Hover will take care of you.’ She flew off, consulting her clipboard. 

				Sooze laughed. ‘We’re opposites!’ she said. And all at once Twink saw what she meant. Where Twink had pink hair and lavender wings, Sooze had lavender hair and pink wings. Both girls had pale rose-coloured skin, and violet eyes. They laughed delightedly, looking at each other.

				Sooze hooked her arm through Twink’s. ‘We’ll have to be friends, then. Opposites for ever!’

				Twink’s heart sang as they skipped towards the school. She had never dreamed that she’d find a friend so soon. And Sooze seemed just the sort of friend she would have wished for.

				The two fairies went through the grand double doors. Twink stopped short, staring upwards. Sooze laughed. ‘Haven’t you seen it before, then? My sister goes here, so it’s nothing new to me!’

				Twink couldn’t answer. She stood with her head back, drinking in Glitterwings.

				The inside of the oak was smooth and hollow, and seemed filled with a golden light. Up and up it went, like the highest of towers, with brightly lit corridors shooting off in every direction, as far up as Twink could see. Those were the tree’s branches, she realised. Fairies flittered everywhere, swooping and flying, darting in and out of the corridors like hummingbirds. 

				‘It’s beautiful!’ Twink gasped.

				Sooze nodded. ‘It’s great, isn’t it? Come on, let’s get the birds and go and see our branch!’ She tugged at Twink’s hand. Near the door, a small squad of grey and yellow tits stood waiting, with jaunty red saddles perched on their backs.
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				Sooze hopped on the nearest one, and Twink followed, settling her bag in front of her. Her bird cocked its head, regarding her with a shiny dark eye. Twink looked doubtfully at its smooth feathers, wondering what to hold on to. She had never ridden a bird before. 

				‘How do you –’ she started.

				‘Daffodil Branch!’ said Sooze. The two birds took off with a rush. 

				‘Eek!’ shrieked Twink. She grabbed wildly at the glossy grey feathers, and looked down before she could stop herself – and then she wished she hadn’t! The front doors were already so tiny that they looked like part of an ants’ house. Oh, wasps! Her stomach lurched crazily.

				‘Whee!’ Sooze cried. Her lavender hair blew across her laughing face. ‘I can hardly wait to really fly,’ she called across to Twink. ‘But this is a lot better than riding mice!’ 

				Twink clutched her bird’s feathers as branches and classrooms sped past them. She thought she’d give anything to be back on the ground with safe, obedient Brownie! 

				But then as suddenly as the ride had begun, it was over. Spreading their wings, the two birds landed on a ledge with a single daffodil hanging over it. Shakily, Twink slid from her saddle as Sooze jumped off and pushed open the door.

				Their branch was decorated with dozens of white and yellow daffodils. A carpet of light green moss lay underfoot. Cosy beds made of darker moss lined the curved walls, with a single large daffodil hanging upside down over each one like a canopy. 

				The other fairies in the room were chatting and laughing, unpacking their bags. Sooze grabbed Twink’s arm. ‘Come on, let’s choose our beds.’ The two fairies raced into the room. 

				There were eight mossy beds, and only two of them weren’t already taken. One was at the very end of the row, and the other halfway through it. Twink stopped short in disappointment. She had hoped to have a bed beside Sooze. 

				Sooze just shrugged when she saw, and hopped on to the bed halfway through the row. ‘I’ll take this one. Lots of company!’

				Twink hesitated, and looked at the fairy on the bed next to Sooze’s. ‘Would you like to swap?’ she asked.

				The fairy had silvery-green hair and lacy green wings, and wore a very posh frock made of woven dandelion petals. She stuck her pointed nose in the air. 

				‘No, I won’t swap. You should have got here earlier, shouldn’t you?’ 

				Sooze laughed. ‘Oh dear, I chose the wrong bed. Fancy having to live next to you!’

				The fairy sniffed and turned away. Twink bit the inside of her cheek to keep from giggling. Going over to the last empty bed, she put her bag on it and glanced at the fairy who had the bed next to her. 

				Her eyes widened. She was the most beautiful young fairy Twink had ever seen, with shimmering dark blue hair and silver wings with delicate golden swirls on them. Her dress of bluebell blossoms looked so lovely on her that Twink felt plain and dull in comparison. 

				I’m being silly, thought Twink, tucking a strand of pink hair behind a pointed ear. I bet she’s really nice. She smiled at the fairy.

				‘Hi, I’m Twink,’ she said.

				Colouring up, the beautiful fairy hardly even looked at her. ‘I’m Bimi,’ she muttered.

				There was a pause. Twink slowly unpacked her things, putting the drawings of her family on top of her bedside mushroom. Finally she tried again. 

				‘Who’s that other fairy, the one in the dandelion dress?’ she whispered.

				Bimi shrugged. ‘She’s called Mariella,’ she said shortly, and turned away without another word. 

				Twink sighed. It seemed very unfair that she had to be next to this unfriendly fairy instead of Sooze. Bimi probably thought she was too pretty to talk to someone as ordinary as Twink. 

				Sooze had been chatting to some of the other fairies, but now she bounced across to Twink and squeezed her hand. ‘Cheer up,’ she whispered. ‘Even if we’re not together, we’re still opposites!’ Twink smiled at her, feeling much better. 

				Suddenly a plump fairy with pale pink hair landed heavily in the doorway, puffing with exertion. 

				‘Hello, girls!’ she huffed. ‘I’m Mrs Hover, the matron. Are we all settled in?’ She cast an eye over the branch, and nodded with satisfaction. ‘Excellent! Well, come along, everyone; there’s a school assembly in two wing beats.’ 

				Twink joined the others at the doorway. A small fleet of tits was circling just outside. Each bird in turn hopped on to the ledge to let a fairy climb on, then took off again, circling in place until every red saddle was filled. 

				Not again! Twink gulped. When it came to her turn, she gripped her bird’s back tightly with her knees. She didn’t want the other girls to see how scared she was to fly on a bird. They’d think she was a total wasp brain.

				Finally Mrs Hover flew out beside them and blew a whistle. ‘Right, everyone – birds to the Great Branch!’ 

				Everywhere Twink looked, colourful lines of laughing fairies streamed through the air, heading for a large branch about midway down the tree. 

				‘Orderly flight patterns, please!’ shouted a teacher. ‘Stay with your branch groups!’

				Twink gripped the red saddle with clammy hands. Oh, she could hardly wait to learn how to really fly. She wouldn’t be scared then! 

				The Great Branch was the largest branch of the school. Arching windows lined its curving wooden walls, with hundreds of glow-worm lanterns hanging from the ceiling like stars. Long rows of mossy tables marched down its length, with red and white spotted mushrooms for seats. A brightly coloured flower dangled upside down over each table. 

				‘Look, there’s ours!’ Twink pointed to a table near the front with a cheerful yellow daffodil suspended over it. She and Sooze quickly found seats side by side, giggling as they squeezed in together, wings touching. Soon the Branch was filled with buzzing, chatting fairies. 

				A fairy with lavender hair and pink wings came over to their table. ‘How are you getting on, Sooze?’ 

				‘Fine! Look, I’ve found an opposite.’ Sooze pressed her head against Twink’s. ‘Twink, this is my sister Winn. She’s a Fourth Year.’

				Twink and Winn said hello to each other. Winn had the same friendly face as Sooze, with laughing purple eyes. 

				‘Well, don’t get into trouble too soon, Sooze.’ Winn grinned. ‘Mum told me to look after you!’

				‘Attention, please!’ At the front of the Great Branch, a tall fairy with rainbow wings and snowy-white hair hovered above a raised platform, clapping her hands for attention. 

				Winn hurried back to her own table. When the room had grown so still that you could hear a bee cough, the fairy began to speak in a low, grave voice.

				‘To our old girls, welcome back to Glitterwings Academy. And to our new girls, a warm welcome. We hope you’ll be very happy with us. I’m Miss Shimmery, the HeadFairy.’

				Twink watched Miss Shimmery avidly. She seemed so calm and sure of herself, and her eyes had the faintest twinkle in them as she addressed the crowded Branch. Twink couldn’t imagine that she had ever been a first-year fairy!

				Miss Shimmery went on to tell the girls that from the next morning they would all be expected to wear their branch uniforms, with sashes the colour of their year. Daffodil dresses, thought Twink. That wasn’t so bad. And the first year’s colour was green, which would look pretty with yellow and white. 

				Across the table, Mariella sniffed. ‘Daffodil dresses, how common! Mum will be furious. She wanted me to be in Orchid Branch.’

				I wish you were! thought Twink.

				Miss Shimmery introduced the teachers sitting at the head table. Mrs Lightwing stood up when the HeadFairy said her name, looking just as grim as before. 

				‘First Years, your opening lesson tomorrow will be with me. We want to get you flying as soon as possible, so the bird squad can go home.’

				A red-haired fairy at the Daffodil table raised her hand. She was called Pix, and Twink thought she looked very clever and serious. ‘Does that mean we’ll be sprinkled with fairy dust tomorrow?’ she asked.

				Mrs Lightwing nodded. ‘Yes, you’ll be sprinkled tomorrow.’ 

				An excited murmur from the First Years filled the room. Finally, after years of waiting, they’d be sprinkled with fairy dust, giving them the magic to use their wings! Twink’s heart soared. She and Sooze squeezed each other’s hands, bouncing on their mushrooms. Even Mariella looked impressed.

				‘That’s all,’ said Miss Shimmery with a smile. ‘Enjoy the school year.’ She touched down on to the platform and waved a slim arm in the air. ‘Butterflies commence!’

				The softest of flapping noises filled the air as a river of jewel-coloured butterflies streamed into the room. Each carried a seed cake or a pitcher filled with fresh morning dew, which they dropped gently on to the tables. 

				‘Thank you!’ gasped Twink to the red and blue butterfly that served their table. It dipped a wing at her as it flew away.

				The fairies ate hungrily, talking and laughing. When it was finally time for the First Years to mount their birds again and fly back to their branches, Twink was almost too tired to be scared. 

				It doesn’t matter if I am, she thought as she held on to her bird. Tomorrow I’ll be sprinkled with fairy dust and I’ll learn how to fly!
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