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In faraway Nullaboo, Gemma’s looking for march flies for her school science project. But wait, that's not a feather in Gemma’s special bug catcher … it's a fairy!

The fairies need Gemma’s help, and she is determined to save the colony from the silver spiders. But when the secret gets out, there’s a huge hullabaloo. 

Before long, the fairy colony is under threat from something bigger and more evil. Only Gemma can put things right. Well, Gemma and her tiny country community, who are always ready to help a neighbour.
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In a little school surrounded by farmland, far away from any town, Gemma’s day starts like any other. But today – like when birds stop chirping just before a storm, or when music in a film softens right before something leaps out of the darkness – Gemma can’t shake the feeling that something horrible is going to happen.

Perhaps it’s because this morning Gemma’s mum and dad spoke about moving, and she doesn’t want to leave Nullaboo. Perhaps it’s because the result of the upcoming science competition rides on a topic assigned to students by nothing more than luck. Perhaps it’s both of these things.

As the school bell sounds, Gemma’s stomach knots into a tight ball. Her chair scuffs the carpet as she pulls it underneath her desk. She sits and waits, minutes away from finding out her topic for the state science competition.

This is the big one. The competition every student in the state, years three and up, is desperate to win. Gemma is in with a shot. Science is her thing, and this year’s theme is insects. Gemma wants butterflies. She would definitely win with butterflies.
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The topics have already been chosen and drawn from a hat. Gemma turns in her seat and catches a glimpse of Nina. She smiles as Mrs Merrylock hands her an envelope.


‘Thank you, Mrs Merrylock.’ Nina says it loudly to emphasise how good her manners are. She waits for Mrs Merrylock to move on to the next desk before looking over at Gemma. Nina’s hair – shiny, perfect and straight – swishes back and forth as her head moves. The exact opposite to Gemma’s wild mop. Nina’s smile feels less friendly when Mrs Merrylock isn’t looking.

Gemma watches her rip open the envelope. Nina scans down the page, punches the air and whisper-shouts, ‘Yes!’ She looks at Gemma and mouths, ‘Butterflies.’

Spewing.

Nina won last year. This is catastrophic.

The only topics left that could compete with butterflies are dragonflies or ladybirds … and even that’s at a stretch.


Mrs Merrylock places an envelope on Gemma’s desk.

Gemma mumbles a ‘thank you’, lifts the sticky fold and pulls out the sheet of paper. Holding her breath, she closes her eyes and tries to cross her toes in her shoes.

Please be dragonflies or ladybirds. Please be dragon flies or ladybirds …

She unfolds her paper.


Nullaboo Public School Science Competition

Year Four Entry

You must prepare a five-minute presentation. You may include photos, graphs, video footage, handouts or any other effective means to communicate your research to the audience. Nullaboo Public School teachers, students, parents and judges will be invited to attend. Two students will be selected to represent the school at the Sydney Science Competition and have the chance to win $10,000 for our school.

Good luck.

Your topic is:

March fly




Gemma groans. March flies are stupid insects; they bite and they’re ugly.

Nina giggles at the equipment table. Gemma glances back to see what she’s doing. A butter fly net is slung over her shoulder. She picks up a plastic specimen jar, giggles once more, and then skips out the door to start looking for her subject. Gemma stares after her then lowers her eyes back to the words march fly. She can’t possibly win with march flies. Besides, it’s February. Are they even around yet?

As the classroom empties, Gemma screws up her page and pelts it towards the rubbish bin.

‘Gemma Hart!’ Mrs Merrylock snaps. ‘What did you just do?’

Gemma jumps. She can feel Mrs Merrylock standing right behind her.

‘Ah …’ She can’t deny anything. Mrs Merry-lock saw her do it. She turns around, red-faced.

‘Sit down,’ Mrs Merrylock instructs.

Gemma does as she’s told.

Mrs Merrylock sits down in front of her. She tucks a dark curl behind her ear and softens her voice.


‘Gemma, it’s not like you to do something like that. What’s wrong?’

Gemma lets out a sharp breath. ‘I really wanted butterflies, that’s all. Nina got the best topic again. I just wanted …’ Gemma stops, embarrassed by her whininess. She drops her voice. ‘I wanted to be the one to go to Sydney. I wanted to bring back the cup this year.’

Nina is the standing champion. Never before has the cup gone to the same school two years running. Not only would winning be a humungous personal achievement, but it would also make history for the school.

Mrs Merrylock walks over to the bin and picks up the ball of paper. She unravels it and glances at Gemma’s topic. She sits back down and pauses for a moment before saying, ‘It may be that you just don’t know anything about the march fly yet. You wait until you catch one and look at it up close. You’ll see its big beady eyes –’ Mrs Merrylock opens her eyes as wide as she can ‘– and its funny beaky mouth … and its beautiful transparent wings.’

Gemma laughs at Mrs Merrylock’s actions. She looks more like a startled duck than a fly.


‘You might be surprised,’ Mrs Merrylock continues. ‘The march fly can definitely win this competition.’

‘You really think so?’

‘If you change your attitude. It’s your presentation that’s being judged, not your subject.’

Gemma considers Mrs Merrylock’s words. ‘I’ve even borrowed Mum’s special bug catcher.’

Gemma’s mum is an entomologist. She does important research studying insects found in the Nullaboo rice fields.

‘You have? I’d love to see it.’ Mrs Merrylock’s always interested in new gadgets.

Gemma fishes the bug catcher out of her bag.
 
‘It magnifies things to two hundred and fifty times their size, and has a microphone and earbuds so you can hear even the quietest bug sounds … and you want to know the best thing?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘It records everything – so I can download it onto my computer.’

‘That really is an amazing bug catcher. If you win the Sydney Science Competition, maybe we’ll be able to buy one for the school.’


Gemma nods. ‘I’d better go and get started. Um, where do march flies hang out?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Mrs Merrylock laughs. ‘I hope to find out when you do your presentation.’
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Gemma steps outside the classroom into the hot morning sun. Nullaboo can reach fifty degrees Celsius in summer, but today is only going to be thirty-eight. Nina’s already flitting around the lawn chasing butterflies. Ned is climbing a tree. Isla’s crawling, nose down, along the concrete. Someone else has their head buried in a flowerbed with their backside in the air.

Gemma doesn’t know where to start. At home, flies hang around in the shade when it’s this hot. She looks about the school yard and heads towards the Moreton Bay Fig – the largest, shadiest tree in the centre of the playground.

Gemma circles the wide girth of the trunk, stepping over the large, protruding roots. No march flies. No any sort of flies, which is strange. When you don’t want flies they seem to have no trouble finding you. She looks up into the thick canopy of leaves, then sits and leans against the tree trunk. Maybe the computer will have to be the first step after all.

Just then, something catches Gemma’s eye. It must be caught by a sunray because it’s glowing. It’s a feather. Not a big, long feather, but a tiny fluffy feather. The sort that would come from a bird’s chest. It moves like a graceful, powdery snowflake, floating on a soft breeze. Gemma holds out her bug catcher and moves slowly so she doesn’t disturb the air around it. It floats into the catcher and Gemma carefully moves the base up and … Gotcha!

Gemma brings her eye down to the magnifying glass.

‘Ahhhh!’ Gemma drops the bug catcher and springs to her feet.

What was that? What was that? WHAT WAS THAT?

She looks around the playground.

Where is everyone? Even Nina would be a welcome sight right now. What was that?

Gemma edges forward again, leans in and tries to see but the bug catcher has fallen upside down. Her heart hammers in her chest. She holds her breath and shifts in a little bit more.

Here goes.

Gemma flips the catcher back onto its base and pulls her hand away as if it’s a hot coal. She waits a few seconds before moving in closer. She crouches down slowly and looks through the clear plastic. A feather. A glowing feather, no bigger than a bull ant. Gemma shades it with her hands, but the glow stays. It’s glowing on its own. But that face … Gemma was sure she saw a face. She must be seeing things. Feathers don’t have faces, nor do they glow.

Gemma takes another deep breath, musters up all of her courage and brings her eye back down to the magnifying glass.

A tiny face looks up at Gemma’s oversized, distorted eye.

Pfff!

The face disappears and turns into a feather. Gemma resists the urge to jerk her head away and forces herself to watch.

The face reappears and looks up at her.

Pfff.

It changes back into a feather.


Gemma scrambles for the earbuds. Her hands tremble as she plugs them in.

Pfff.

The tiny face reappears out of the feather and makes a whimpering sound. It’s a girl. She closes her eyes, like she’s concentrating, then pfff! She’s gone. Gemma watches this a few more times before her brain can fathom what she’s seeing.

‘Don’t be frightened,’ Gemma says. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

The face reappears and looks up at Gemma. This time the girl stays, her twinkling emerald eyes filled with fear.

‘What are you? Are you real?’ Gemma whispers, almost to herself.

Slowly, the feather settles and the tiny girl emerges. She’s wearing a shaggy white dress with shimmers of milky blue and grey around the hem. Her arms and feet are bare, her hair a light golden blonde. As she moves, silver dust swirls in her wake. Gemma blinks in disbelief.

[image: image]

‘I’m not supposed to talk to you,’ whispers the feather girl.

She speaks!



‘How come?’ Gemma asks.

‘It’s too dangerous.’

‘I’m not dangerous.’ Gemma laughs. ‘I’m just looking for march flies. I don’t even know what you are.’

‘I’m going to get into so much trouble for this …’ The tiny girl looks around anxiously. ‘Your species is our biggest threat.’ She rakes her hands through her hair. ‘You must never tell anyone about me. Can you do that, Gemma? Can you keep a secret forever?’

Gemma blinks a few times. Is she seeing and hearing things? Did this tiny feather girl just say her name?

‘Wait …’ Gemma shakes her head in disbelief. ‘Go back. What are you?’

‘I’m a fairy. Well, I will be when I grow up. We’re born as Glints, then we grow into Twinkles, then just before we get our wings and magic we are Sparkles. I’m a Sparkle – I’ll get my wings and magic any day now.’

Pfff!

Gemma is startled by a voice behind her.

‘Gemma, what are you doing?’ It’s Nina. She’s standing with her hands on her hips, frowning.


‘Nothing, Nina. Just … er … looking for my subject.’

‘Who are you talking to?’

‘Was I talking? Ah …’

‘Let me see that.’ Nina tries to grab the bug catcher.

‘No.’ Gemma jerks it away and shields it behind her back. ‘Ah, I mean, I’m using it. It’s just a bug catcher. Not that you need one for butterflies.’

A smile spreads over Nina’s face.

‘I caught a big one.’

Nina holds out her specimen jar. Inside is a large orange and black butterfly.

Gemma gasps. ‘It’s beautiful, Nina. You’re so lucky.’

‘I know, I couldn’t believe it,’ Nina gushes. ‘With butterflies, I really think I can win again. That will be two years running! So, what did you get?’

‘March flies.’

Nina throws her head back and laughs. ‘Oh man, I’m sorry. But don’t worry, the subject isn’t everything.’ She laughs again as she turns on her heel and flicks her perfect hair off her shoulders. ‘Good luck catching march flies, Gemma,’ she adds as she strides away.

‘The subject isn’t everything,’ Gemma mimics under her breath.

When Nina is out of earshot Gemma turns back to her bug catcher. ‘Are you still there? How do you do that feather thing?’

The fluffy feather slowly becomes a tiny girl again. ‘I can’t help it. It happens when I’m frightened.’

‘Like a pufferfish?’

‘I don’t know about pufferfish, but when I’m scared I fluff out. My magic is coming, so I can hang onto that feeling and stay like that now. That’s how I was watching you. When I was a Twinkle I couldn’t control it at all.’

‘You were watching me?’

‘Yes. We do it all the time. That’s how I know your name. We sit in your classes, on the window sill where you can’t see us. We learn what you learn, only we call it Human Studies.’

‘There are more of you?’

‘Of course. Thousands. Our whole colony lives here.’


Gemma’s eyes pop at the thought of thousands of fairies. ‘Really? Of all the places in the world, you choose to live here?’

The Sparkle smiles. ‘Nullaboo is our home. It’s perfect for us. The clay soil means there are fine particles that float in the air and make it easy for us to hover, while the gum trees provide us with food and shelter. We can’t live in deciduous trees, and further north the humidity clogs our wings and slows us down. Salt from the sea makes us itch, and smog from the cities makes us cough. But the main thing is that this place is chemical free. The school gardener only uses organic sprays and fertilisers so the conditions are just right. Well, except for the silver spiders …’

A pale pink tear trickles from the Sparkle’s eye. She dabs at it with the back of her hand. ‘That’s why I let you catch me. I need your help. I don’t know what else to do. Queen Bernini, their leader, wants us gone because our fairy dust keeps away flies and other insects spiders like to eat. She’s always envied our colony and wants our land for herself. Last night she stormed the Council Chambers with her army and captured my Papa Faff.’


Gemma blinks a few times and shakes her head. ‘I can’t believe this,’ she says under her breath. ‘I thought you guys were make-believe, in story books.’

‘Yes, that’s what keeps us safe. We’ve worked hard for thousands of years to stay out of sight. There are accidental sightings, of course, but thankfully they’re mostly with children, and grown-up humans never believe them. There have been a few sightings by grown-ups over the centuries too. Unfortunately for them, other humans just think they’re telling stories. That’s one of the reasons I chose you, Gemma. As well as being kind, you’re young enough not to be considered mad, but you’re old enough to help me.’

The Sparkle pauses before looking right into Gemma’s eyes. ‘Can you help me? Please? My Papa Faff doesn’t have much longer. He was taken prisoner last night. He refused to leave his chambers until everyone else was safely out first.’

‘Can’t someone with magic save him?’

‘No.’ The tiny girl looks at her bare feet. ‘We don’t have that kind of magic, and the magic we do have can’t penetrate silver. You’re our only hope, Gemma. We are defenceless against Queen Bernini and her army.’

‘What will she do to him?’

‘She’ll cocoon him in her web and leave him to die. By sundown today it will already be too late.’ The Sparkle sits down, puts her head into her hands and sobs.

‘That’s awful,’ says Gemma.

‘I know,’ the fairy cries. ‘Once she spins him round and round with all those legs there is nothing he can do. But I can’t let him die, I just can’t. We need him. He’s our leader, the only one who can keep the colony safe. Will you help us? Will you try to save my Papa Faff?’

Gemma swallows hard. ‘Yes, of course,’ she says.

The Sparkle breathes a sigh of relief. ‘I knew I was right about you, Gemma. This was a huge risk. I’ll be in big trouble when my family find out, but it will be worth it if it means Papa Faff is safe.’

‘What’s your name?’ Gemma asks.
 
‘Janomi.’


‘Janomi,’ Gemma repeats. ‘That’s a beautiful name. What will happen if I tell someone about you?’

‘No one will believe you, and if they did … I don’t know. Ever since I was a Glint I’ve been told to keep away from humans. You are the single greatest threat to our species, but no one has ever said what would happen if your people discovered our existence. Our elders say that we would have to leave immediately, but I don’t know where we would go. It would be terrible. My mother told me that hundreds of fairies died during the last unscheduled migration. She didn’t tell me any of the details herself, but I’ve heard rumours that all of the Glints, Twinkles and Sparkles were eaten by a plague of locusts. I hope it’s not true. I hope it’s just a story to scare us into being careful and hiding ourselves, but it’s why you can never tell anyone about me.’

Gemma remembers the last locust plague that tore through the fields like a violent squall a couple of years ago. She was playing in the front garden with her little sisters, Ivy and Meg. Suddenly the sun was blocked out and the sky turned black. In a mad panic, they ran to the house and slammed the screen door shut behind them. Gemma looked back to see Meg still outside on the ground, screaming, locusts pelting into her. Meg had only just started walking and was slow and tottery. Gemma could hear her dad’s footsteps sprinting down the hallway.

Gemma opened the door, covered her face with her forearm and dashed outside for her sister. She grabbed Meg under her arms and started dragging her towards the house. Suddenly her father’s arms enveloped them both, scooped them up and shielded them from the bugs as he carried them to safety.

Her mum, Kendra, dashed around like a lunatic with cameras and specimen jars for the rest of the day. She wore white overalls and a helmet with a face shield, and exclaimed ‘Amazing!’, ‘Remarkable!’ and ‘Incredible!’ while the locusts ate everything green. The next day they were gone and the country was bare, brown and dusty. Kendra spent weeks in her laboratory studying her footage and specimens.

Baby fairies wouldn’t stand a chance against locusts.


‘Gemma, there’s something I haven’t told you,’ says Janomi. She pauses and looks down before meeting Gemma’s eyes. ‘Queen Bernini and her army will be guarding Papa Faff. A silver spider can give a nasty bite. There could be thousands of them.’

Gemma considers this. ‘I’ll have to take special precautions. But don’t worry, I know what to do. I’ve seen what my mum does when she handles spiders, and she studies insects and arachnids. You’re standing in her bug catcher.’

Janomi walks to the edge of the plastic platform and runs her hand across the clear plastic. ‘Are you going to keep me locked up in here?’

‘Oh no, of course not! Here, I’ll take off the lid. But you might have to stay sitting on the base so the microphone can pick up your voice. I’m listening to you through this earpiece. You’re so tiny I won’t be able to hear you without it.’

‘Oh, it must be so good to have such magic. I can’t wait until I get mine.’

Gemma laughs. ‘I’m not magic.’


Janomi shakes her head. ‘All humans are magic – we see it all the time.’

Gemma giggles at the thought. ‘Janomi, will you be my friend, you know, after today?’

The Sparkle laughs. ‘I’ve been your friend since your first day of school.’

A warm feeling reaches all the way to Gemma’s toes.

‘So, thousands of silver spiders, huh?’ Gemma swallows hard. ‘Let’s go and find your Papa Faff.’
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Gemma walks towards the play equipment and stands in the shade of the massive gum tree that supposedly holds thousands of silver spiders, Queen Bernini and Papa Faff.

‘Can you please put the lid back on this thing?’ Janomi says, eyes wide.

‘Sure. Don’t worry, though. I won’t let the silver spiders get you.’

Janomi’s face is as white as fog.

Gemma carefully screws the lid into place. ‘There. So how do I find him?’ She looks up at the silver trunk of the tree.

‘The tree is hollow,’ Janomi replies. ‘Papa Faff will be somewhere inside. There’s an opening above that branch you can crawl through.’ Gemma brings her eye back down to the microscope and sees that Janomi is pointing to a large branch above Gemma’s head.
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 ‘I’ll need a rope or a ladder to climb up there.’

‘Is it dangerous?’

‘No. I’ll just have to go and find some equipment. Maybe a couple of skipping ropes.’

Then Gemma hears Mrs Merrylock calling. ‘Time’s up, everyone! Back to the classroom now, please.’

Janomi gasps. ‘Papa Faff won’t survive another night.’

‘It’s okay. I can do it after school,’ Gemma assures her. ‘I’m on the second bus run. After the first bus goes, I’m here with only a few other kids and the teachers for forty minutes. We’ll do it then. Don’t worry. We’ll save your Papa Faff.’

Janomi bites her bottom lip.

‘I’ll let you out,’ Gemma says, as she goes to unscrew the lid.

‘No! Not here. It’s too close to the silver spiders. I’ll be caught.’

Mrs Merrylock waves Gemma over.

‘Coming,’ Gemma calls. She waits until Mrs Merrylock walks inside the classroom before she ducks behind the art block. ‘Is here okay?’ she asks Janomi.

‘Much better. I’ll meet you at the city after school.’

‘The city?’ says Gemma.

‘The fig tree,’ explains Janomi. ‘Where we first met.’

Gemma unscrews the lid. The Sparkle stands in the middle of the platform.

‘Bye, Janomi,’ Gemma whispers.

Pfff!

Janomi fluffs herself into a feather and floats away on the breeze.

‘Amazing,’ Gemma says.

‘What’s amazing?’


Gemma jumps. ‘Stop sneaking up on me, Nina. You scared me half to death.’

‘Who were you talking to?’ Nina asks, leaning over to see the bug catcher.

‘Girls, inside.’ Mrs Merrylock is upon them.
 
Gemma smiles at Nina.

Nina scowls.

‘Equipment away,’ Mrs Merrylock commands. ‘Grab your library bags and line up outside. Mrs Pringle is waiting for you.’

Gemma drops the bug catcher into her schoolbag. She grabs her library bag and, with the heat of Nina’s glare on her back, dashes away.











Chapter 3
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The silver spiders hush as their queen pauses in the archway. She’s a large, black silhouette. With the light of day behind her, her long shadow fills the room before she enters.

She forces a tight smile at her followers as they edge back to make her path wider. She should be happy, but all she feels is dissatisfaction. She expected the fairies’ Council Chambers to be grander, more lavish. When her spiders invaded, it was laced with silver fairy dust. It sparkled and shone. But now, with the fairies gone, the silver dust has already begun to fade and there is nothing exceptional about it. It’s just a dark hollow in a tree.

Queen Bernini walks slowly, watching the shadow of her legs slice through the light. She’s been waiting for this moment. She reaches Papa Faff’s seat and pushes it over with her front two legs, having saved this performance especially for the assembly. Four silver soldiers drag a soft pillow into place. The queen turns around and sits her big, round body on top of it. Thousands of eyes watch in the darkness. A laugh escapes her as she marvels at how easy it was to invade the gum tree’s chambers and drive out the fairy council. Papa Faff, the noble hero, ushering his staff out to safety, saving them before himself.

Queen Bernini scans the room. There’s a smugness in the air that annoys her. Her army thinks they have won, thinks their work is finished. Smug means slack. Spiders are independent creatures. They’re not like bees; they don’t usually have a queen. Queen Bernini is well aware that once her subjects think they don’t need her, they’ll leave. She fakes a huge smile.


‘Look at you all, smiling up at me, looking so very pleased with yourselves. Relaxed. Bellies sagging towards the ground …’ Queen Bernini’s voice is heavy with disdain. Her smile drops into a scowl. ‘Stand up straight when I address you. This is only the beginning. Your work is not done. Once we have mixed the fairy dust with pine sap and made more armour, we will invade every tree in this realm. We will show the fairies who’s superior. We will drive them out and the flies will return. This land once buzzed with food. It hummed! Insects lived here by the millions.’ Queen Bernini stands and raises one leg high into the air. ‘We will conquer!’

Each spider raises one silver leg. ‘We will conquer!’











[image: image]




The final bell rings. Kids grab their bags and head off to the front gate, but Nina hangs around outside the classroom. The school buildings are situated so they form three sides of a square. Each building has a verandah that faces the grassy lawn in the centre. In the middle of the lawn is the large, shady Moreton Bay Fig.

Gemma goes to get her bug catcher, then thinks better of it. She skirts around the back of the school buildings towards the veggie patch, then doubles back around to the art room. When the coast is clear, she dashes from tree to tree until she reaches Janomi’s meeting point under the shady fig tree.

Within seconds a tiny glowing feather floats towards her. Gemma holds out her hand. The feather rests weightlessly on her palm, then smooths itself into a Sparkle.

‘I couldn’t –’

Janomi is blown away by Gemma’s breath. She fluffs into a feather. Gemma takes a step forward and holds out her hand again for the Sparkle to land on.

This time Gemma covers her mouth. ‘Sorry!’ she says. ‘You’re so tiny and light. I’m not going to be able to hear you. You might have to sit in my ear and talk to me that way. If I get my bug catcher out, Nina will follow me for sure.’

Gemma lifts her hand up to her ear and suddenly she hears a tiny voice. ‘Can you hear me?’

‘Yes. Just.’

‘I’ll talk loudly then,’ Janomi yells. ‘We don’t have much time. Above the lowest branch of the gum tree there’s a hole in the trunk. It’s big enough for you to crawl inside. The silver spiders will be guarding Papa Faff. You will have to reach through them to get to him.’
 
‘Will I need a torch?’ Gemma asks.

‘You can’t see in the dark?’ says Janomi.

‘Not very well.’

‘Then yes. It will be dark now that the fairies are gone.’

‘Okay. I’d better find a torch, rubber gloves and some rope. I might bring something to stand on too,’ Gemma says, walking towards the sports shed.

Gemma skirts around the back of the buildings to stay out of sight. She ducks into the art room on the way and grabs some large rubber gloves from beneath the sink. As she’s leaving, she brushes past one of the raincoats hanging by the door that kids use as art smocks. It’s bright yellow plastic and could come in handy.

In the sports shed, Gemma drapes two skipping ropes over her shoulder. She looks around and spots a stepladder. She drags it outside and leans it against the wall where no one can see it. Now all she needs is a torch. What can she use?


After a moment, Gemma remembers that the principal, Mr Quilter, has a lighter. He had it at assembly this morning when he spoke about fire safety. Maybe she could borrow it.

Gemma scans the school grounds. Mr Quilter is standing by the front gate talking to some of the parents. Gemma hesitates. Without asking, it’s not really borrowing – it’s stealing. Gemma doesn’t want to steal from Mr Quilter. If she’s caught she could be expelled. Gemma bites her bottom lip. But if it means saving Papa Faff from certain death …

Gemma makes a dash towards his office.

She flies up the ramp, past Nina’s science trophy in the foyer and through Mr Quilter’s office door.

She scans his desk, trying to douse the panic rising inside her.

Nothing.

She glances out the window. Mr Quilter waves to the parents as they get into their car. She hasn’t got much time.

She opens the desk drawers.

Nothing.

Mr Quilter is walking back towards the office.


She’s going to get caught.

A briefcase leans against the desk. She lays it down and flips the lid.

Bingo.

She grabs the lighter, closes the lid and flies out the door into the foyer just as Mr Quilter enters from outside. Gemma stands, sweaty palmed, heart thudding, facing Nina’s gleaming gold trophy from last year’s science competition.

‘She’s a beauty, isn’t she?’ Mr Quilter says proudly.

‘She sure is, Mr Quilter,’ says Gemma, trying to control her breathing.

‘It’ll be a shame to see it go. No school has ever won this trophy two years in a row. Not in the entire thirty-two years the competition’s been running.’

‘I’ll do my best to bring it back, Mr Quilter.’

‘I know you will, Gem. With a mother like yours … you have science running through your veins. You have every chance of bringing it home this year. Good luck.’

‘Thanks, Mr Quilter.’ Gemma conceals the lighter in her hand as she leaves.


Gemma wonders if Janomi is still in her ear. She can’t feel or hear her.

‘Whoa! That was close,’ the Sparkle yells.

‘Too close,’ Gemma agrees. ‘But I’ve got everything.’

As she dashes past the veggie patch, Gemma spies the gardener’s hat sitting on a fence post. Attached to its brim is mesh that can be draped down to your shoulders to keep flies away from your face. Gemma looks around and can’t see the gardener, so she runs back and swipes the hat. Now she’s all set.

By the time Gemma arrives at the gum tree she only has thirty minutes left for the rescue. ‘Do you want to stay with me, or do you want to go?’ she asks Janomi.

‘Definitely go,’ Janomi says. ‘I’m sorry, it’s too dangerous for me. I’m terrified.’

Gemma quickly runs further away from the tree filled with silver spiders, then stands still. A second later a fluffy little feather drifts by her face and she knows it’s Janomi saying goodbye.
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Elna crosses her arms and taps her foot on the classroom windowsill. She’s a pale, angry smudge against the red, orange and yellow cellophane artwork on the glass behind her. The only dark thing about Elna is her eyes – broody blue, like all fairies with blue hair. Only Elna’s hair isn’t blueberry blue like most, it’s more subtle. Janomi calls it ocean-blonde. But blue is blue and those who have it are thought to have terrible tempers. Elna doesn’t get teased so much now that she’s a Sparkle, but when she was a Twinkle it was ‘Blue hair, you scare!’ almost every day. Janomi stuck up for her and they became friends. But now she’s late, and Elna is mad.

‘So, skipping class and out during curfew, huh? Busy day?’ she goads.

‘Don’t be so prickly,’ Janomi says defensively as she lands beside her. ‘I’m only a few minutes late.’

Elna tilts her head and looks at Janomi with raised eyebrows.

Janomi knows she’s been caught out. Her stomach twists. ‘Does Mum know? Was she looking for me?’ Janomi doesn’t usually go behind her mother’s back, but Lady Suri would never have allowed her to speak to a human. Her mother wouldn’t dare risk the safety of the colony, even if it meant saving the life of her father. Janomi knows she’s broken the law, but no harm was done. She knew Gemma would help, and that she’d keep their secret. Janomi has been watching her in class for years. Gemma would help anyone if they asked.

‘No,’ Elna says. ‘But what were you doing out there? You know we’re not allowed to be out unsupervised during the day. What’s got Princess Janomi so worked up she breaks curfew?’


Janomi sighs. ‘I’m not a princess.’

Elna has been Janomi’s best friend for years, but ever since Papa Faff inherited the Leader Powers things have changed. Now Elna hates Janomi doing anything without her and she’s always angry about something. Janomi remembers the time before Papa Faff became the colony’s new leader. During his older brother’s reign things were different. Elna was happier.

Then, one day, Papa Faff’s brother became gravely ill. The fairies wondered who would be their next leader. Though it’s impossible to know – the magic alone decides the most worthy fairy – Elna’s grandfather was tipped as the favourite. He was wise and kind and courageous. Elna’s family were convinced that they would soon be the colony’s first family and live in the palatial gum tree. Elna couldn’t wait. Then, when Papa Faff inherited the Leader Powers instead, Elna’s grandfather flew into a violent rage. The colony was shocked, and the fairies realised that he was not so kind after all. Elna’s whole family was humiliated. They’ve resented the Faff family ever since and blame them for Elna’s grandfather’s breakdown. Although still friends, Elna has trouble keeping her jealousy of Janomi in check, especially now that Janomi has important duties that Elna is excluded from.

Janomi wishes she could tell Elna everything. She wants to tell the whole colony that Papa Faff has been captured and Queen Bernini and her army of silver spiders have invaded the Council Chambers, but it’s privileged information at this stage. Only family members and the leader’s closest staff know of the danger. If Janomi spills the beans, it could cause mass panic. Fairies could die. It would be disastrous.

‘I can’t say, Elna. You know I can’t,’ explains Janomi.

Elna rolls her eyes. ‘You and your mum may live in Glint Lane with us common fairies, but you will always be princesses. Any day now you’ll get your wings and be living in the Council Chambers with your Papa Faff. A much more fitting residence for Lady Suri and the first granddaughter.’

‘Elna, stop it. We’ve been best friends since we were little Glints. You know I’d tell you if I could.’


Elna crosses her arms. ‘If you really were my best friend, you wouldn’t keep secrets and expect me to stand around waiting to serve you.’

‘Best friends have each other’s back even if they don’t quite understand.’ Janomi shakes her head. ‘If a secret is being kept, they trust there is good reason. And since when have I ever wanted anyone to serve me?’

Elna’s eyes darken and turn steely cold. ‘You’re so oblivious to your privilege you can’t even see it. You’re a Faff. Of course you have no idea.’

Janomi realises they are no longer talking about their friendship. Elna’s hurt and anger cuts far deeper than Janomi keeping a secret. But Janomi can’t talk about this now, not while she is so worried about Papa Faff. She folds her arms and looks away. When she turns back Elna has moved. She’s sitting down on the window sill, hugging her knees, staring out the window.
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While other students finish boarding the first bus, Gemma runs back to the gum tree and quickly dresses in her yellow raincoat, rubber gloves and hat. She throws the skipping ropes over the branch, places the stepladder firmly by the base of the tree and begins to climb. Before long, Gemma’s perched on the lowest branch. Just as Janomi said, there’s a hole in the trunk. Gemma inches closer and peers into the darkness.

Thousands of spiders could be in there.

A shudder passes through Gemma’s shoulders. The opening of the hollow is just big enough for Gemma to crawl through. She slowly sticks her head inside and looks up. She can see nothing but black. She pulls out the lighter, holds it in the centre of the empty space and strikes a flame.

[image: image]

Gemma squints into the darkness. What looks like a silver plate hangs above her head. Gemma jabs tentatively at it. The plate moves in a pizza base kind of way. It can’t be metal because it gives in the middle. Gemma pokes at it again. Suddenly the plate disintegrates into thousands of little pieces that rain down on her. Tiny silver spiders. They land on her head and cover her mesh hat like bees over a hive.

Gemma screams, jerks her head out of the hole and, in an uncontrollable frenzy, swats at the spiders.

Stop! she tells herself. They are not on me. Breathe. Gemma’s mum always says, if you have prepared properly, no matter what happens, trust your equipment. You will be fine. And just look at me, thinks Gemma. Totally prepared.

She concentrates on slowing her breathing and calms herself down. Then, with spiders still crawling on her hat and sleeves, Gemma musters up the courage to put her head back into the hollow and strike the lighter again. This time she can see all the way up inside the tree. The plate of silver spiders is gone.


‘Papa Faff? Are you there?’ Gemma calls.

Gemma climbs into the hollow and stands up inside the tree, holding the lighter high. She looks around the walls but there’s nothing there. Spiders crawl down her arms and Gemma wishes she had secured the rubber gloves better. The gloves gape a little at her wrists and the spiders could crawl inside them. Gemma flinches with every itch, every tickle on her skin, thinking spiders have found their way inside her plastic smock.

It’s then that Gemma looks up and sees a thick web. Four strong silk strands connect it to the inner wall of the tree. Right in the centre of the web is a tightly woven cocoon. It’s about three times the size of Janomi, but Gemma remembers that Janomi is still a Sparkle. Maybe Papa Faff is bigger. Gemma reaches up as far as she can but she isn’t quite tall enough. She jumps, but the web is still too high. She’s going to have to think of something fast. She’s running out of time. The second bus will be here any minute. All Gemma can think of is to take off a rubber glove and use it to swipe at the web, hoping to knock the cocoon down. If she does it gently, she might be able to catch Papa Faff.

Gemma shakes her gloved hand and smacks at the spiders still clinging to it. Then she slips off the glove and flings it as high as she can. It connects with the web and tears one side away from the inside of the tree. The sac drops lower. Gemma jumps up and grabs it with her bare hand. In a single motion, she slides back through the hole and out into the brightness of the day.
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Queen Bernini drums her left legs on the floor. She pushes her large abdomen down and squishes it from side to side. Her new cushion is a little too high for her liking.

She has ordered the silver spiders, known for their superior web-making skills, to make over the fairy chambers. They swing back and forth, spinning large webs across the walls and entrances of each room.

‘That’s looking a little better,’ says Queen Bernini, still dissatisfied with her new lodgings. ‘If you go back and forth another four hundred times, it should just about do it.’

Suddenly the attack alarm sounds. Queen Bernini stops drumming her legs and plants them firmly on the floor. She lifts her belly from the cushion and remains poised in a state of readiness, in case she has to run and hide.

Four silver spiders scuttle through the door.

‘What is it?’ Queen Bernini demands.

‘Your Highness, there has been a direct attack on the dungeon,’ says one of the spiders.

Queen Bernini relaxes and lowers her belly back onto the cushion. ‘Well, attack them back,’ she snaps, waving her leg dismissively.

‘But, Queen Bernini, the attack came from the humans.’
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Gemma sits on the branch outside, breathing heavily. She gently pulls the sac apart to reveal a man, no bigger than her thumb, with spectacular wings. He’s lying very still, eyes closed, pale red hair pushed off his oval-shaped face. He’s wearing an autumn-red robe with gold trimming. Gemma smiles and, at the same time, her eyes fill with tears.

‘Gemma, what are you doing up there?’

Gemma is so startled that she overbalances and slips off her branch. She lands heavily, but manages to break her fall. When she sits back up, Nina is standing at the base of the tree with her arms crossed.

‘Okay, let me rephrase,’ Nina says. ‘Why are you falling out of trees in that ridiculous get-up? Please tell me there’s an explanation for your madness.’

Nina. She must have been watching Gemma the whole time. Nina has to wait around after school too, but she’s on a different bus that always leaves a few minutes earlier than Gemma’s. Right on cue, Nina’s bus swings into the school ground.

‘Your bus is here, Nina. See you tomorrow,’ Gemma says.

Nina shakes her head and stomps off towards the bus stop.

As soon as she’s gone, Gemma looks up at the branch. She throws the skipping rope over it and quickly climbs back up, but the silver cocoon is empty.


Papa Faff has vanished.

Gemma sees her bus pull into the driveway. It’s earlier than usual. She wants to stay and make sure the silver spiders didn’t recapture Papa Faff and drag him back inside their lair. She sticks her head in the hollow but she can’t see him. She looks all over the branch, fearing she might be sitting on top of him. Did Papa Faff have powers to disappear once he was freed from the silver web?

Everyone has boarded the last bus and now it’s waiting for her. Gemma springs out of the tree and pulls off her yellow raincoat as she runs towards the waiting area. She hasn’t got time to return all the gear she borrowed, so she shoves it in her bag and darts onto the bus.

Gemma bites her bottom lip and stares out the window as the bus drives past the gum tree, willing Papa Faff to be safe. That sense of something horrible happening is still with her, but maybe her senses are wrong. If Papa Faff is okay, her day has been unbelievably incredible, full of wonder and discovery. And as her mum always says, ‘There is nothing better than a day of wonder and discovery, except for a day of wonder and discovery with proof.’

Gemma pulls her bag a little closer to her feet. Her mum’s super-duper bug catcher had been charged, ready, and it recorded everything Janomi said and did.
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The four silver soldiers stand before Queen Bernini at attention, their legs rigid. The news of a human attack brings a throbbing pain right behind Queen Bernini’s middle eyes. She knows about humans, but has never come close to one before, for good reason. They’re the most dangerous creatures on the planet. Exterminators. They murder insects and arachnoids by the masses. They destroy healthy trees, homes and food supplies. Entire forests, she’s heard, in a matter of days.

‘The human smashed through our armour plate, capturing and killing many. The total numbers are as yet unconfirmed,’ reports a silver soldier. ‘Our hostage has also escaped. The human tore open his prison as though it was nothing and he vanished soon after.’


‘Where is this human now?’ demands Queen Bernini.

‘Gone.’

Gone. Queen Bernini relaxes back onto her cushion. The threat is over. She smirks at the thought of how the fairies will respond to this development. She throws her head back and laughs. Ha! This will send the fairies into a tizz. She’s wanted to expose the fairies to the humans for years, she just didn’t know how to do it. The human invasion is tremendous news. She has no idea how it will affect her, but one thing is certain: she’ll be the first one to applaud while the fairies flap away from the school grounds in a mad panic. This human intervention may be exactly what she needed to get rid of them once and for all. So far as she knows, this human may only be interested in the fairies. If she hides deep inside her tree, surrounded by her army, will they even know she is there? Queen Bernini turns her attention to the armoured spiders standing before her.

‘Get out,’ Queen Bernini growls. ‘Go and find me some food. We’re staying put.’
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The Gate Fairy closes his sleepy eyes and leans against a leaf. The leaf gives way and he falls onto the branch. He stands back up, straightens his straw hat and stretches his wings. Nullaboo hullabaloo! He must have dozed off. He shakes himself awake, trying to clear his head. Then he starts his preamble.

‘Wait for it, wait for it … there goes the last bus … here comes the late teacher … her car is driving towards the gate and … IIIIIT’S OOOOOUT!’ His voice booms and his words are followed by an almighty siren as he blows into a tiny horn.
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Fairies swarm from the trees in Glint Lane. Some flutter playfully through the leaves, while others zoom towards the playground, cascading down the slide, in and out of the monkey bars and over the rock climbing wall. The Glints, Twinkles and Sparkles skip out of the hollows, run their hands over the smooth glossy leaves and breathe in the excitement. Curfew is over until the first car arrives tomorrow morning. But today is a special day, and the end of curfew brings an electrifying atmosphere. This afternoon is the Wing Ceremony. Every year at the ceremony new flyers – fairies who recently grew wings – race around the school grounds, finishing in Glint Lane. The race marks the end of Sparklehood and showcases the new fairies’ speed, endurance and, most importantly, their heart. The winner is awarded fast-flying status and they are called upon in emergencies for special duties. As far as Papa Faff is concerned, though, winning the race isn’t as important as how the race is flown, or how someone wins or loses. Janomi knows that Papa Faff is impressed by those who try hard and want to win, yet race fair and lose well.

Silver dust swirls as the fairies settle into their seats and wait for the race to begin.

Janomi loves the Wing Race, but today she can’t stay and watch. She has an emergency meeting to attend … and she doesn’t think she’ll be returning. Not after her mother and Papa Faff’s aides find out what she has done.

[image: image]

‘I can’t wait ’til it starts!’ Elna’s eyes sparkle. She hugs Janomi, forgetting their quarrel. ‘This will be us soon. Let’s find a seat up the front.’

‘I can’t stay,’ Janomi says quietly.

The sparkle in Elna’s eyes fades. ‘Why?’

‘I can’t say. First Family duties.’

‘Again? Why can’t you just tell me what’s going on? First you float around the grounds during curfew and now you’re missing the Wing Race, hiding behind “First Family duties, big secrets for special ears only”.’

‘I never said that,’ says Janomi. ‘And I wish I could tell you, Elna. But, like I said earlier, I can’t. And you know that.’

‘No, actually. I don’t,’ Elna snaps.

Lady Suri lands beside them. ‘Are you ready?’ she says to Janomi.

Janomi nods and places her arms around her mother’s neck. When the conditions are right, Sparkles can float on the breeze to get where they need to go, but without the help of someone who can fly they can’t travel any great distance. This time Janomi needs to be carried.

‘I’m sorry, Elna.’ Janomi feels bad leaving her friend like this, but she can’t risk putting the colony in danger. Why can’t Elna understand that? She gives Elna a small wave, then turns and takes off with her mother.

They fly to the emergency shelter in the far corner of the school grounds. Even though Janomi is holding on tight, her mother’s arms are wrapped securely around her so she is safe during the flight. Lady Suri’s wings blur with speed and Janomi notices that her jaw is clenched tight. Janomi can’t help but feel that her mother is going to be even more stressed after she hears what her daughter has done.

When Janomi and her mother arrive, only two aides and a guard are waiting for them. Most of Papa Faff’s staff are attending the Wing Race, as they usually would, so no questions are asked. The aides hush when Lady Suri walks in, and wait for her and Janomi to take their seats before sitting down themselves. The emergency shelter is in an unlikely tree. A small wattle. The room is cool and dark, with only a small amount of silver dust accumulated for lighting. It isn’t supposed to shine or sparkle, so as not to attract attention from anyone. It’s a hidden safe haven, temporary accommodation to ride through a crisis.

‘What news of my father?’ Lady Suri asks, once everyone is seated.

Sig, Papa Faff’s first assistant, clears his throat. ‘Lady Suri, firstly, we know he’s alive. No Leader Powers have been released, no heart tingles have been felt.’

Janomi lets go a sigh of relief. Sig is right. She hasn’t felt any tingles.

‘That may be so, but it’s only a matter of time,’ says Janomi’s mother. ‘He won’t survive another night cocooned in Queen Bernini’s web. How are we going to rescue him?’

Papa Faff’s second assistant, Bross, steps forward. ‘I propose an attack on Queen Bernini, to free Papa Faff and to take back the Council Chambers.’

‘I second the motion,’ says Sig. ‘It should be arranged immediately. The Wing Race will be a distraction. Queen Bernini and her silver army will think we’re all in attendance and won’t expect an attack.’

‘You know my father does not condone violence. You know he would never approve of such an idea,’ says Suri.

‘With respect, my lady, we have no choice,’ says Sig. ‘After every Wing Race, Papa Faff addresses the crowd at the Wing Ceremony before performing his famous cyclonic evacuation drill of Glint Lane. It’s tradition. If this is cancelled, everyone will know something is wrong. Papa Faff has never missed a Wing Ceremony or evacuation drill before. If he is absent, fairies will worry. They will fly to the Council Chambers to see him, straight into Queen Bernini’s trap. We have to act immediately. Our leader always puts the colony first. He puts their safety above everything else.’

Lady Suri considers Sig’s words. He’s right. The common fairies adore Papa Faff. When he inherited the Leader Powers, Papa Faff stood before the colony and declared that no child would live in poverty, no young family would struggle while living under his rule. The Faff colony would not just survive, but thrive.

And he proved to be a fairy of his word. Papa Faff made homes in the plush gums planted in a neat row along the path from the art room to the mail box. He named it Glint Lane and invited all the young families to live there in comfort. The fairies would fly straight to his chambers if they thought something was wrong. Papa Faff always made them feel welcome. He nursed the Glints and visited the sick – of course his people would return the favour.

Lady Suri’s chest tightens with fear. Never has she had to make such an important decision. She clasps her trembling hands together and places them on her lap, hoping Papa Faff’s aides don’t notice. She has to remain strong. As Papa Faff’s only daughter, she is considered the closest fairy to him, and so, in his absence, her role is to advise what he would want. But in this case she isn’t so sure.

‘Then I will be guided by you on this decision. Pass on the order of attack to the regiment,’ Lady Suri says, holding her voice steady.


‘No! You can’t!’ Janomi cries. Her face flushes red when everyone, even the guard, turns to look at her.

‘You have no right to speak – you are wingless,’ says Sig.

‘My wings have started. This gives me the right to speak.’ Janomi stands, turns her back and pulls her hair to the side. Two small bumps protrude from her shoulder blades. The aides murmur and bow their heads to Janomi.

Lady Suri smiles proudly and nods her head for her daughter to speak.

Janomi knows she’s in a world of trouble, but she can’t let Papa Faff’s regiment attack the Council Chambers when he might not even be there.

Janomi has no idea what will happen when she reveals what she has done. No fairy, to her knowledge, has ever made themselves known to a human before. But Gemma’s different. She is loyal and kind. And it was the only way to save Papa Faff. Janomi knows her heart was in the right place. She has to tell them, regardless of her punishment. They have to know everything so they can make the best decisions to help save Papa Faff.

‘I … I …’ Janomi stalls. ‘Um –’

‘The Sparkle’s got stage fright,’ says Bross.
 
Sig laughs.

‘Let her speak,’ Lady Suri snaps.

Papa Faff’s aides fall silent.

Janomi looks at her mum and swallows hard. ‘I asked a human, a girl, for help – she tried to rescue Papa Faff earlier today.’

Lady Suri and Papa Faff’s aides are stunned into silence. They look at each other, confused at first, then in need of confirmation that they really heard what Janomi just told them. She couldn’t possibly have said what they think she said. It’s … unthinkable. No fairy under any circumstances is permitted to speak to a human. It’s their oldest law. Their existence has been a carefully hidden secret for thousands of years.

‘The girl, Gemma, may have succeeded,’ Janomi mumbles. ‘But I’m not sure … I just thought you needed to know before making any decisions to attack.’ Janomi holds her breath, waiting for reassurance. When it doesn’t come she swings her eyes towards the dark, shadowy roof, which is more comforting than the four gobsmacked faces before her.
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Gemma jumps off the bus and walks across the cattle pit, even though the main gate is open. She runs towards her neighbours, Tom and Mavis, who are standing by their ute outside her mum’s laboratory.

‘Hi, Tom. Hi, Mavis,’ Gemma sings as she scoots by. ‘Have you rung the bell?’

‘Not yet. We just pulled up,’ says Mavis.

Gemma presses the big red button and smiles into the security camera. A moment later her mum’s voice crackles out of the speaker. ‘I’ll be just a sec!’

‘How was school today?’ Tom asks.


‘Totally amazing,’ Gemma gushes.

Tom and Mavis laugh.

‘It must be a good day when it’s totally amazing,’ Mavis says.

The shed door swings open and Gemma’s mum, Kendra, strolls out wearing a black, spiky wig. Two giant bloodshot eyes on springs bounce above her head. A large screw sticks out either side of her neck, with convincing blood effects, and red glitter is smudged across her cheek.

Gemma’s sisters are dressed up too. Ivy is clinging to her mum’s back, wearing a white lab coat, baggy rubber gloves and a helmet with an eye shield. Kendra is carrying Meg in her arms. Meg is dressed in a bright pink tutu. There are chocolate stains down the front of her dress and around her mouth. Her hair is as wild and unkempt as Kendra’s wig, and red glitter covers Meg’s hands and arms all the way to her elbows.

‘Hey, Gem, how was school?’

‘Awesome, Mum. Amazing.’

‘Did you get butterflies?’

‘No. March flies,’ Gemma says with a roll of her eyes.


‘Ah, the Tabanidae family,’ Kendra says enthusiastically. ‘You’ll do well with them.’ She walks towards Tom and Mavis’s ute, sits Meg on the bonnet, then turns to unload Ivy.

‘Tom, Mavis, how’re things?’

Tom and Mavis look her up and down and smile.

‘Pretty good all round, Kendra,’ Tom says. ‘We need to pick up some chemical.’

‘Have they faxed the order?’

‘Said they would,’ Tom says.

‘What’re you spraying?’

‘Armyworm. Don’t s’pose you’re any closer to finding a solution?’

‘I wish,’ says Kendra as she walks back towards her office.

Once she’s gone, Mavis looks at Tom. ‘It takes a real confident woman to get around like that,’ she says.

Tom snorts a laugh.

‘Armyworm is baby moffs,’ Meg informs Tom and Mavis.

‘Yes,’ says Mavis. ‘They are baby moths.’

‘Meg, they already know what armyworm is.

It’s in their crop eating their rice right now. Armyworm could eat their entire crop in two days. That’s why they’re here,’ Ivy says. She turns to Tom and Mavis. ‘Sorry, she’s three.’

Gemma puts her arms around Meg and lowers her from the bonnet of the ute to the ground. Ivy jumps off too.

‘Where’s Dad today?’ Mavis asks.

‘Gone to town,’ Ivy says. ‘He finished his book so he went out for lunch with the other writers to celebrate.’

‘Oh, your dad is clever. Is he going to send this one to a publisher?’

‘He says he’ll send them all when the planets align in exactly the right order,’ Ivy explains.

‘Daddy’s written fourteen books,’ Meg says proudly. ‘And soon the planets are in a line.’ She can hardly get her tongue around the words.

Mavis smiles.

Kendra sticks her head out the door, the springy eyeballs clacking against the frame.

‘Tom, it’s going to be cheaper if you go with a different brand. It’s exactly the same active ingredient, just five hundred bucks less.’

‘That’s why I come here for chemical, Kendra,’ Tom says with a smile.


Kendra walks out carrying two plastic drums. Tom rushes over and takes one from her. They place them in the back of the ute, which excites Gilbert, Tom’s border collie. Kendra gives him a pat between his ears and turns to Tom and Mavis.

The girls busy themselves at the edge of the shed, hopping over a gutter.

‘How are things with the organisation?’ Tom asks.

The way he says it makes Gemma stop and listen.

‘Not good, Tom. They want to shut us down. I haven’t found a cure for armyworm by the deadline they set, so they’re going to cut our funding and move us on. I’ve got a meeting with the big guys tomorrow.’

‘If they shut you down, you’ll be missed around here. It’ll be a huge loss to the community,’ says Mavis.

‘Thanks, Mavis. I appreciate you saying so. We don’t want to go, but they’re not giving us much choice. I just hope I can convince them to give us more time.’


‘We hope so too,’ Tom says. ‘Good luck, and if there’s anything we can do to help, you know where to find us.’

Gemma knew they could be moving, but she didn’t know it might be so soon. Tears prick her eyes.

‘Zip it, Tom,’ Mavis says. ‘We’re upsetting the littlies. Don’t worry, love.’ She rubs Gemma’s back as she talks. ‘Things will work out. They always do.’

Tom hands Kendra a large box of vegetables from their garden and they wave as they drive off. Gilbert barks all the way down the drive.

‘You’re meeting with them tomorrow?’ Gemma asks.

Kendra nods. ‘They called today to bring it forward. Not sure why.’

Gemma’s stomach tightens with the news. She loves living on the farm – there’s clean fresh air and wide open spaces to run and play in. She loves her neighbours and their pets, and then there’s all of her teachers and friends at school. The thought of moving wedges a painful lump in Gemma’s throat.


‘Is there anything you can do, Mum, so they’ll let us stay?’

‘I’ll try my best to convince them, sweetheart.’

‘Maybe they’ve called you in early to give you more money, or to give you more time for research. Or maybe they’ll give you something easier to study,’ Gemma says.

‘Maybe,’ Kendra says with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. ‘Anyway, tell me about your amazingly awesome day at school.’

‘I can’t. It’s top-secret. Can I use your laptop tonight?’

‘Sure.’

When Meg hears the word ‘secret’ she sidles in beside Gemma. ‘Will you tell me your secret, Gem?’

Gemma ignores her sister. ‘Mum, your super-duper bug catcher is the best.’ She bends down and opens her school bag. The yellow art smock and rubber gloves spill out. Gemma reaches into the bottom of her bag and gasps. It’s not there. Gemma pulls out her lunch box, her reader, her hat and the skipping ropes. ‘It’s gone!’ she shrieks. Gemma remembers Nina hanging around outside the classroom after the final bell. ‘Oh no. I bet it was Nina,’ she whispers. ‘I bet she took it.’ Gemma freezes. What if Nina plugs it into a computer and finds the recording? ‘Oh no!’ she cries. ‘Janomi’s going to kill me …’

Gemma rants on but Kendra isn’t listening. She’s preoccupied with something else. She kneels down and picks up the yellow raincoat. Three tiny spiders scuttle across it and onto the ground.

‘What’s … I’ve never … they must be …’ Kendra grabs Gemma’s lunch box and upends the food scraps still inside it. She scoops up the spiders, dirt and all.

‘What is it, Mum?’ Gemma stops and stares at her mother.

‘I’m not exactly sure. Spiders. But I’ve never seen anything like them before. They’re remarkable … and so beautiful. They’re silver.’
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‘You did what?’ screeches Lady Suri.
 
‘This is outrageous,’ Sig yells.

Bross is still lost for words.

‘We have to arrest her,’ Sig says.

‘Under what law?’ demands Lady Suri.

‘Ah, er, well, I’m not entirely sure. This is unprecedented. But it’s definitely a breach of … a breach of … rules, formally written ones, somewhere,’ Sig says.

‘Time would perhaps be better spent working out what to do next, don’t you think?’ snaps Lady Suri. ‘We must evacuate in case Queen Bernini plans a counterattack. Immediately. I’m thinking Glint Lane, most certainly.’

‘Yes, perhaps, but with all due respect,’ Sig says, ‘maybe you shouldn’t be the one making decisions. Janomi must be held captive while our next step is being considered. We cannot allow her to make contact with the humans again. She’s already done enough damage.’

Lady Suri stares at Sig and then looks to Bross, who lowers his eyes. Clearly, he agrees, but doesn’t want to stand up to Papa Faff’s daughter.

Sig pauses for a moment, not sure of what to do. Then he cries, ‘Guard, detain her!’

Lady Suri spreads her wings and zooms to Janomi’s side. ‘Keep your hands off my daughter!’ she commands.

‘Mum, it’s okay,’ says Janomi. She holds out her arms in a gesture of surrender. ‘I won’t resist punishment.’ She sounds far braver than she feels.

Lady Suri backs down and bows her head. Janomi’s right. Now isn’t the time to argue. Now is the time to decide the best course of action for the survival of the colony.


Sig takes control. ‘Bross, prepare for an emergency evacuation of Glint Lane after the next curfew. The Wing Ceremony will progress as planned. Lady Suri, you will inform the colony that Papa Faff’s twister evacuation drill is postponed until after curfew tomorrow. This way we have time to find him and disguise the drill as a real evacuation without causing panic. Once we have everyone at the emergency shelter we can decide if we have to take further action. That is, if we have to initiate an unscheduled migration.’

Sig’s final words weigh heavily in the room.

Lady Suri bows her head to Sig and then hugs her daughter. Before she releases Janomi she whispers three words only her daughter can hear. ‘I’ll be back.’
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Gemma paces around her room. Her stomach twists with anxiety. What is Nina doing right now? Has she discovered that the bug catcher has a video recorder inside it? Has she figured out that it can be plugged into a computer? Has she already watched the footage?


Gemma wishes she hadn’t allowed the bug catcher to record the conversation she had with Janomi. Perhaps she should tell her mum about it. Maybe she could drive her over to Nina’s house and get the bug catcher back. But that would mean telling her about Janomi and the fairies. And telling anyone about their existence would mean an emergency evacuation. Did Janomi say evacuation? No, she said migration. An unscheduled migration that would mean the death of hundreds of Glints, Twinkles and Sparkles.

The thought of being the cause of this – the death of fairy babies – makes Gemma want to throw up. The discovery of that footage could mean the end of her new friend, Janomi. It could mean the end of the whole fairy colony forever.

A familiar rumbling sound comes down the driveway. Dad’s home. The girls and Polly-dog, a brown kelpie, run outside towards their father’s car as the dust settles behind it. Gemma glances at the sparkly orange bumper sticker that says ‘Magic happens’. Maybe Janomi didn’t mistake technology for magic. Maybe humans have some without realising, and Dad knows it too. He’s always talking about energies and crystals and other weird stuff. And he does yoga. Fletcher springs out of the car with a big smile and hugs them all in turn.
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Tough Goose honks his way towards them. Meg climbs up her dad’s leg in a panic. Fletcher flings her further up onto his hip as Tough Goose hisses and snaps at her feet.

‘Go away, Toughie,’ Fletcher says to the gander.

Gemma holds her school bag in front of her legs as they walk towards the house. Tough Goose pecks at the bag. Gemma giggles.

‘Tough Goose, go away,’ says Ivy. She hisses fiercely.

Tough Goose gives Ivy a wide berth and waddles back to Mrs Kennedy, who’s roosting on a nest at the front of the carport.

‘Dad, have you seen what Mrs Kennedy’s nesting on?’ asks Ivy. She giggles. ‘Hose fittings!’


Fletcher chuckles. ‘Is she really? What a goose.’

Gemma laughs and repeats her father’s words. Meg joins in and exaggerates a big belly laugh even though she has no idea what’s funny about a goose being called a goose.

Fletcher lowers Meg from his hip once they’re all inside and safe and closes the door. Meg skips off to her bedroom to find her doll. Outside, Polly-dog settles on her mat by the door and watches the road.

‘Mack the Cat is out there too,’ says Ivy.

Fletcher slides the door back open and Mack the Cat steps inside. He rubs against Fletcher’s leg then goes to his feeding area. Ivy follows Mack the Cat and pours some dried food into his bowl. He purrs while he eats. Ivy tries to imitate him at the dinner table sometimes, but she can’t work out how he chews, swallows and purrs all at the same time.


‘Where’s Mum?’ Fletcher asks.

‘In the lab,’ says Gemma. ‘Her boss called today. She has to go in for a meeting tomorrow.’

Fletcher stops what he’s doing and looks at her. ‘Is that what Mum said? Tomorrow?’

Gemma nods.

‘Is she preparing for the meeting?’ he asks.

‘No. She’s looking at spiders,’ says Ivy. ‘Silver spiders. Maybe they’ll be the answer to armyworm. She’s probably feeding them moth babies right now.’

‘Tomorrow …’ Fletcher says to himself.

‘After Mum’s boss called, I was on the computer in the lab,’ says Ivy. ‘Mum helped me do some research. Did you know that Jupiter, Mercury and Venus are all going to align this week? It won’t happen again for eight years. Jupiter, Mercury and Venus – are they the right planets, Dad? Maybe if you sold your books we could buy this place and stay.’

Fletcher smiles. ‘Maybe they’re exactly the right ones,’ he says.
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Ivy and Meg gulp down their food, but Gemma pushes hers around her plate. She has no appetite. Kendra and Fletcher aren’t hungry either.

Fletcher looks at Kendra. ‘Do you have a plan? Should we call Mack the Man?’

‘Already have,’ Kendra says. ‘He’s coming around tonight to go over a few things.’

Mack the Man is another neighbour and the local rice growing expert. He lives up the road with his wife, Nancy, and a few of their grown-up kids. The morning they met, Kendra was experimenting with Nullaboo mud and applying it to her face. Ivy ran into the bathroom and told her Mack was at the door. ‘Well, let him in then,’ Kendra instructed, thinking it was the cat. When Kendra emerged in her pyjamas and mud mask, Mack the Man screamed almost as loud as she did. Since then, stated differentiation between the man and the cat was established, and Kendra learned that no time is too early to visit someone on a farm.
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Kendra sighs and rakes her hand through her dark hair. ‘I’ve been doing some other research alongside my study on armyworm and I think I’ve found a plant that could eradicate brown slime. The preliminary findings look good, but I’ll need at least two more seasons to complete all the trials. I’m going to present that to them. It’s my only hope. I’m no closer to finding a cure for armyworm than I was the day I started.’

Ivy looks up, chewing on her corn cob. ‘What about the silver spiders, Mum? They could be the answer.’

Kendra considers what she says. ‘I wish things were that easy, Ivy. But we’ve run out of time. Even if they were the answer, I don’t think the company is going to give me the time to investigate it.’

‘Triers are winners, Mum. Have a crack,’ Ivy says, then goes back to her food.

Fletcher and Kendra laugh. It’s what they say to the kids and it’s the first time it has been said back to them.

Straight after dinner, Kendra kisses the kids goodnight and disappears into the laboratory to meet with Mack the Man.

Ivy’s right.

She isn’t out of time.

She has time right now.

She has all night.
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Gemma tosses and turns in bed. Worry keeps her awake. She gets up and walks out to the kitchen. Fletcher is sitting at the dining table, pounding on the keys of his laptop.

‘I thought you’d finished writing your book, Dad?’

‘I’m writing pitch letters to publishers,’ he says, without looking up. ‘It’s time to see if anyone likes my work. If I don’t send them, I’ll never know.’

‘Mum likes it,’ Gemma says.

‘She doesn’t count. She likes everything I do. Why aren’t you asleep?’

‘I can’t sleep tonight.’

Fletcher stops typing and looks at Gemma’s worried face. ‘Are you worried about us moving?’

Gemma nods. She is worried about that, although the main thing keeping her awake is her fear that the fairy colony will be discovered, but Gemma doesn’t say so.

Fletcher puts his arms out and Gemma sits on his knee.

‘I don’t want to move either, and maybe we won’t have to,’ he says. ‘Mum’s good at finding solutions to problems. She’s doing her best to find a way to stay.’

Although Fletcher isn’t talking about Gemma’s other problem, Gemma finds his words comforting.

‘Now, off to bed and let me work my magic,’ he says.


Gemma smiles. Maybe her dad really does believe in magic.
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Janomi sits in a tiny holding cell in the wattle tree at the furthermost corner of the school grounds. She can hear muffled cheering. The Wing Race must be in its last drag down Glint Lane. That means it’s almost time for Papa Faff’s twister evacuation drill. The colony will be suspicious when it’s postponed. Papa Faff never misses any of his duties as leader.

Janomi can still remember her first evacuation drill. After the Wing Race, without fail, a twister roars down Glint Lane, collecting the fairy babies and delivering them to this very wattle tree. As the wind settles to a slow swirl, the Glints, Twinkles and Sparkles clamber out of the breeze and onto the tree’s branches, giggling at their windswept hair. Then they file inside the hollow. Once everyone has settled, their leader delivers a speech about the importance of being prepared and then the fairies pick up their babies and fly them home. To the babies, the evacuation drill is just a funny game.
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Janomi paces the length of the tiny room. Every five steps she turns around, pacing back the other way. She swirls fairy dust around for light. The shadows draw back as it falls in the crevices of the hollow. The light doesn’t take away the cold feeling that has settled in her chest, though. Nor the loneliness. Fairies hate being alone. She wraps her arms around herself and shivers. Gemma is no threat to the colony, Janomi is sure of it. Gemma let her go. She’s Janomi’s friend. But how will Janomi convince the colony that the humans wish them no harm while she’s locked in here?
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Gemma wakes to the rooster crowing. Light is just breaking over the horizon. The morning sky is cloudless and pale, a beautiful contrast to the dark earth beneath. Gemma gets up and walks out to the kitchen.

Her father is sitting at the computer in his pyjamas. His hair is wild and straggly. A coffee cup is still steaming beside him and chocolate wrappers litter the table. His eyes are bloodshot and he hits the keys with violent fury.

‘Dad?’ Gemma says.

‘Yes,’ he says, without looking up.

‘Is everything okay?’


‘Yes.’

‘Has Mum gone?’

‘Yes.’

‘Have you been working all night?’

‘Yes. Publishers – they all want something different!’ Fletcher cries, his voice spiralling into a high-pitched whisper. ‘And there is a pitching event on today in the city. TODAY. All the best publishers will be there. I have to go. It’s time.’ Fletcher takes a deep breath, holds it and closes his eyes.

Gemma backs away from him and slinks off to the shower without saying another word.

When she re-emerges, Fletcher is sitting on the floor with his legs crossed into an unnatural position. Sun streams through the window onto his back, highlighting his mess of hair. His hands are draped over his knees, his eyes are closed and he’s breathing deeply. Gemma sees it as a good sign.

Gemma is itching to get to school. The first thing she is going to do is get her bug catcher back, delete the footage and see if she can find Janomi. She needs to know if Papa Faff is safe.
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When Gemma’s bus turns into her school’s driveway it stops before the front gate. The kids lean forward to see what’s holding them up. News reporters are milling around the entrance to the school. Cameras flash and Gemma hears her name being called. She cranes her neck to see two helicopters hovering above; one has the local Shepparton News logo, the other, Channel 10.
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‘Is it Gemma?’ she hears someone say. ‘Gemma! Gemma! Over here!’

Mr Quilter opens the gate to let the bus through. Once it’s inside, Mrs Pringle and Mrs Merrylock close the gate to keep the reporters outside the school grounds. Mr Quilter runs along behind the bus. He’s waiting at the door, breathless, when it comes to a halt.

‘Gemma, this way,’ he says. ‘The rest of you, straight to your classrooms.’

The parents who volunteer for the reading program escort the kids to their classrooms while Gemma follows Mr Quilter. As she walks up the ramp towards his office a police car pulls up outside the gate.

Fear grips Gemma so hard her throat restricts and the blood drains from her face.

Police? Are they here because she stole Mr Quilter’s lighter?

Mr Quilter opens the door to his office and Gemma sits down. There, on the desk in front of her, is her mum’s bug catcher and a laptop.

Mr Quilter sits in his chair opposite Gemma and looks at her for a moment before speaking. ‘Nina took your bug catcher home yesterday,’ he says finally. ‘She says you must have dropped it into her bag by mistake.’

That liar! Gemma thinks.

‘She found some pretty startling footage on there, Gemma. Mind-blowing, astonishing footage. She uploaded it to YouTube. I want you to take a look.’

He swings the laptop around. Gemma watches in horror as Janomi reveals information about herself and her fairy colony online.

‘The video went viral, Gemma. Your discovery has made headlines all over the world. Never before has news from Nullaboo travelled so fast. Look at this.’ Mr Quilter taps at the keys and brings up world news homepages. Gemma skims through the headlines:

‘Nullaboo Girl Discovers Fairies.’

‘Nullaboo, Australia: Home of the World’s Only Known Fairy Colony.’

‘Student Gains Proof of Fairy’s Existence. Or is it an Elaborate Hoax?’

‘Meet Janomi, a Fairy Sparkle.’

‘Discovery in Nullaboo: Fake Fairies or Real Footage?’


An advertisement pops up on the side of the webpage. T-shirts with the words ‘Save Papa Faff’ are on sale for twenty-five dollars.

‘Government officials removed the footage early this morning, but not before it went viral.’ Mr Quilter shifts in his seat. ‘They are on their way here now. They want to speak to you. We’re trying to reach your parents.’

Gemma gasps. ‘What do they want?’

Mr Quilter swallows. ‘They wouldn’t say.’
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Lady Suri appears at the door in a rush.

‘Where have you been?’ cries Janomi. ‘I’ve been here alone all night.’

‘Sig was watching me like a hawk and the guard stayed in the wattle until morning. He’s only just finished his shift and this was my first chance to sneak in. We don’t have much time. If I don’t get back immediately, they’ll wonder where I am. I’ll leave the door unlocked, but you must hurry.’ Lady Suri’s eyes fill with tears. ‘I’m so sorry, Janomi. I don’t want to leave you all the way over here, but I have no choice.’ She rushes to her daughter and hugs her. ‘Stay safe.’ Then she turns and is gone as quickly as she arrived.

Janomi doesn’t waste any time. Papa Faff’s aides and a new guard will be back soon and curfew will begin. She stands on a branch, fluffs herself into a feather and hopes the breeze takes her towards the gum tree. She needs to know if Papa Faff is safe.
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Kendra stands at the front of the boardroom and tries not to fidget nervously. She has just finished delivering her presentation with help from Mack the Man. Mack opened the meeting with a beautiful speech about brown slime, explaining the problems it causes for rice plants and farmers like himself. Kendra makes eye contact with her colleague, Kelvin Gallagher. They’ve worked together for years and he has backed her without question on many occasions. Then she swings her gaze to her boss, Colin Snider. Once her friend, now her rival. Colin is wearing a dark brown pinstripe suit and bow tie – purple with green spots.


Wonka, Kendra thinks. He looks like Willy Wonka.

‘I think study into the natural eradication of brown slime is extremely advantageous,’ Kelvin begins. ‘Research into this field is as beneficial to the rice industry as exploration into armyworm. A major breakthrough, in fact. Kendra’s discovery is stupendous. Many superlative findings have been made during the research into something else. Just think of the time when Professor Bellbottom discovered –’

‘All right, thank you, Kelvin!’ Colin stands up from the table. He never has anything positive to say when it comes to Kendra, not anymore. Colin and Kendra studied together at university. Back then they were close friends, but they were always fiercely competitive and Colin could never get over Kendra topping the class in their final year. The biggest thorn in his side, however, was Kendra marrying Fletcher. Beautiful Kendra. Methodical, calm, rational Kendra. Colin introduced them. Fletcher would have never even met Kendra if it wasn’t for him. Never did he think she would fall for a frivolous, artistic school teacher. For a long time, Colin thought that, with a little more ground work, Kendra would fancy him instead, another scientist, not arty-farty Fletcher. She could have had everything. Life could have been so easy for her. What did she see in Fletcher Hart?

Colin’s first personal achievement after being promoted to State Manager at the Australian Agricultural Science Research Centre was to have Kendra, Fletcher and those ratbag kids sent to Nullaboo. Colin thought it was the end of the earth for a scientist. A career breaker for both of them. He never dreamed Fletcher would leave his job and support Kendra moving the family out there, let alone that they’d like it. Nor did he think that the Nullaboo rice fields would open up avenues for further research.

‘You have one month to bring something solid to the table.’ Colin smiles slyly. ‘If you don’t make significant progress in that time, funding for Project Nullaboo will be cut, the farm will be sold and you will be relocated.’

‘Colin, be reasonable,’ says Kendra. ‘No scientist could make significant progress in that time. I need at least two full rice seasons to complete my studies.’


‘It’s Doctor Snider, and, as I said, you have one month.’ Colin has finally caught up to Kendra and achieved his PhD, but not once has she acknowledged it and it drives him mad. Colin wants all of his staff to use his official title. He wants them all be reminded of his academic brilliance.

Kendra’s phone rings. Colin rolls his eyes. ‘You don’t even switch off your phone for an important meeting like this?’

Kendra turns her back on Colin and takes the call. ‘Hello … oh … What? Gemma did? Mmm … yes … quite unbelievable. Thanks, Mr Quilter, I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ She turns around. ‘Good to see you, Kel. Mack, we gotta go. Colin.’

‘It’s Doctor Snider!’ Colin proclaims indignantly.

But Kendra doesn’t hear him. She’s already out the door and running towards her car.
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Janomi floats on the breeze for what seems like hours before making it to the gum tree. She can see a group of grown-up humans standing at the front gate, but the school grounds are still. It’s weird. No birds, no fairies, no kids. Everyone’s in hiding.

Janomi stands outside the Council Chambers, looking up at the long grey branches of the gum tree reaching out like arthritic fingers. Nothing sparkles. Nothing’s inviting. Queen Bernini is still here.

Janomi’s bones ache at the thought of Papa Faff not making it out. But there have been no heart tingles. That means he’s still alive. Somewhere.

Janomi sees a silver flash in the corner of her eye. Before she realises what it is, she’s lifted off the ground, eight long legs wrapping around her waist. Within seconds she is inside the chambers, a prisoner once again. Only this time her mother’s not here to save her.

Queen Bernini is lounging on her cushion when Janomi is brought to her.
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‘My, my, what a lovely little visitor we have here,’ Queen Bernini mocks.

Janomi starts to feather out, giving her a blurred edge, but she fights her panic and smooths herself down.

‘I assume you wanted to be caught by my army. Standing on the front doorstep is certainly an interesting approach.’ Queen Bernini strokes the hair on her legs, considering the fairy child before her. ‘You have pluck, I’ll give you that much. I hope you also have a good reason why I shouldn’t cocoon you until you die.’ The spider gives a big smile that turns Janomi’s stomach.


Janomi’s legs tremble. Queen Bernini looks nastier than any creature she could have ever imagined. Janomi holds her shoulders back, hoping it makes her look brave.

‘I’m here for two reasons,’ Janomi says. ‘Firstly, I wanted to know –’

‘I’ll ask the questions,’ Queen Bernini interrupts. ‘Who sent you here? Was it your leader? Is he such a coward that he now sends children to do his dirty work?’ The enormous spider leans back, resting her four front legs on her bulging chest.

‘Ah …’ Janomi stumbles over her words. She was going to ask where Papa Faff was and demand Queen Bernini release him, but he must have escaped after all.

‘Y-yes, our leader, Papa Faff, sent me,’ Janomi says, thinking quickly. ‘He sent me with a message.’

‘How charming. Do tell. What does your Papa Faff wish to tell me?’

‘He wanted to tell you that we are leaving the school grounds. We are leaving after the next curfew and will not be returning. But we didn’t want to go without warning you that the humans have discovered our existence and we do not know what they might do.’

‘How wonderfully thoughtful.’ Sarcasm drips from the spider’s words. ‘And what is the second message, my dear?’

‘Second message?’

‘You said there were two things you wanted to tell me.’

‘Oh, er, yes. That was both things. One, we are leaving, and two, the humans know about us. We’ve heard they are brutes. What did Papa Faff call them? Exterm … extermmm … exterminnnnn–’

‘Exterminators.’ Queen Bernini swallows hard. She is clearly rattled. All eight of her legs are now firmly planted on the ground. She forces a smile. ‘And now that you’ve brought me such unwelcome news, what makes your mighty leader think I will let you go?’

‘An excellent question. Papa Faff knows you will let me go for two reasons, in fact …’ Janomi has no idea what she is going to say. She’s rambling to buy herself more time. The first thing that comes into her head is what comes out of her mouth. ‘He said you won back your territory because you are the stronger, more deserving leader, and that you wouldn’t think to waste valuable time on a measly Sparkle when you are so close to being rid of the fairy colony altogether.’

Queen Bernini stands a little taller and puffs her chest out. Then she laughs. ‘Your Papa Faff is a fool. He knows nothing about me. I do cruelty for fun.’

‘Secondly,’ Janomi says, ‘I am friends with one of the humans – the one who attacked you. The other humans are not to be trusted, but the one I am friends with knows I am here and she will come looking for me if you don’t let me go.’

Queen Bernini throws her head back and laughs again as she struts to the door. ‘A likely story.’ She peers out at the group of humans gathered around the school gate. As she watches them, they all swing around and look towards the gum tree. They are the ugliest creatures she has ever seen. Two tiny eyes, whopping great noses and brightly coloured mouths on giant bald faces. Exterminators, and they are looking directly at her. She shrinks back into the darkness of the hollow. Her throat restricts with fear. This fairy-child is telling the truth. The humans know of their existence.

‘You may go,’ she sneers. It comes out as a whisper, but it is all Queen Bernini can manage.
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A large black four-wheel drive pulls into Nullaboo Public School and blocks the driveway arrogantly. Gemma watches two men, dressed in black suits, step out of the car. Already the sun has a fierce kick. They’re going to roast in those clothes, thinks Gemma. The men pause at the gate and speak with police. Journalists mill around them, taking photos. The tall one stands with his chest out and a serious look on his face, posing for the camera, but the short man shoos the reporters away with a wave of his hand. The police point towards Mr Quilter’s office. Mr Quilter and Gemma take a deep breath.
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As the men in suits approach the office ramp, Mr Quilter and Gemma take their seats so as not to be seen gawking out the window. A moment later a knock comes at the door.

Mr Quilter stands. ‘Good morning, gentlemen. I’m Gary Quilter, principal of Nullaboo Public School.’

‘Templeton Rattool,’ says the short man, his beady eyes darting towards Gemma. He shakes hands with Mr Quilter. ‘And this is Dirk Beezle,’ he says, indicating to the man with the square jaw. ‘We’re from DUD, the Department of Unexpected Discovery. Did our chief let you know we were coming?’

‘Yes. He called early this morning to fill me in. It was the first I knew of all this.


 

Had I not seen the footage with my own eyes … and to think, right here in Nullaboo,’ says Mr Quilter. ‘This is Gemma Hart, one of our many star students and the daughter of an award-winning entomologist, which is how she came by the equipment that captured the footage.’

The men swing their gaze towards Gemma. Rattool stares intently and his cheek twitches. His skin is mottled and lumpy, like raisin toast. Gemma shifts back in her seat and the bad feeling she had yesterday morning returns. She glances away but can feel Rattool’s eyes linger, hot on her face.

Beezle steps forward and smiles. His large, white teeth remind Gemma of Tom and Mavis’s horse. ‘Hello, Gemma. I’m honoured to meet you,’ he gushes. ‘Your unbelievable video has stopped the world spinning. Let me shake your hand.’ Beezle’s smile reaches his eyes, and his massive teeth catch the light like diamonds. He bends down on one knee and offers his hand. Gemma giggles and plays along with the theatrical handshake. Beezle turns to look at Rattool and Mr Quilter. Rattool scowls down at him. Beezle jumps up, fixes his tie and stands straight as an arrow. His face turns comically serious. Rattool eyes him for a moment. As soon as Rattool looks away, Beezle gives Gemma a wink.

Rattool sighs. He doesn’t know which is more humiliating – being sent to investigate a little girl’s fairy hoax or working with a clown like Beezle. Rattool’s been on edge lately, which is why the chief sent him to Nullaboo in the first place. After his last job, his boss thought that a nice drive out to the country might be just the thing to help Rattool recover. Get him away from the city for a day. Let him sort out the kid and the fairy hoax story; mix with some reasonable and pleasant folk. It might remind him what life’s about. That’s what the chief hoped for anyway.

‘How can we be of assistance to you two gentlemen?’ asks Mr Quilter.

Rattool and Beezle sit down in front of Mr Quilter’s desk. Rattool clears his throat, looks at Beezle and nods his head.

‘Oh, yes, down to business,’ says Beezle. ‘This creation of yours, the fake footage of the fairy here at Nullaboo Public School, tell us about that.’

Mr Quilter looks confused. He glances at Gemma.

‘Fake footage? Gemma is in year four. She doesn’t have the knowledge, nor does our school have the equipment, to create special effects or any kind of animation,’ Mr Quilter says. ‘As unbelievable as it is, the footage Gemma captured is real.’

Beezle and Rattool look at each other.

Rattool studies Gemma. His face cracks into a large smile and then he laughs. He shakes his head. ‘Do you realise it’s a very serious crime to lie to DUD officers, let alone waste their time with false claims?’

Gemma glances at Mr Quilter. Heat creeps up her neck and into her face. She wants to pretend it’s all a hoax to protect Janomi and the fairy colony, but Rattool terrifies her. What would the DUD do to her if they found out later that she was lying? Her throat chokes up. She coughs to make sure her voice is clear when she speaks.

‘It’s true, I found Janomi and recorded her, but I didn’t upload it to YouTube. I didn’t want anyone to know. Nina did that.’

Rattool breaths in deeply. He looks out the window and blows air through his mouth slowly, as though he’s counting to three before responding.

‘I’m not lying,’ Gemma says. ‘At first I thought she was a feather. She was floating like small fluffy feathers do, but she was glowing. Then when I caught her in the bug catcher her feathers smoothed down and –’

Rattool gasps. His gaze jackknifes back to Gemma.

Gemma stops talking and sits frozen, thinking she’s said something wrong.

‘Gemma, it’s a great story,’ Beezle begins. ‘And there’s nothing wrong with making up stories.’ He chuckles. ‘We all like to think our lives are a bit more exciting than they really are, but –’

‘Shhh,’ Rattool hisses at Beezle. He’s leaning forward. ‘Tell me about the feather,’ he says to Gemma.

Beezle frowns. Gemma looks to Mr Quilter, confused.


Mr Quilter nods. ‘It’s okay, Gem. Just tell them what happened.’

‘Janomi doesn’t have wings yet but she can turn into a feather when she’s scared.’ Gemma glances at Rattool but he doesn’t appear to be listening.

Rattool can’t believe what he’s hearing. During his time working for the DUD, repeated reports of glowing feathers and feather-people had been sent through to him, but he dismissed them as pranks without any further investigation. Surely this is just a coincidence …

Rattool wishes he had stayed and watched Gemma’s footage back in the office, but he had been too angry. He’d refused to look at it and stormed out to wait in the car. He couldn’t believe his boss was sending DUD officers to investigate a little girl’s fairy video – a matter he assumed was undoubtedly a hoax. The DUD was becoming a joke. He was furious that his boss suggested he needed a lighter case, something a little less stressful after the last one. How patronising. But no one had mentioned feathers when they briefed him on the Nullaboo case that morning … not while he was listening anyway.


Rattool’s tie suddenly feels too tight and he realises there’s no air flow in Mr Quilter’s office. He loosens the knot and undoes the top button of his shirt. It’s unthinkable. And yet he looks at Gemma – she’s so convincing, so sweet. Could she be telling the truth?

‘Can I see the footage?’ he asks as calmly as possible.

‘Haven’t you already seen it?’ says Mr Quilter.

‘Yes, of course, but I would like to see it again,’ Rattool lies.

Mr Quilter turns his desktop screen so Rattool can see it. He clicks a few times and Janomi appears. The bug catcher sits on the desk. Rattool picks it up and unscrews the lid. It’s the same as the one on the screen. Janomi fluffs into a feather a few times before she smooths herself and stays that way. She talks about silver spiders and her Papa Faff. Rattool cannot believe his eyes.

‘Show me how this works,’ he says to Gemma, holding out the bug catcher.

Gemma presses a couple of buttons.

‘It’s recording now,’ Gemma says.

Rattool takes off the lid and taps his fingers on the base of the bug catcher. He clicks his fingers three times. ‘Okay, stop recording.’

Gemma hits another button.

‘Now upload it and let me see the footage.’

Rattool stares at the screen open-mouthed as he watches his fingers tap the base of the catcher and then click three times. He hears his own voice say the words, ‘Okay, stop recording.’ Rattool takes a moment to compose himself. The girl is telling the truth.

Rattool knows what he has to do. There are protocols to follow: secure the scene, eliminate dangers, protect the specimen, seize samples for scientific examination. He steadies his voice.

‘Well then, this discovery, as wonderful as it is, has actually put the fairies in danger. As you know, media are currently out the front of the school trying to catch a glimpse of them. It won’t be long before the school is overrun with tourists and fairy hunters wanting to see them for themselves. This not only puts the fairies at risk, but the children at Nullaboo Public School too. No parent wants strangers hanging around their child’s school.’


Mr Quilter shifts in his seat. ‘Are you here to provide security then?’ he asks.

‘The best way to provide security for the fairy colony and the children of Nullaboo right now is for Gemma to tell the world that this whole thing is a hoax. If she does that, the media will lose interest and go home.’

Rattool pulls out a piece of paper he prepared earlier, when he thought this story really was a hoax, and places it on the desk in front of Mr Quilter. Just before Mr Quilter picks it up he snatches it away. ‘On second thought, maybe it would be best if your star pupil reads it to you.’

Gemma takes the paper, looks at it and frowns.

‘What is it, Gem?’ Mr Quilter asks.

‘A … a lie,’ she says.

Mr Quilter looks at the men through narrow, wary eyes. ‘Can you read it aloud, please, Gem?’

‘Dear World,’ Gemma starts. ‘I am here to let everyone know that the footage released earlier today of a fairy talking to me was a hoax. I never meant to deceive so many people and regret uploading the fake footage to YouTube. I wish to formally apologise for causing so much trouble.’ Tears fill Gemma’s eyes as she finishes the last sentence.

Mr Quilter’s jaw drops. ‘This is totally inappropriate. It’s … you can’t … it’s not right! Making a child lie to millions of people. Gemma’s done nothing wrong.’ Mr Quilter sits up straight and arranges his desk calendar so it is perfectly square with the edge of the table. He brushes away dust that isn’t there. ‘Gemma, I’m so sorry. Let me sort this out.’ Mr Quilter picks up his phone. ‘Mrs Merrylock, these gentlemen have finished speaking with Gemma for the moment. Could you please come and collect her?’ He hangs up the phone. ‘Parents must be present for any future conversations you have with any of my students,’ he says to Rattool and Beezle. He turns to Gemma. ‘Thank you, Gem. I apologise for the way you’ve been treated. Mrs Merrylock will collect you in a moment.’

Gemma stands and looks out the window. Mrs Merrylock is hurrying across the lawn towards the office. Further away Gemma can see Nina standing with her parents. They’re by the front gate talking to a TV reporter with white-blonde hair. Gemma would know her anywhere – it’s Flossy McBee from Shepparton News. Nina’s hair is tied into a neat bun on top of her head, the special hairstyle she reserves especially for school photos. A TV camera points straight at Nina as she directs their attention towards a gum tree – the tree Nina watched Gemma climb to save Papa Faff from the silver spiders. Nina then turns back to the camera and continues talking. When she’s finished, Nina’s mum claps before bringing her hands to her mouth in an excited gesture. Flossy McBee pats Nina’s shoulder affectionately. Nina beams up at her and stands extra tall, shoulders straight and broad.
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Mrs Merrylock bursts through the door. She’s like warm sunshine, vanquishing the cold, dark shadows that entered with Beezle and Rattool. She greets Mr Quilter and the men with a dazzling smile.

Gemma stands and moves towards the door.

‘Before you go, this is yours.’ Mr Quilter holds out the bug catcher.

Gemma takes it. ‘Thanks, Mr Quilter.’

As Gemma leaves, Beezle stares at the floor. Rattool sneers as she walks past. A shudder passes through her shoulders as the coldness of his eyes and the leer of his mouth chills her to the core.

Once Gemma’s gone, Mr Quilter looks at the men. ‘There is absolutely no way I will allow any of my students or staff to be intimidated or bullied by anyone. Good intentions aside, I will simply not allow you to make that girl stand up and deceive the world for you or anyone else. There must be another way to secure the school and fairy colony.’

Rattool leans forward, his beady eyes piercing Mr Quilter’s. ‘That was a lovely speech, but we don’t need your cooperation, Mr Quilter. We’re DUD. We have our orders, and we’ll see them through whether you like it or not.’ His smile reveals small yellow teeth. ‘Your school will be evacuated immediately while we investigate this discovery. Tell them there’s a gas leak. If you don’t cooperate, our men will do it for you. Your choice. We want everyone out, except for you and the Hart kid. Tell her to find that fairy. I want to see it in the flesh. And tell her to bring the bug catcher and the headphones so I can talk to it.’

Mr Quilter glances out the window. Two trucks with the initials DUD on their side doors are parked on the road outside the school grounds. Mr Quilter’s never heard of the DUD before and wonders how many other secret government agencies there could be. Then he frowns as something dawns on him.

‘Do you always travel with armed forces, Mr Rattool?’ Mr Quilter asks. ‘Even when you think you’re going to investigate a hoax?’

‘Absolutely. We’re professionals. What good would the Department of Unexpected Discoveries be if we weren’t prepared for the unexpected?’ He snorts a laugh. ‘Anyway, we’ve got everything we need.’ Rattool pulls a hidden camera from his lapel. ‘Gemma’s confession. Her small, sorry voice was perfect, and those tears at the end – just beautiful.’

Mr Quilter stands. ‘You stop right now. You can’t release that footage. This is preposterous!’

Rattool springs to his feet, chest puffed out. Beezle follows suit and stands, towering over Mr Quilter. A shadow passes over Rattool’s face.

‘I suggest you calm down, Mr Quilter, or I’ll call in those men out there.’ Rattool nods towards the DUD trucks. ‘One signal from me and they’ll pummel through your door so fast it will be blown off its hinges.’

Mr Quilter holds Rattool’s gaze, his jaw clenched.

‘I suggest you keep your mouth shut and start your evacuation process,’ spits Rattool. ‘We have a media release to take care of.’
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In the school grounds the tree leaves hang as still as statues in the hot air. The silence is unsettling.



Mr Quilter walks from his office across the lawn to Mrs Merrylock’s room and asks to see Gemma. They sit on the verandah and watch the commotion outside the front gate.

‘The school’s being evacuated, but they want you to stay here with me, Gem. They want your help,’ he says.

‘They didn’t believe me and then they made me look like a liar,’ says Gemma. ‘I don’t want to help them.’

‘They want you to catch Janomi again. Rattool wants to talk to her.’

Rattool waves the DUD trucks into the school grounds and they park in the bus zone. Four men dressed in camouflage gear spring down from each truck. They glance up into the trees before heading around to the back of the vehicles where they start unpacking some wooden posts and rolls of fine mesh.

Once they’ve unloaded their trucks they stand around and wait.

‘Hey, Quilter!’ Rattool yells across the lawn from the office. ‘I need you for a minute.’

Mr Quilter squeezes Gemma’s shoulder before he leaves. As he disappears up the ramp and into the office, the glow of a fluffy feather catches Gemma’s eye.

Janomi.
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Fletcher’s in town when he sees Gemma’s name in the news. He speed dials home as soon as he’s in his car.

‘Hi, Mavis, have you seen the news? What’s going on down there?’

‘It’s chaos,’ she says. ‘The phone’s been running hot and now the school’s been evacuated … they say it’s a gas leak.’

Something in Mavis’s voice tells Fletcher there’s more.

‘What is it, Mavis? Is everyone all right? Has it got something to do with the fairy story?’


‘I don’t know, Fletch. Some government officials made the announcement – but they’re lying. The gas was disconnected a few months ago. Tom did it himself. There’s no gas leak, but Mr Quilter’s sent everyone home except for Gemma. We just rang the school to say we’d come and collect her but Mr Quilter said she’s required to stay. His voice sounded strained. I’ve just sent Tom down there to see what’s going on. Kendra’s still a couple of hours away.’

What do they want with Gemma? Even though Fletcher knows Mr Quilter will take good care of her, his stomach clenches tight at the thought of Gemma being there without him. He can’t imagine Gemma fabricating a hoax. It’s completely out of character. And fairies of all things? Why would the government care about a fairy hoax? None of this makes sense. There’s got to be more to this story.

Fletcher hears screaming in the background. He hears the phone drop and Mavis opening the sliding door.

‘Tough Goose!’ Mavis yells. The screaming stops and Fletcher assumes Mavis has just plucked Meg from the reach of Tough Goose’s snapping beak. ‘Fletcher, are you still there?’ Mavis’s frazzled voice comes down the phone line.

‘Yes, I’m here. Are the girls okay?’ Fletcher asks.

‘These ones are. It’s Gemma I’m worried about,’ says Mavis.

‘I’m on my way. I’m going straight to the school. Call me if you hear anything.’

‘Oh, Fletch?’

‘Yes.’

‘How did you go with the publisher?’

‘Oh, no good, Mave. I saw Gemma’s name on TV just before they called me in. I handed the publisher my files, told her I was father of the kid at the centre of the Nullaboo fairy debacle and ran out the door. She probably won’t even read them.’

‘Not to worry. There’s always next time, dear.’

‘Thanks, Mavis.’

Fletcher hangs up, plants his foot on the accelerator and burns towards Nullaboo Public School.
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Gemma checks no one is watching before she holds out the base of the bug catcher and lets Janomi land. She plugs in the earbuds.

‘Oh, Janomi –’

The force of Gemma’s breath blows the Sparkle away. Janomi fluffs into a feather.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I’ll put the lid on so I don’t knock you over.’

Janomi lands again. Gemma carefully places the lid over the base and pops her earbuds in.

‘I’m so sorry, Janomi. I’ve ruined everything,’ Gemma sobs.

Suddenly, Rattool steps out from around the side of the building. ‘I’ll take that, thank you.’

He leaps over the verandah railing and snatches the bug catcher from Gemma’s hand. Gemma hears Janomi’s scream before the earbuds are ripped from her ears.
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‘No!’ Gemma yells. ‘You can’t take her!’

Rattool plugs the earbuds in and brings his eye down to the magnifying glass.

Janomi floats as a feather inside.

Rattool’s eyes widen. He can’t believe what he’s seeing. ‘Thank you, Gemma. You just caught the first one for us. Now, I’ve got work to do.’ Rattool gives the catcher a little shake and walks back towards Mr Quilter’s office.

Gemma sits down on the verandah and tries not to cry.

Beezle appears beside her. ‘There, there,’ he says. ‘It will be okay.’

‘What are you going to do with her?’ asks Gemma.

‘We’re going to make sure she’s safe.’ Beezle smiles. ‘You ever watch those TV shows where people rescue endangered wildlife and relocate them to safer environments? Well, we’re like those guys.’

Gemma considers what Beezle says. He sounds genuine; his words almost believable.

But something inside Gemma tells her Rattool isn’t the rescuing type.


[image: image]

Tom pulls up outside the front gate and sees Gemma sitting on the verandah of her classroom. He knows the school well. His five kids kept him in the school parent loop for sixteen years, but never before has Tom been greeted by two men in camouflage gear.

‘Hi, I’m Tom.’ He holds out his hand. The men don’t accept the gesture. ‘Uh, I’m here to collect Gemma. Her parents are still making their way back from town. My wife and I are looking after the kids for them until they get home.’

‘Wait here, sir,’ says one of the men. He walks away and talks into a radio. A moment later Rattool rushes out of the office and heads towards them.

‘Good afternoon, sir,’ Rattool says, offering his hand to Tom. They exchange a firm handshake. ‘Templeton Rattool. I’m handling this situation.’

‘I’m Tom, the Harts’ neighbour,’ says Tom. ‘Word’s got around about the fairy story, but to be honest I’m more surprised by the gas leak. I disconnected and removed the bottles a few months back. There shouldn’t be any gas here. The whole school runs on electricity now.’

‘Well, thank goodness you dropped by. At last we have someone who knows what they’re talking about,’ says Rattool, although he doesn’t sound thankful at all. ‘We were called in this morning to help with crowd control – the media was swarming the place. Then news broke about the gas leak.’ Rattool laughs. ‘When it rains it pours! The thing is, we can’t find exactly where it’s coming from. Please, come this way.’

Tom follows Rattool behind the library building.

‘Most of the gas smell seems to be coming from this old garden shed,’ Rattool says. ‘Were there ever pipes underground?’

‘Never. It’s only ever been bottled gas here.’

‘Well, that just doesn’t make sense. Take a look in here.’ Rattool opens the shed door. ‘You’ll smell it straight away.’

Tom looks into the dark shed and sniffs. It doesn’t smell like gas. He leans in and takes a step forward.

Bang.


Everything goes black as the door slams shut behind him.

‘Whoops! What a nasty bit of a gusty wind.’ Rattool sniggers. ‘I’ll have to go and find the key.’

As he walks away Tom hears him mutter, ‘Nosy do-gooder.’

‘Hey!’ Tom yells. ‘What are you –’ he lets his voice drop to a whisper ‘– guys up to?’

Tom looks around the dark room and kicks himself. He left the mobile phone Mavis bought him for his sixty-sixth birthday in the glovebox of his ute. He feels around the inside of the shed and finds the nuts and bolts holding the building’s frame together. Tom helped build this shed twenty-five years ago and knows he has two choices of escape. He can either dig his way out, or he can dismantle some of the shed and break out. He stamps his foot on the ground. Rock-hard clay. Tom reaches to his belt and rests his hand on the Swiss Army knife he always keeps there. It has a small saw, a ruler, pliers, flint, wire cutters, screwdrivers, chisels and an accompanying ratchet and bit case. It’ll be a bit hard in the dark, but it should do the trick.
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Gemma sits outside and watches the DUD men in camouflage gear finish building their scaffolding frames. They start throwing mesh over the tops of the trees, enclosing them completely.

‘What are they doing?’ she asks Beezle.

‘They’re catching the fairies. Then we can make sure they’re kept safe.’

There’s a lot of banging and crashing, but it’s hard to see what’s happening. The mesh is thick and conceals almost everything going on behind it.


Smoke cans that Gemma has seen beekeepers use and small boxes about the size of a Rubik’s cube start to get passed in.

‘We’ve got one!’ someone yells. A moment later one of the men emerges carrying a box aloft.

Rattool rushes over from the building.

‘The sports shed has been cleared out. They can be kept in there,’ he says, handing Beezle the key. ‘You’re on guard.’

‘I thought I was guarding, ah, looking after Gemma,’ Beezle says.

‘You are,’ Rattool says. ‘Now you’re babysitting both.’
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Queen Bernini peeks out of the gum tree but sees only mesh. The humans have come for her. ‘Call a meeting,’ she barks at an assistant. ‘I want my whole army ready. They must surround me. It’s me the humans want. You must surround me. Hide me. Protect me.’

Queen Bernini rushes into a very small, dark space, deep within the tree’s hollow, and waits for her army to come.
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Boxes line up one by one inside the sports shed, each containing a captured fairy.

‘Can I go in and see Janomi?’ Gemma asks.

Beezle looks at her suspiciously.

‘Please?’ Gemma says. ‘She’s still in the bug catcher. I just want to know if she’s all right.’ A fat tear slides down Gemma’s cheek.

Beezle glances towards the office where Rattool is. ‘Make it quick,’ he whispers. ‘I’ll be watching you the whole time.’

Gemma stands before the bug catcher and plugs in the earbuds. ‘Janomi?’

The feather smooths over and Janomi appears.

‘I should never have come to you. I’ve been warned so many times about talking to humans,’ Janomi cries.

‘I’m so sorry, Janomi.’ Tears streak down Gemma’s face. ‘It’s my fault. I should never have recorded you.’

‘What’s going to happen to us?’ Janomi asks.

‘I don’t know,’ says Gemma. ‘I rescued Papa Faff, but then I lost him. Did he get out?’


‘We haven’t seen him. When he didn’t come home I assumed you were too late.’

Just then a roaring sound approaches from outside. A giant whirly-wind bursts into the sports shed, carrying dust and debris. Gemma is used to seeing whirly-winds, especially in summer, but they aren’t usually this strong, and they don’t burst into sheds. She covers her eyes.

Janomi gasps.

‘What is it?’ says Gemma, yelling over the noise.

‘It’s Papa Faff! No one else can make wind like that. You did it, Gemma! He’s back!’

As quickly as it appeared, the whirly-wind vanishes and Beezle bursts into the room. ‘Out, quickly!’ he says. Once Gemma steps outside he closes the door and locks it.

A mini tornado powers across the school grounds. It moves from tree to tree, churning everything in its path. The mesh tears away from the scaffolding and poles fly in all directions. Rattool’s men take cover. One man falls from his perch on a branch of the Moreton Bay Fig and screams in pain as he lands.


The twister follows the footpath from the art room all the way to the mail box, then changes direction and fizzles out in the far corner of the school grounds.

Rattool runs out of Mr Quilter’s office shouting orders at his men. He grabs Gemma’s arm. ‘What was that?’ he snaps.

‘Ouch, you’re hurting me.’ Gemma tries to pull away.

‘Find your little friend in there and ask her what on earth that was or I’ll exterminate every last one of those feathery freaks.’

‘I already know. It’s Papa Faff. He’s back.’

‘Papa Faff? Their leader?’ Rattool lets go of Gemma’s arm. ‘Operation Nullaboo, Operation Nullaboo. We are under attack,’ he barks into his radio. ‘I repeat. Operation Nullaboo is under attack. We have one man down. I repeat. One man down. We need medics and reinforcements. Send as many trucks as you can spare.’

A voice responds over the radio. ‘Copy that, Operation Nullaboo.’

Rattool scans the damage across the school yard and shouts more orders before turning back to Gemma. There’s a wild look in his eyes.


‘You, grab your little friend in there and follow me. I want answers.’

Rattool marches Gemma into the sports shed. She picks up the bug catcher, then Rattool storms up the ramp into Mr Quilter’s office, dragging Gemma along behind him.

Inside, Mr Quilter’s sitting at his desk. He stands when they enter. Gemma hugs the bug catcher tightly to her chest, but Rattool holds his hand out for it. Reluctantly, Gemma hands it over.

‘Sit down,’ snaps Rattool.

Gemma does what she’s told. Rattool places the bug catcher on the desk in front of her and stands behind her.

‘Ask your little friend what other powers these things have. We need to know what we’re up against.’

‘Just a minute,’ says Mr Quilter. ‘You’re speaking to a child here. I demand you change your tone and I insist this conversation wait until one of Gemma’s parents arrive.’

‘One of my team is lying outside with a broken leg. That, whatever that was, was a direct assault. This Papa Faff could be a threat to the entire country. It’s a matter of national security. These fa … fa … things are dangerous. We don’t know what they’re capable of. We don’t even know what they are. They belong in a science lab.’

‘Base to Operation Nullaboo,’ a voice scratches out over the radio.

‘Operation Nullaboo. Go ahead,’ Rattool says.

‘We’ve despatched forty trucks to your location. ETA seventeen hundred hours. Do you copy?’

‘Copy that,’ Rattool replies. ‘Ensure they have broad-spectrum insecticide on board. I’m not taking any chances.’

‘Copy that. Out.’

Gemma can feel her heart beating in her chest. ‘Why do you need insecticide?’ she asks. She remembers Janomi telling her that the fairies live at the school because the gardener doesn’t use harmful chemicals. It’s a safe zone. Insecticides will destroy the entire colony.

Rattool looks taken aback by her question. ‘How does a nice little girl like you even know what insecticide means?’ He gives a sickly sweet smile.


‘All farm kids know what insecticide is,’ says Gemma, trying to hide her anger. ‘It kills insects. Farmers spray their crops with it. What are you going to spray?’

Rattool taps the desk. ‘You just worry about getting your fluffy little friend to come out and tell us about her Papa Faff.’

‘She can’t come out. She’s frightened,’ Gemma says. ‘You might have to stand outside.’

Mr Quilter tries to keep the corners of his mouth from curling into a smirk. He’s proud of Gemma for standing up to this bully. Rattool turns to him.

‘Don’t look at me,’ Mr Quilter says. ‘I’m completely out of my depth here. If you want answers, you’re going to have to listen to Gem and do as she says.’

Rattool sneers. Gemma notices his cheek is twitching again. ‘Before I go, I need some info from you too. I need to know where a crop duster can land. Where’s the nearest airport?’

‘The nearest airport is hours away. Out here we have airstrips, well, hard bits of ground in paddocks where planes can land. Mack Stone’s would be the closest.’


‘Fire and SES? Who’s in charge of those?’

‘That would be Mack as well.’

‘For both?’

‘Yup. He’s the man.’

‘And if I need to officially interview this kid before her parents arrive, who’s the closest independent person?’

‘Independent person?’ Mr Quilter thinks hard. ‘I don’t think we have one of those.’

Rattool rolls his eyes. ‘A justice of the peace? Is there anyone around who can witness signatures?’

‘Oh, yes. That’s Mack too. Mack’s our man.’

‘Five minutes.’ Rattool points a finger at Gemma. ‘And I’ll be right outside the door listening.’

Gemma’s had her ear pressed to the other side of that door enough times to know that it’s very hard to hear through, but she still whispers. ‘What do we do?’

‘You don’t have a plan?’ Mr Quilter raises his eyebrows.

Gemma shakes her head. ‘We need help. They’re going to kill the fairies!’


Mr Quilter checks the time. ‘We have until five o’clock. That’s when the other trucks are due to arrive.’

Gemma looks at the bug catcher. ‘Janomi, we need your help. Please settle your feathers.’

A tiny face appears.

‘Janomi. What should we do?’ Gemma asks. ‘We only have three hours to save your colony.’
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Kendra pulls into Mack the Man’s house.

‘Thanks for coming today,’ she says. ‘I couldn’t have done it without you. I’d stay for a cup of tea, but I’ve got to keep moving.’

‘The fairies?’ Mack asks sceptically.

Kendra laughs. ‘That’s what Mr Quilter said.’

Mack the Man gets out of the car then leans back in. ‘See ya, Kendra. Good luck with Snider.’

Mack means well but his words are hollow. It was obvious Snider had no good intentions as far as Kendra was concerned.

‘Thanks, Mack. I appreciate it.’


Mack’s wife, Nancy, appears at the door and waves. ‘Mack, you have a phone call,’ she says, holding the phone in the air. ‘Someone wants to use our airstrip.’

Kendra waves goodbye and drives towards the school.
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In the pitch black of the old garden shed, Tom drops his Swiss Army knife for the third time. Blindly, he feels around the door hinge. He rubs the rusty grit between his thumb and fingers. It’s fiddly work, but the nut has finally come loose. He unscrews it with his fingers and lets it fall to the ground. He finds his Swiss Army knife in the dirt, picks it up and starts working on the next one.
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Rattool charges back through the door.
 
‘Who’s that?’ he demands.

Gemma and Mr Quilter peer out the window.

‘It’s Mum!’ Gemma says. Hope lifts her spirits. Mum will know what to do.

‘Then come with me, I’m sending you home,’ Rattool says to Gemma. He turns to Mr Quilter. ‘You stay here.’

Gemma gasps. They’re out of time and haven’t made a plan. She looks at Mr Quilter. Fear flashes across his eyes. He knows it too.


Rattool places his hand on Gemma’s shoulder and walks her out of the office. They meet Kendra on the grass.

‘You must be Mrs Hart, the famous scientist,’ says Rattool. ‘Thank heavens someone has arrived with a sound mind.’ Rattool hisses a laugh through his teeth.

Kendra shakes his hand.

Tears fill Gemma’s eyes the moment she looks at her mum. A lump in her throat stops her from speaking.

Kendra takes in the scaffolding littered across the school grounds and raises an eyebrow. She eyes the trucks parked in the bus zone. The letters on the side spell out DUD. Kendra’s never heard of DUD and she makes a mental note to find out what it stands for.

‘Don’t ask,’ Rattool says, laughing again, this time like a hyena. ‘I’m Templeton Rattool, I’ve been called in to clean up this mess.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Rattool,’ says Kendra, a crease forming between her eyes.

‘Your daughter has quite an imagination, ma’am,’ says Rattool.

Kendra looks at Gemma. Gemma takes her hand and steps closer so she’s standing next to her mum. She instantly feels safer, but the horrible feeling is back. She doesn’t want to leave Janomi here with him, but she needs to get away from Rattool. She needs space to think and make a plan. Time is ticking.

Kendra senses her daughter’s anxiety. She scans the grounds one more time then looks back at Rattool, still unsure of who he is and why he’s here. Something inside her, a feeling deep in her gut, tells her not to ask questions.

‘Are you ready?’ Kendra says to Gemma.

Gemma nods.

Kendra says goodbye to Rattool, squeezes Gemma’s hand and walks her to the car.

As they’re driving out the school gate, Fletcher pulls in. He breathes a sigh of relief when he sees Gemma with Kendra. He stops, wanting to get out of the car to give Gemma a hug and see if she’s okay, but Kendra waves him on, indicating for him to follow.

The moment the car hits the main road, Gemma bursts into tears. She stutters and stammers through her story on the way home. Kendra listens closely, but Gemma is barely comprehensible.


As they turn into their gate, something catches Kendra’s eye and she slams on the brakes. Fletcher skids to a stop behind her. They stall in the driveway for a few seconds, staring at the massive ‘For Sale’ sign.

Snider.

He’s not even giving them the month. He’s already selling the farm.
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They arrive home to Polly-dog’s barks. Mavis rushes outside, Meg and Ivy in tow. Tough Goose puts Meg in his sights and charges at her. Meg screams and runs to Kendra. Polly-dog follows and talk-howls until she gets a pat.
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Gemma gets out of the car. ‘Go away, Toughie,’ she says and hisses. ‘I’m sick of bullies today.’ Tough Goose backs off and waddles back to Mrs Kennedy and the hose fittings.


Fletcher and Kendra greet everyone while Gemma disappears inside.

‘What’s going on?’ Fletcher whispers to Kendra.

‘I couldn’t make sense of anything. She cried all the way home.’

Fletcher heads inside after Gemma.

‘Where’s Tom?’ Mavis asks.

‘Tom?’ Kendra says.

‘He went to the school to check on Gemma hours ago.’

‘I was just there, didn’t see him.’

‘Oh, that’s strange,’ Mavis says. ‘I might go on home, then, and see if he’s there.’

‘Have you had the girls all day? Where did Fletcher go?’

‘To see a publisher,’ Mavis whispers. ‘An opportunity came up this morning. Anyway, you go inside and catch up with your family. It seems everyone’s had a big day. I’m going to go and find Tom.’

‘Thanks, Mavis,’ says Kendra, giving her a wave.
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Tom carefully and quietly shifts the door of the garden shed from its hinges, just a crack at first so he can peer through the gap and make sure no one is watching. He squints into the harsh sunlight. When he’s happy the coast is clear, he steps out and puts the shed door back by jamming two sticks into the gap between the door and the shed wall to hold it in place. Then he slips around the back of the shed, out of sight.

Behind the school he scans the paddock outside the fence. A large mass of dead trees have been bulldozed into a pile and a fire break has already been ploughed, ready for burning off when the fire dangers lift. It could be a bit snaky, but it will provide perfect cover.

Tom places his special pocket knife into its pouch, rocks gently back on his heels to test his new titanium hips, then, on three, he makes a run for the clump of bushes. He charges forwards, hoping no one sees him, throws himself over the fence, then rolls behind it and beds down. He tunnels through the branches until he’s happy he’s fully concealed. He picks up some dirt and rubs two large streaks across his cheeks for camouflage. The sweat makes it stick.

He doesn’t know what Rattool is up to, but he knows it’s no good. If he needs backup, he’ll light the pile of scrub on fire and Mack will come in the fire truck. It’s not the best plan, but it’s a calm day so the fire shouldn’t get away, and Mack’s response times are fast. Tom wriggles right to the edge of the pile of sticks and places a leafy branch in front of his face so he can’t be seen. He’s in the perfect position to watch.
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Fletcher and Kendra sit Gemma at the kitchen table. Meg and Ivy are there too.

‘Okay, fill us in,’ says Fletcher. ‘I want to know everything.’

Gemma tells her story, leaving nothing out. Kendra and Fletcher look at each other, speechless. They were expecting a completely different story: the hoax story. How and why she did it, not that they have less than three hours to save a fairy colony from being exterminated.

‘I want to see the fairy,’ says Ivy.


‘I want my own fairy,’ Meg adds. She runs to her bedroom and finds her fairy skirt, wings and the broken stick she uses as a wand.

Kendra stares at Gemma. She rubs her eyes. She trusts her daughter, but she doesn’t believe in fairies. That’s crazy. And yet the scene at the school adds up, were it true. She doesn’t want to believe Gemma is lying to her face, but the alternative is accepting something far more improbable.

Fletcher puts the kettle on.

Gemma watches him. She has to convince her parents that Janomi is real. She turns on Fletcher’s laptop and searches for the footage. No matter what she types, her footage of Janomi doesn’t come up. Is it possible the DUD removed it from the internet? Could they do that? ‘I need to ring Nina,’ she says. ‘I can’t find the footage online anywhere, but Nina would have a copy saved.’

‘Well, I’d like to see it,’ Kendra says.

‘Is it Janomi?’ Ivy asks. ‘Will I get to see Janomi?’

Fletcher dials Nina’s home number and hands the phone to Gemma. Nina’s mum answers the call.


‘Hello,’ says Gemma. ‘May I speak to Nina, please? It’s Gemma Hart speaking.’

Nina comes to the phone. ‘Yes?’ She sounds snooty.

‘Hi, Nina. I need your help.’

‘Why should I help you?’

‘I didn’t lie, Nina. They tricked me into saying it was a hoax. The footage is real. Have you still got a copy?’

‘You made me look ridiculous in front of the whole school,’ says Nina.

‘You made me look like a liar in front of the whole world!’ Gemma fires back. ‘And you’ve put the whole fairy colony in danger by uploading the footage to YouTube. What were you thinking?’ Gemma sighs. ‘Look, I don’t have time to argue about this now. Those men are going to kill the fairies. They have Janomi. They’ve caught others too, and they’ve trapped them in boxes. They’ve even called in backup because they think the fairies are dangerous. I need your help – the fairies need your help. If you have the footage, could you please send it to my mum’s email address? Please, Nina, we’re running out of time.’


There’s a long silence over the phone as Nina considers Gemma’s plea. Gemma’s words struck a nerve and feelings of regret and guilt heat Nina’s skin, like a rash spreading over her. She was so excited when she saw the footage of Janomi. She’d always liked to pretend that there were fairies in Nullaboo. But now it’s because of her that the real fairies are in danger. It’s because of her that the world thinks Gemma’s a fraud. All because she uploaded the footage. She did it even though she knew she shouldn’t, and now Gemma is the one mopping up the mess.

There was a time when Gemma and Nina didn’t fight. It was back when Nina won everything. When she alone scored the best marks and was Nullaboo Public School’s highest achieving student. Then, one day, Gemma topped the class in maths. Later that term, she got a high distinction in the state English test and Nina only got a distinction. Not being top of the class felt like failing to Nina. She couldn’t stand it.

In the next maths quiz, Nina cheated. Gemma knew she did it too. After that it was easier for Nina to keep being mean, to keep putting Gemma down rather than own up to doing something so shameful. Nina regrets it every day, but she is even more ashamed that Gemma knows her secret and didn’t tell Mrs Merrylock. Maybe if she helps Gemma save the fairy colony, it will make up for all the unfair things she’s done in the past. Nina used to do the right thing and she misses being that person. Now she has to own what she’s done and help Gemma. This will be the start of her doing the right thing, regardless of whether or not she tops the class.

‘I’m really sorry, Gemma.’ Nina’s voice sounds very small. ‘I’m going to bring my computer over. I want to help. I’ll ask Mum to drive me to your place right now.’

Gemma lets go a long sigh of relief.

‘Thank you, Nina,’ she says. ‘Please hurry, we don’t have much time.’
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Kendra covers her mouth and her eyes fill with tears. She knows the footage is real. She leans in closer to the screen. She can see every detail of her bug catcher. Janomi moves around inside the container, just like every other creature she’s recorded on the device. But Janomi is the most exquisite thing she’s ever seen. Silver dust stirs as she moves. It’s extraordinary. Kendra hugs Gemma.

It’s all too much for Nina, now that she knows what danger the fairies are in. She sits at the table quietly, tears spilling onto her cheeks.

Kendra passes Nina a box of tissues, but her attention stays on Janomi. Never in her wildest dreams has she seen or heard of such an amazing discovery. She wants to meet Janomi, let her perch on her hand, feel that sparkly dust, hear her tiny voice. And Papa Faff, such a noble and courageous leader. Beautiful. Wonderful. This is huge. No wonder Rattool was so highly strung.

‘Oh, Gem. I knew you were telling the truth,’ Kendra says.

‘They’re going to take the fairies they’ve captured to a science lab. Then they’re going to kill the others. I heard Rattool call in backup. He told them to bring insecticide. We’ve got to stop them.’ Gemma looks at her parents. They stare back, stunned. ‘We have to get them out!’ Gemma cries. She starts thinking. ‘We can bring them here to your lab, Mum. They’d be safe in there, at least for a while, until we decide what to do next.’

‘How would we rescue them?’ asks Fletcher.

Gemma scratches her head. There must be a way. ‘Beezle’s guarding the sports shed where the fairies are being held,’ she says. ‘The door is locked but the windows aren’t. They’re just for ventilation. They’re high and small, but I could fit through them. If we could distract Beezle –’

‘No,’ says Fletcher. ‘The DUD may be some secret agency, but they are still part of the government. If they’ve called in backup trucks, we could be up against the Australian Army. We’re in way above our heads here. We don’t know who we’re dealing with, and I don’t trust that Rattool for a second.’

Kendra says nothing.

‘Kendra, come on, surely you’re not considering this as an option,’ says Fletcher.

‘If Rattool’s going to kill them, we have to do something. They’re … little people, Fletch. There’s no way we can stand by and let this happen.’

‘So let’s say we rescue them and bring them back here … Then what?’

‘I don’t know, we’ll think of something.’

‘Dad, we’ve got to try,’ says Gemma.

‘Fairies are people too, Dad,’ says Ivy.

‘And I know someone who can distract Beezle, and help us get the truth out there,’ Nina says with a smile. ‘Flossy McBee!’

‘Yes!’ says Gemma. ‘She’ll help us. She’ll want to crack this case wide open.’











[image: image]




After Flossy McBee lets all of the air out of one of her tyres, she gets back into the car and makes sure she looks the part. She leans into the rear-view mirror and checks her face and hair. She pulls a messy blonde curl from her forehead and pins it back so it looks neat. She smooths her shirt – she hasn’t worn this blouse since she played Truly Scrumptious in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang with the local theatre group.

Flossy steps out of her car. She takes a nervous breath then kicks at the flat tyre. She turns on her heel and strides towards the school gate, hoping to pull off what might be the most important acting role of her life.

As she walks through the front gate, Beezle catches his first glimpse of Flossy McBee. He stands up, straightens his tie and brushes the crumbs from his mouth and shirt. He walks over to the window and frowns. Flossy McBee sees him and smiles, flashing her perfectly white teeth. Beezle can’t help but smile back. She’s the most eye-catching woman he’s ever seen. He stands tall and sucks in his tummy before walking outside to meet her.

‘Thank heavens someone’s still here,’ Flossy says as she approaches. ‘I have a flat tyre and haven’t got a jack in the car.’

‘We’d have one,’ Beezle says. ‘Can I help you change it?’

‘Oh, yes. I’d really appreciate that. I’ve never done it by myself before.’ Flossy hates lying to this nice man, but she knows the Harts wouldn’t have asked her to unless it was important.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll have you back on the road in no time,’ says Beezle.

‘Oh, thank you so much. You’re a real-life superhero.’ Flossy smiles.


Beezle walks over to his car, grabs the jack then escorts Flossy McBee out of the school grounds, forgetting all about the sports shed behind him.
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Gemma, Ivy, Nina and Kendra lie on their bellies beneath some bushes and watch Flossy McBee lead Beezle away.

‘Let’s go,’ Gemma says, once they’re out of sight.

They all know the plan and move quickly and silently. They crouch down near the fence, behind the wet weather shelter, and wait for the school phone’s outside speaker to ring.

About fifty metres away, Fletcher and Meg sit in the twin cab ute – the getaway car – with the engine running. Fletcher’s fingers drum the steering wheel. Perspiration beads on his forehead even though the air conditioner has chilled the cabin.

Meg is wearing her old pink fairy costume. It’s two sizes too small, the strap over one shoulder is broken and watermelon juice stains the front, but she doesn’t care. She doesn’t even mind that the wings are sticking sharply into her back. She wants the fairies to like her. Maybe she’ll even get her own fairy to be best friends with. That’s if DUD doesn’t catch them all. She doesn’t know what DUD is, but by the way Daddy spoke about them she figures they are a nasty type of goose, and that is why the car is still running. If DUD comes after them, Daddy is to race away. Maybe when they get home her new-best-fairy-friend will cast a spell on Tough Goose so he won’t chase her anymore.

Fletcher checks the time. Mack the Man is due to ring any moment.
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Mack the Man chugs into his driveway on his yellow digger and steers it towards the machinery shed. He laughs to himself and shakes his head at the absurdity of what he just did. He has no idea why the Harts would want him to cut a hole in the bank of his channel and flood a perfectly good airstrip. But what Mack the Man does know is that the Harts would never waste water unnecessarily, and if they didn’t really need it done, they wouldn’t have asked. Mack the Man doesn’t believe in fairies, but he believes in his neighbours. And not only are they good neighbours, they’re also good mates. And out here, mates look after each other. No matter what. Always.

Mack parks the digger, jumps down and walks back to the house to call the school. He needs to tell the DUD guy, Rat-something-or-other, the bad news: he can’t land the crop duster on his runway anymore.
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As soon as the phone rings, Gemma, Ivy, Nina and Kendra stand up. Kendra lifts them over the fence and then jumps it herself. They have given themselves ten minutes, not because they think Beezle can change a tyre in ten minutes, but because Mack the Man is a man of few words and his job is to keep Rattool talking for as long as he can. Kendra knows it will be a challenge.

The girls stand against the outside wall of the sports shed. The small rectangular ventilation windows are high above their heads. Kendra holds a rope. She ties one end to her belt and throws the other end up through an open window.

‘My stomach is full of butterflies,’ Gemma says to Nina.


Nina smiles. ‘Mine’s full of march flies.’

Gemma holds down her laugh.

Her face turns serious. ‘Thanks for helping, Nina. I mean it. It was really good of you considering –’

‘It’s okay.’ Nina cuts her off. ‘I want to help. I’m really sorry I stole your bug catcher and uploaded that footage. It was a stupid thing to do. I just hope I can help fix things now.’ Nina’s face flushes red. She’s never apologised for any of the mean things she has done to Gemma before, and it felt surprisingly good.

Gemma smiles. ‘Are you ready?’

Nina nods.

‘We’re ready,’ Gemma whispers to her mum.

Kendra hoists Gemma up onto her shoulders.
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Gemma reaches up and grabs hold of the window frame. She stands on Kendra’s head to gain the extra height needed, then springs up into the darkness of the shed. She switches on her torch and scans the shelves. The sports equipment is gone, replaced by rows of tiny boxes. They’ve caught more than she expected. Maybe seventy. The shed is stifling, at least ten degrees hotter than outside. Gemma wonders if the fairies can survive in this heat.

She pulls out her cloth enviro bag from under her T-shirt and starts packing boxes.

A few seconds later Nina appears at the window. She perches herself half in half out, ready to pass the boxes down to Kendra.

Gemma fills one bag and passes it up. Nina takes it and throws down another empty bag.

Ivy’s the runner. Kendra loads her pack with two enviro bags full of boxes then helps her over the fence. They exchange a look and a nod. Then Ivy turns and sprints towards the car. She’s thin and fast and runs like a whippet. In no time she’s out of sight and unloading into the ute with Fletcher.

Gemma passes another bag up to Nina.


‘Not yet,’ Nina whispers. She drops another empty enviro bag down to Gemma. Gemma starts loading, working as fast as she can. Her nerves make her fingers fumble. She takes a second to calm herself then starts stacking her bags. She just wants to get out of there.

Kendra comes back and takes more bags filled with boxes from Nina. She places them gently at her feet, then stands up for more. The bags keep coming. There are more than she thought. Lucky Ivy is fit.

Gemma checks her watch. It’s taking too long. She works faster but Nina can only pass the boxes out as quickly as Kendra can receive them.

Then Gemma hears shuffling outside. Ivy is back and Kendra is loading her up again. The plan is working. Already some of the fairies are safe. Even if they get caught right now, at least some might survive. Gemma waits with a full bag until Nina is ready to take it. Her heart thuds hard and sweat drips down her temples. But she can’t stop. She has to save them all. They will die here in this heat. She realises now that they were never going to be relocated. Rattool was going to leave them to die, then exterminate the ones he couldn’t catch.

Nina takes the bag and Gemma loads more boxes. She’s down to the last thirty or so. She stacks them in as quickly as possible.

25, 24, 23 …

Her hopes rise. She wonders if Janomi has been transferred to a box from the bug catcher.

18, 17, 16 …

She’s going to make it. She’s on the home stretch.

Then someone bangs loudly on the door.

Gemma freezes. She holds her breath, her eyes locked with Nina’s.

‘Beezle!’ Rattool yells. ‘You useless ignoramus.’ He rattles the door again. ‘Where’s Beezle?’ he screams. Gemma realises he must be talking to the other DUD guys. ‘What?!’ he rages.

He thumps the side of the shed. Then Gemma hears him stomping away.

In a frenzy, she sweeps the shelves, letting the remaining boxes fall into the enviro bags. She fills two more bags. She’s got them all. She scans the shelves one more time with her torch to make sure she hasn’t missed any. Rattool will be back any second with Beezle and the key. She passes the last two bags up to Nina. Nina grabs them and swings them through the window.

Gemma hears voices outside, getting closer. Rattool is screaming and cursing at Beezle. ‘You had one task …’ There’s a smack sound and a grunting noise. Rattool just hit him. That’s what it sounded like anyway.

Gemma looks up at Nina. ‘Go!’ she mouths. Nina shakes her head and lowers her hand. Gemma tugs on the rope until it goes taut. She walks up the wall like she does at the park. She’s done it a thousand times and never once thought it was hard. But when a monster is outside, your heart is thumping, your palms are sweating and you have to be quiet, walking up a rope is almost impossible. Nina reaches down, grabs Gemma’s arm and pulls her up.

‘Is that fire? Fire! Fire!’ a man’s voice yells.

Rattool and Beezle’s footsteps run away. Nina and Gemma drop all attempts at being quiet and scramble out of the window. Kendra catches them as they fling themselves towards the ground.


They pick up the remaining bags and Kendra lifts them over the fence. The fire looks like it’s coming from the pile of trees they bulldozed at the last working bee. Kendra can’t help but feel someone is looking out for them. She looks to the sky and thanks the universe, like Fletcher often does. Then, with smoke billowing into the sky, they make a run for it.
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Fletcher has the doors open, ready for his family. Ivy is on her way back to the school, but when she sees them coming she turns and runs back. In a flash, she’s in the cabin. Nina is next to reach the ute and flies in beside Ivy. Ivy shuffles over to make more room. Meg senses the tension and stays quiet, her little fists clenched and eyes wide.

Gemma piles in and closes the door behind her. Kendra jumps into the front passenger seat and slams her door.

‘Go! Go! Go!’

Fletcher spins the wheels as he takes off. A dark figure jumps out from behind the trees and runs alongside the ute.

Fletcher screams and swerves the car. The figure grabs the side of the ute and hangs on.

‘Get off,’ Fletcher yells. ‘Get off our car!’

Kendra spins her head around trying to see. The man is wrenching himself into the tray.


Fletcher snakes down the road, trying to throw him out, but he holds on tight.

He’s in. The man is in the ute. It’s all over. They’ve been caught.

The man peers into the cabin through the back window. The girls scream. Kendra looks hard at the dirty face. There is some-thing familiar about it. His eyes …

‘Tom?’

The face breaks into a smile.

‘It’s Tom. Guys, guys!’ Kendra yells over the screaming girls. ‘It’s only Tom.’
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Rattool watches Mack – SES Mack, Fireman Mack, Airstrip Mack, Justice of the Peace Mack, Complete-and-utter-do-gooder Mack – and three other blokes climb into the fire truck. The fire has been extinguished and they’re finally leaving.

‘If you have any other trouble, you know where to find me,’ Mack says.

‘Thanks, Mack,’ Rattool mutters. As the fire truck drives off, he waves and fakes a smile. ‘If you have any other trouble, I’m the man, the big community hero,’ Rattool mocks. ‘Sickening.’


Beezle doesn’t say anything but he likes Mack the Man. Beezle always wanted to be a fireman, but now’s not the time to tell Rattool that. He feels his boss’s eyes boring into the side of his head and he worries Rattool’s going to hit him again.

Rattool looks at Beezle and shakes his head. He’s outraged the superintendent teamed him up with someone so useless. Beezle’s not cut out for the DUD. He hasn’t seen what Rattool’s seen. ‘Give me the key to the sports shed,’ he commands.

Beezle pats both pockets before delving into one to retrieve the key. Rattool snatches it from his hand. ‘I’ll check on the feathered freaks myself.’

Rattool storms off, Beezle trundling along behind him.
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Fletcher parks the ute next to Kendra’s lab. When he pulls on the handbrake he notices that his hands are shaking. He takes a deep breath to calm himself then turns to the kids. ‘Is everyone okay?’ They all nod in response. ‘You did really good out there. Really good.’ Fletcher doesn’t know what the kids did exactly; he’s just relieved to have them all home safe.

‘So did you.’ Kendra reaches across and places her hand over his. ‘Great driving.’

‘Right, everyone did great. Let’s get these fairies inside,’ Ivy says dryly.

Tom shuffles his stiff legs out of the tray and opens the ute doors, ready to help carry the bags inside, when he feels something on his neck. He swipes at it and catches a glimpse of something brightly coloured on his shoulder. Something red and gold. Something he’s never seen before.

‘Well, I’ll be …’

Gemma gasps. ‘It’s Papa Faff! Mum, he’s okay!’ Gemma holds out her hand and he flies over to her. ‘I’m so glad to see you, Papa Faff. I won’t be able to hear you right now, but when we get inside we’ll be able to talk with some speakers. We have some of your friends and family here too. We’re about to take them inside.’

As the Harts and Tom walk back and forth from the ute to the lab, Papa Faff flits around them. He doesn’t settle until the last bag is inside and placed on the counter.


‘Ivy, turn on all the surveillance cameras, make sure the system’s recording,’ Kendra instructs.

In seconds Ivy is in the computer room and has the system switched over to record. She presses the intercom button. ‘You want me to man the computers, Mum?’

Ivy knows the camera system. She spends every spare minute in this lab. She loves it. When she grows up, she wants to be a scientist, just like her mum. Only, she will study fairies, not insects.

‘Yes, please,’ Kendra says into the speaker. She turns to the others. ‘Nina, I want you to go with Ivy.’ The computer room is built to withstand fire and small explosions. If something goes wrong, she will be safe there.

‘But I want to meet the fairies,’ Nina protests.

‘There’ll be plenty of time for that later. I just want everyone in a safe place while we get them out … and most importantly, you can contact Flossy from there. We need her in place and broadcasting live for the rest of this plan to work.’

Nina seems satisfied with her tasking and makes her way towards the computer room. Ivy releases the security doors as she moves through each section of the lab.

Kendra looks at Fletcher. ‘Sorry, babe. You and Meg have to go to the house.’

Meg stares at her mum. Her bottom lip drops and she starts to cry. Fletcher picks her up and starts out the door.

‘Fletch,’ Kendra says. ‘You know nothing about this, okay? Even if I’m arrested. You and the girls have been home the whole time.’

Fletcher makes eye contact with his wife and nods. He knows what she’s saying. If they get caught, the girls need one of them here. His throat restricts with fear at the thought of what the next twenty-four hours might bring.

As if Meg feels her father’s fear, she stops crying and tightens her grip around his neck.

‘Tom’s still waiting outside. I’ll run him home first,’ Fletcher says. ‘Mave will be worried.’

‘Thanks, Fletch. It’s going to be okay,’ Kendra says. She watches Fletcher and Meg leave. ‘Ivy, if you’re already recording, wipe everything so far and start again, please.’

‘Sure thing, Mum.’ Ivy’s voice cracks through the speaker on full volume.


Kendra looks at Gemma; the little girl who discovered fairies. What an incredibly proud moment. Gemma’s busy setting up a speaker platform to communicate with Papa Faff. She’s compassionate and courageous. Kendra blinks back a tear.

Kendra starts unloading the first bag. She gently places the boxes in a row on the table. Papa Faff flies off the speaker platform and flaps wildly around the boxes.

‘Okay, okay.’ Kendra thinks. ‘Gemma, maybe this is something you shouldn’t see …’

‘Why?’

‘They may be in a bad state … We don’t know if they’ve made it.’

‘No, I’m not leaving. I can handle anything you can handle,’ Gemma says. She steps in, leans across the desk, pauses for a second, and opens a lid.

A tiny fairy with wings lies on her side. Her eyes are closed, her skin a creamy pale pink. Papa Faff flies into the box, fluttering his wings to cover her in silver dust. He then flies to the speaker platform.

‘I think he wants to tell us something,’ says Gemma.


‘Put him on speaker,’ says Kendra.

Gemma flicks a switch. ‘Go ahead, Papa Faff. We’ll be able to hear you.’

‘She needs water. They all need water.’ Papa Faff’s wings quiver behind him. The colour has drained from his tiny, worried face. ‘We need to get them out and cool them down immediately. It may be too late already.’

‘Mum, grab a spray bottle,’ Gemma instructs. ‘I’ll start opening the other boxes.’

Gemma works fast. Her trembling fingers flip the lids of rows and rows of boxes. Papa Faff flits around, in and out, checking on his fairies. They all seem lifeless, lying still.

Kendra returns with two spray bottles filled with water.

‘Papa Faff, is it okay to spray them?’ Kendra asks. Fairies are unknown territory and their lives depend on getting things right.

Papa Faff darts to the speaker. ‘Yes. Spray them.’ His voice is a desperate whisper.

Gemma stops at one of the boxes. ‘Janomi …?’

Her tiny dishevelled body lies face down, but Gemma knows it’s her. She’s wearing her shaggy white dress with grey-blue around the hem. Gemma gently tilts the box. Janomi’s tiny frame falls onto her hand. Gemma places her on the table and sweeps her hair from her face. Janomi’s eyes are closed, jaw slack. A lump constricts Gemma’s throat, catching each ragged breath. Anger rises within her.

How could Rattool do this?
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Rattool pauses at the door of the sports shed before going inside.

‘All I asked you to do was guard this door and you couldn’t even do that right. I’ll be reporting your incompetence to the super intendent as soon as we wrap up things here. I hope you enjoy working in the office.’ Rattool turns and opens the door. ‘Don’t even think about field work after –’

He stops midsentence when he sees the empty shelves. He sways on his feet momentarily, and leans against the door frame to support himself.

‘YOU!’ Rattool spins around. ‘What happened? Where are they? You had ONE job!’ He grabs Beezle by the collar and charges him backwards. They slam into the wall of Mr Quilter’s office.
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‘A-a-a lady needed help,’ Beezle manages to say.

‘What lady?’

‘She had a flat tyre. I changed it for her.’

‘Idiot! Don’t you see what’s happened?’ Rattool spits through gritted teeth. ‘She was part of it. She tricked you and now I look like the incompetent fool because of your stupidity. These kids and country folk and fa … fa … insects are running rings around us. They’re treating us like nitwits and you’re letting them.’ Rattool gives Beezle one more almighty shove then lets him go. Beezle falls sideways and hits the ground with a thud. He gets up onto his hands and knees and sees Mr Quilter rush for the door through the office window. Beezle makes eye contact and shakes his head as a warning. Stay back. He doesn’t want to see Mr Quilter get hurt too.

Rattool is losing control. He’s been unpredictable ever since his last job. No one knows what really happened – it was all kept hush-hush. Some colleagues even questioned if it was Rattool’s imagination, but either way, Rattool hasn’t been the same since.

Mr Quilter gets Beezle’s message, stops and steps back into the shadows. He sneaks back to his office where Rattool told him to stay. His phone has been removed so he can’t call anyone. He was told it was because the security of the fairies was paramount, but his gut tells him something different. Deep down he knows he’s Rattool’s hostage.

Mr Quilter suddenly fears not only for his own safety, but for Beezle, the other men and the fairies. They need help. Just as he sits back down the door to his office bursts open.

‘Where does the kid live?’ Rattool screams, his face purple.

‘What kid?’ Mr Quilter tries to keep his voice calm and steady.

‘Gemma Hart. I want her address and directions to her place. NOW!’
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‘Mum, quick. Spray them.’

Gemma moves fast along the length of the table, opening the last of the boxes to free the fairies. Only the fairies are not flying out. They’re not moving at all.

Ivy’s voices comes over the intercom. ‘Mum, Flossy’s in place.’

‘Great work, Ivy,’ Kendra answers. ‘This plan might just work. Go ahead and start, whenever you’re ready.’

Kendra moves along, spraying a fine mist over the table. She notices Papa Faff avoids the direct spray of water. Without knowing why Papa Faff doesn’t want to get wet, Kendra is careful not to spray him. Papa Faff flutters about, sprinkling each fairy with fine silver dust. As it dampens, the dust turns to silver liquid. Papa Faff moves in, cups his hand and scoops up some of the liquid. He brings it to the mouth of a fairy. She sips at the drink, weakly at first, but soon her sips turn into heartier gulps. The silver drink is helping them.

Kendra rushes to a drawer and pulls out a small box. Inside are tiny utensils that could be used as spoons. She gives one to Gemma and keeps one for herself. Together, they scoop up droplets of the silver liquid and hold it to the mouths of the fairies. The fairies sip at first, then drink healthy amounts as they become stronger. Some sit up, shake their heads and flutter their wings, brushing away some of the water droplets.

Gemma watches as silver liquid touches Janomi’s lips. The movement of her mouth is slow at first, but Gemma sees her swallow. She steadies her hand, keeping the miniature spoon at Janomi’s mouth. Janomi moves her head into a better position and starts to drink. When she has had enough, she pulls her head away from the spoon. Gemma wants to stay with Janomi, but she can’t give her special attention when other fairies are still suffering. She has to help them all.

Papa Faff doesn’t stop until every fairy has been given their silver medicine. Soon there is movement inside the boxes. Some fairies stand and shake their wings. Papa Faff flies to the speaker.

‘They can’t fly with wet wings,’ he says. ‘Can you turn the boxes on their sides so they can get out and dry them?’

Gemma and Kendra are working at rocket pace now. They turn each box onto its side, carefully and gently, so as not to knock the fairies. Once the fairies have emerged, Gemma and Kendra discard the boxes into the bin near the door. For the first time, Gemma and Kendra get to really see what they have rescued.

Tiny people.

Tiny people with perfectly formed faces, arms, legs and fingers. They walk upright, like humans. Some have wings, some don’t. Those with wings have them spread out to dry, like the shags do after they’ve been diving for food. They mingle around the table, greeting and hugging each other. Although their voices can’t be heard, their facial expressions and gestures convey their emotions. Some look like they are crying with relief, others dash around the table with panic-stricken faces, perhaps searching for absent loved ones.

A tiny fairy girl with no wings and pale blue hair walks up to Janomi and slaps her. Janomi doesn’t strike back. The girl yells something into Janomi’s face. Gemma’s shocked. She wishes she could hear what the blue-haired fairy is saying.
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Papa Faff zooms down and lands beside them. The blue-haired girl steps back and bows her head to him. Papa Faff says something to her then turns to Janomi. He picks her up and flies over to the platform. Janomi sits, pale pink tears streaming down her face. Gemma takes a seat next to her and places the earbuds in.

‘What is it?’ Gemma asks.

‘Elna. She was my best friend but now she h-h-hates me.’ Janomi can barely speak through her tears. ‘Everyone knows I’m the one responsible for our discovery. I’m the reason we’re all in danger and Elna can’t find her family. She’s worried they might have been killed. Everything is my fault. I’ll never forgive myself.’

‘Oh, Janomi. It’s my fault too,’ Gemma says, her eyes welling up. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘My mum’s not here either,’ Janomi says, fresh tears streaming down her face. ‘What do you think will happen to the others?’

Gemma wonders if Rattool is poisoning them right now. ‘I don’t know,’ she says. Thinking of Rattool makes Gemma’s heart speed up with fear. ‘Those men might only just be discovering you’re missing now.’

‘Oh, Gem. What’s going to happen to you and your family when they find out?’
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Mr Quilter swallows hard. He doesn’t want to give Rattool Gemma’s address. But Rattool’s unstable. He has to get him whatever information he wants, when he wants it, or he might snap again. Mr Quilter’s sure that if more people knew the truth, there’s no way such an abhorrent, senseless act would be approved. He just has to keep calm and figure out a way to contact the DUD.

‘Our student records are in the main office,’ he says slowly. Mr Quilter knows the Harts’ address, but will stall for time. Gemma must have a plan – if she didn’t, she wouldn’t have stolen the fairies. It isn’t much, but Mr Quilter will help in his own small way to give the family more time. ‘Follow me. I’ll have to boot up the computer.’
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Queen Bernini feels a strange vibration coming up through the tree trunk. It’s constant and getting stronger. The hairs on her feet and legs jiggle around, confusing her messages. She stamps her feet, trying to get away from it. It’s impossible. It’s consuming her. Queen Bernini lies her fat body on the ground and curls her legs around herself.

Go to your happy place. Go to your happy place … she chants as she rocks back and forth.
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Rattool drums his fingers on the counter. Outside, the roar of engines gets louder. Mr Quilter glances at his watch. It’s five o’clock. Rattool’s backup must have arrived.

Rattool stands up and gazes out the window. The corners of his mouth curl up into a smirk.


‘What’s taking so long?’ he snaps at Mr Quilter.

The computer plays a happy little tune to signify it’s ready.

Beezle appears in the doorway. ‘Our reinforcements are here,’ he says to Rattool. ‘What do you want me to tell them?’

‘Nothing,’ Rattool barks. ‘I’m standing you down for incompetence.’

Beezle stares at him, stunned. He can’t believe what’s happening. Blood still oozes from his lip and his eye is swelling shut from where Rattool punched him earlier. His shirt is soiled and crumpled, his tie off-centre. Beezle looks at Mr Quilter. Their eyes connect and Mr Quilter understands what Beezle is thinking. They feel the same way: powerless, trapped and scared of what Rattool will do next. Beezle and Mr Quilter are in the same boat, and now they have to work together. Team Queezle.

‘Hurry up.’ Rattool looms over Mr Quilter.

‘I’m working as fast as I can,’ Mr Quilter replies. ‘We installed a new computer system not long ago and I’m having trouble finding the files. Still learning …’ Mr Quilter smiles at Rattool.


Rattool clenches his fists and looks out the window towards the old, empty garden shed. ‘I know who knows where she lives. Looks like if you want something done properly around here, you have to do it yourself.’

With that, Rattool storms outside. He stomps around the building and back into Mr Quilter’s view. He’s heading for the garden shed. Mr Quilter has no idea why he’s going there or where he thinks he can find Gemma’s address. He watches Rattool yank on the door. To Rattool’s surprise, the entire thing comes clean off its hinges in his hand. Rattool staggers backwards, trips and falls onto his back, the door falling on top of him. Mr Quilter chuckles at the spectacle.

Rattool pushes the door aside and jumps up, looking around to see if anyone saw. Then he peers into the shed and explodes into a violent rage, punching and kicking the wall. He picks up the door and throws it.

‘Who are these people?!’ Rattool screams at the sky.

Mr Quilter has no idea why the old garden shed has riled Rattool so much, but he knows he’d better have Gemma’s address ready when Rattool returns. He quickly jots it down then peers out the other window. The backup DUD trucks line the road for as far as the eye can see. Mr Quilter’s stomach drops.

‘What’s going on?’ he asks Beezle.

Beezle’s left eye is now completely closed over. ‘Rattool reported that wind storm as a direct attack on the DUD. Not only that, he’s stated that the Harts have intentionally sabotaged an official operation, declared the fairies capable of espionage and claimed that this whole situation is a danger to national security. The fairies are in trouble, sir, and so is the Hart family.’
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Gemma stands still, looks at the camera and tells the world that her footage of a fairy was not fake, it was not a hoax. ‘And now I’d like to introduce my friend, Janomi, who has something to say.’

Janomi fluffs into a feather then smooths back down.

‘We’re recording you now, Janomi,’ says Gemma.

Janomi gasps and fluffs into a feather again. Papa Faff flies over and places his arms protectively around her shoulders as she smooths down into a Sparkle.


Gemma starts to panic. For this part of the plan to work they need the fairies to cooperate. ‘Please listen, Janomi, Papa Faff. Right now your best chance of saving the rest of the colony is to let the world know you exist. Rattool is a bad man, but generally people are good. They wouldn’t stand for anything happening to you if they believed you existed. We just need to get your story out there. I think … we all think, it’s your only hope of survival.’

Janomi turns to Papa Faff. Then the phone rings. Kendra walks to the wall and snatches up the receiver.

‘Hello? Mr Quilter … They knew it was us straight away? … Mmm … okay. Can you arrange for someone to delay them? Okay, thanks for the warning.’

Kendra hangs up and looks at Gemma. She doesn’t even have to say anything. Gemma already knows that Rattool’s on his way. They’re out of time.
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The DUD trucks move down the Nullaboo-Caldwell Road in a long convoy. Rattool leads the way in his black four-wheel drive. He’s pleased to finally be rid of that bozo Beezle. What an incompetent fool. He made them both look like clowns: kids stealing their specimens, country hicks sabotaging DUD operations, his men being attacked by a colony of bugs … Without Beezle around, Rattool’s back in control. He will reclaim those nasty little insects, dispose of them before anyone else gets hurt and then have the Hart family charged with sabotage before returning to the city where it’s safe.

The road is dead straight for as far as the eye can see, the countryside flat. Flatter than anywhere Rattool has ever been. The huge blue sky looming over him like a giant bubble makes him feel tiny. Like an ant, lost on barren ground. The isolation is scary. Who would live out here? Scary people. Scary, dangerous people and scary, dangerous creatures.

He comes to a road sign. Tantonan Lane. This is it. He turns left and rolls to a stop. It’s that guy, Big Man Mack. He’s leaning on a long, thin piece of machinery that is blocking the entire road. Rattool can’t drive around it because it’s parked on a channel culvert and the channel is full of water. Rattool can see the problem straight away. A tyre’s flat.

Rattool swears under his breath, then parks his car, gets out and walks over. He forces what he hopes looks like a neighbourly smile. ‘Mack, mate, you look like you could do with some help.’

‘Yeah.’ Mack swallows hard when he sees the convoy of army trucks. ‘And you look like you’re going to war.’

‘Yeah, we need you to move …’ Rattool looks at the thing blocking the road. He has no idea what it is. ‘We need you to move the … ah, equipment there.’

‘It’s a header comb,’ Mack says. ‘We blew a tyre coming around the corner and ended up here. Lucky we stopped where we did. We almost ended up in the drink. I’ve just sent my wife home for the jack. She won’t be long.’

Rattool eyes Mack for a moment. His stomach churns. He can’t help but feel something out here is working against him. Big Man Mack is definitely part of it. He thinks, for the second time today, Who are these people? They’re like spies, turning up everywhere. Escaping, lighting fires, sabotaging, working together … working against him. These people are no good. He backs away from Mack until he feels he is at a safe distance to turn his back on him. He walks down the convoy of trucks.

‘Someone get this guy a jack,’ he screams.
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‘Janomi, they’re coming. We need to do this now.’ Gemma’s voice rises in pitch.

The speaker squeals as Ivy presses the intercom button. ‘Hey, guys. We’re all set. Flossy is online with Nina and ready for us to stream.’ Ivy’s talking fast. They are all feeling the tension, the urgency, the ominous feeling their world is about to explode.

‘Janomi, this could save your colony. I know you’ve kept yourselves hidden for years, but now we need help. We need as many people as possible to know you exist for your safety. Good people will protect you. They’ll make things right.’


Papa Faff holds Janomi’s shoulders and nods. Janomi hugs Papa Faff then stands up straight. ‘What do you need me to do?’

Everyone breathes a sigh of relief.

‘Thank you, Janomi,’ Gemma says. ‘Just talk about yourself. Explain to the world why we shouldn’t fear you. Ivy is going to stream the live footage to a reporter who’s in a helicopter nearby.’

‘Okay, here goes,’ says the Sparkle. ‘My name is Janomi and I’m part of the fairy colony at the Nullaboo Public School.’ Janomi glances at Gemma then squares up to the camera. ‘It’s been our home for years, and is the perfect habitat for us to live. We have no intentions of hurting anyone. We have some powers, but not like people think – not like in your fairy folklore or Tinkerbell. We can camouflage ourselves in the same way some reptiles can change colour to blend into their environment. Only, we do it so well it appears we have disappeared.’

Standing behind Janomi, Papa Faff suddenly vanishes, demonstrating his camouflaging ability. Gemma leans in to see if she can see any waver of light or movement of air, but there’s nothing. Papa Faff reappears and smiles at Janomi. He nods for her to continue.

Ivy and Nina giggle with delight. Nina has a TV on with the volume turned down. It’s working. They’re streaming. Flossy McBee is broadcasting Janomi live and also has footage of Kendra’s laboratory from the air.

‘Another thing we can do is create wind. Only the adult fairies can do this. Baby fairies don’t have wings and are therefore difficult to transport during a migration. But they can transform into a fluffy feather when they feel afraid. As a fairy gets older they gain greater control of this power. Parents create wind to carry their babies in the right direction. Some fairies can create stronger wind than others. Papa Faff is very good at it and can propel the entire baby fairy population on his own if need be. He would only do this if there was an emergency and he needed to evacuate all of the babies in the colony at once. This is what he was doing at the school when he created the big twister. He was relocating them to a safer place. He didn’t mean to hurt anyone.’


Papa Faff strikes up a wind to demonstrate his power. Papers stir on the desk and then settle.
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‘Papa Faff is our leader, so special powers were passed down to him when the last leader died. The Leader Powers go to the fairy with the most good in their heart. Nothing can sway which fairy receives it, not even the leader. It is a fairy’s greatest honour. The leader’s main responsibilities are to always protect and do the right thing for the colony. I believe our powers would best be described as an energy or a feeling. Unseen but definitely there. Perhaps like the magic that happens when two humans fall in love, or when humans sense that someone is watching them. Our powers are only used for the good of our people and to protect our colony. Our powers are not to be feared. We are not to be feared. We just want a safe and happy existence alongside humans, as we have had for thousands of years. We have no interest in causing anyone any harm. We live in harmony with nature.’

A low rumble fills the air, building in volume and intensity until the walls begin to vibrate. Gemma feels it through the floor, in her feet and chest. She looks to her mum, confused. Is that thunder? Kendra is stone-faced. She tries not to look panic-stricken, but the alarm in her eyes gives her away. Gemma suddenly realises.

They’re here.

The lab has no windows, so Gemma looks at the TV screen. Her eyes widen at the sight of a huge convoy of trucks coming down the driveway.


Kendra turns to see and her jaw drops. Trucks bank up the entire length of their driveway and into Tantonan Lane. The engines rumbling are so powerful Kendra’s bones judder from the vibrations. Her heart thumps hard and a feeling of dread fills her stomach. She has the urge to grab the kids and run to join Fletcher and Meg in the house. If she is going to be arrested, at least she could see them all together again for a few seconds first and offer some reassuring words. But the fairies are here and she has to make sure they’re safe. She can’t bolt and leave them in Rattool’s hands. She goes to the door and locks it. Then she changes her mind and unlocks it. They will only cause more damage by forcing their way in if it’s locked.

‘Gemma, you’ve got to get out of here.’ Kendra places her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. ‘Grab the others and go out the back door. Run to the house, keeping to the tree line. I’ll sort things out here.’

‘No, Mum, we’ve got to hide the fairies,’ says Gemma.

‘I’ll look after them. I’ll hide them. You go.’


‘You won’t have time on your own, and our plan won’t work if Ivy isn’t operating the cameras. The world needs to see that footage.’

‘Gemma, please, there’s no time to argue.’

‘Exactly,’ Gemma says. ‘So let’s get moving and hide these fairies.’
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Mr Quilter stares at Beezle across his desk. They have just watched Janomi on the news. Every channel is televising her speech. Mr Quilter plugged the phones back in and Beezle is waiting for his boss, the superintendent, to pick up. On the seventh ring a gruff voice barks down the phone.

‘Beezle, what on earth’s going on out there?’

‘Boss, Rattool’s lost it again. He’s stood me down. I’m asking you to formally override his decision. He’s taken the special response trucks to the Harts’ family farm.’

‘What?’


‘The media are there too, live streaming. He’s not thinking straight, boss. He’s really lost it. He’s violent. And there’ll be no covering up like last time. Everything is being televised. Turn on the news. Janomi, one of the fairies, was just on. People know it’s not a hoax.’

Silence falls on the other end of the phone.

‘Well, what are you waiting for, Beezle? Get yourself to the Hart family farm. Stop him before things turn to custard. Go. You’re in charge now. I’ll try to contact the head of the special response team and stop Rattool that way.’

Nervous excitement rushes through Beezle. Now he’s in charge. But how’s he going to stop Rattool before it’s too late? He places the receiver down and looks at Mr Quilter.

‘We have to get to the Harts’ farm.’

‘Okay.’ Mr Quilter stands. He’s relieved to be leaving the school grounds. He’s happy to be doing something at last.

‘How do you travel?’ Beezle looks out the window into the empty car park. ‘Where’s your car?’

Mr Quilter smiles. ‘Don’t you worry. I’ll have you there in a flash. Follow me.’


The principal leads Beezle around the side of his office. There, parked by the wall, is his brand-new, yellow 260cc Super Power gas moped scooter.

Beezle inhales a sharp breath when he sees it. He’s six foot four and weighs one hundred and ten kilograms. The moped looks tiny. Will it even carry him?

‘It’s okay. I double-dink my wife all the time,’ Mr Quilter says proudly. ‘The spare helmet is in here.’ Mr Quilter unzips a bag strapped to the back and pulls out a bright pink, open-faced helmet with sunny yellow and lime-green flowers plastered all over it. He hands it to Beezle.

‘Here you go. It might be a bit small, but it’s better than nothing.’

Beezle tries to pull it onto his huge head but it’s too tight. Mr Quilter gives it a hard thump to help things along. The helmet jams onto Beezle’s head, squishing his face so far out the front his lips can’t close.

‘You have a fish face.’ Mr Quilter laughs.

‘Less juss get going,’ Beezle mumbles.
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Gemma grabs a tray from a cupboard then runs back to the fairies. ‘Everyone, quickly, climb onto this. We have to get you out of sight. Mum, get rid of the boxes. Nina and Ivy, keep everything running up there. Rattool and his army are here.’

The fairies push towards the tray. Gemma sees that some of the younger ones without wings have pink tears running down their faces. Terror fills their eyes. The bigger ones hold the little ones, fluffed into feathers, shepherding them in the right direction.

The laboratory door flies open and Rattool steps into the foyer. Kendra is throwing the last of the boxes into a white canvas bag. They are out of sight and the last of the fairies have boarded the tray. Gemma knows exactly where to put them. There’s a special drawer the tray fits into at the end of the room that doesn’t restrict airflow. As Rattool bangs on the next door, Gemma is resting the tray of fairies on the bench above the drawer.

She stalls. Janomi and Papa Faff are still on the speaker. She turns to them. Papa Faff scoops up Janomi and flies towards the shelves against the wall. He’s going to hide. Gemma opens the drawer.

The boxes are heavy. Kendra drags the canvas bag behind the desk and rests it against a stool.

‘Kendra Hart, if you don’t open this door immediately we will use force,’ Rattool yells.

A chill scuttles up Gemma’s spine when she hears Rattool’s voice. ‘You will be safe here,’ she whispers to the fairies as she places them inside. She shuts the drawer slowly and carefully, worried little faces looking up at her.

The door to the room is slammed off its hinges before Kendra has time to say it’s unlocked. Two men in uniform step back, and Rattool enters with a sickly smile on his face.
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The scooter works hard under the weight of two men. It sounds like a giant mosquito, pinging down the road. Beezle can feel insects flecking his lips and teeth. He wishes he could close his mouth. At least his eyes are shut.


‘Not long to go now,’ Mr Quilter yells as he turns into Tantonan Lane. Beezle holds on tight as he feels Mr Quilter lean into the corner. Beezle has never been so terrified in his life.

[image: image]

[image: image]

Rattool smiles at Kendra before his eyes flick to Gemma. ‘You’ve got something of mine. You’d better hand them over, Hart. You’re already in a world of trouble.’

‘They’re little people,’ Gemma says. ‘You were going to kill them.’

‘Oh, you couldn’t be more wrong, Gemma. I’m still going to kill them. But I don’t want to miss any stragglers. I can’t risk any getting away, starting another colony and breeding like flies somewhere else.’

Kendra goes to speak, but Gemma talks over her. ‘You can’t kill people!’ she yells. Her face is red. She’s furious.


‘They’re a threat to the security of this country!’ Rattool yells back. ‘That Papa Faff has already made a direct attack on my team. They’re capable of espionage and who knows what else. Now hand them over before anyone else gets hurt.’

Gemma and Kendra look at each other. They have no idea what to do. Rattool is completely out of line but they can’t stop him while he has the DUD on his side. Kendra just hopes Flossy McBee is still broadcasting.

Rattool walks around the desk towards Kendra. She backs away from him. Rattool stops when he sees the canvas bag, bulging with tiny boxes.

‘What have we here?’ Rattool kicks the bag. It falls over, boxes spilling onto the floor. Rattool picks one up and opens it. It’s empty. ‘You have three seconds to tell me where they are,’ he growls.

A blast of air swirls a couple of papers on the desk.

Oh no, Gemma thinks. Papa Faff is going to try to relocate the fairies again.

‘Papa Faff, no,’ Gemma yells. But it is too late.


The wind picks up and swirls around the room. Rattool spins erratically, looking for Papa Faff.

‘I’m going to swat you like a filthy mosquito, Papa Faff,’ Rattool screams over the roar of the wind.

‘He’s just trying to protect his people,’ Gemma shouts.

The force of the wind is suddenly so strong Gemma has to hold the bench to stay upright. Everything unsecured starts to spiral around the room. Kendra pulls herself towards Gemma. She grabs her daughter, pulls her down to the floor and guides her under a workbench. Papers, photos and specimen jars swirl around the room, smashing into the walls and desks.

Rattool spies Papa Faff hovering above the bookshelf. Rattool grips a box in his hand, then flings it at Papa Faff. He narrowly misses. Fury spills out of Rattool, like lava exploding from a volcano. He picks up a coffee mug sitting on the desk and hurls it as hard as he can in Papa Faff’s direction.

The wind stops abruptly.

Debris falls to the floor with a clack.

Then silence.


Rattool is breathing heavily. ‘Arrest her,’ he orders, pointing at Kendra. ‘And take the kid for questioning too.’

The special response team look confused. The men glance at each other, unsure what to do.

‘Arrest her!’ Rattool bellows.

‘What have you done?’ Gemma cries. ‘You won’t get away with this, you murderer!’

‘I’m with the DUD. I’ve got a licence to do what I want, you brat. And the first thing on my list is arresting your mum so she rots in jail.’

‘Somehow I doubt it.’ Gemma’s gaze swings to the television screen on the wall behind Rattool. The screen is split in two. One half shows the farm from above, the other half shows Rattool’s outraged face, which changes to surprise as he watches himself live.

‘That’s me. What’s …’ Rattool’s voice drifts off.

‘Say hi to the camera. Right now, you’re being broadcast live all over the country. Everyone in Australia knows what you’ve done.’

Rattool’s face contorts with rage. ‘How dare you?! I’ll make sure you …’ He pauses, glancing at the television nervously. ‘What are you waiting for?’ he says, addressing his men. ‘Arrest this woman and the brat along with her.’

‘Sir, we’ve just received word that we are no longer responding to your command,’ says one of the agents, holding his earpiece.

‘What? I’m in charge and I order you to arrest this woman.’

‘No can do, sir. We have to await instructions from our new commanding officer.’

At that moment Beezle steps into the room. A large red compression line creases his forehead and insects splatter his face and lips. His cheeks are still numb from being squashed. He looks at Rattool and feels sorry about what he has to do. Rattool was a good agent. The best … until that last job. Whatever happened changed him, and he hasn’t been the same since. Maybe he just needs a rest, to take a break from the DUD. Beezle doesn’t know. All he knows is that right here and now Rattool is not thinking rationally.

‘Remove him, please.’ Beezle’s voice is soft but authoritative. ‘Gently, guys. No one needs to get hurt.’

Four men from the special response team step forward. One touches Rattool’s arm.


‘Get your hands off me,’ Rattool screams and slaps him away. ‘Get off me.’

Two of the men grab Rattool under each arm. They lift him up and start walking towards the door.

‘Let me go. You’re going to pay for this! You hear me? And I’m going to take out every last one of those filthy little insects. I’ll be back!’

Rattool’s voice fades away as the soldiers escort him out.

‘Papa Faff,’ Gemma says.

The coffee mug lies on the floor, shattered from the impact. Janomi is on her knees, leaning over Papa Faff. Gemma can see she is talking. Her shoulders heave with each sob. She hugs Papa Faff, and gently rocks him back and forth. Her face is grief stricken, pink tears flowing down her cheeks.

Gemma dashes over to her and kneels down. She picks up the two fairies, very carefully, and carries them to the speaker.

‘Please, Papa Faff, open your eyes,’ Janomi says. ‘Papa Faff, please.’

Papa Faff opens his eyes. ‘Janomi,’ he whispers. ‘It’s you. You are the chosen one.’



‘No, Papa Faff. You can’t leave us,’ Janomi sobs.

Papa Faff squeezes her hand. ‘It’s time,’ he says.

‘I can’t be the chosen one,’ Janomi says. ‘I don’t even have my wings yet. I’m not ready.’

‘It isn’t my choice,’ Papa Faff says. ‘The heart never lies. It’s you, I feel it.’

Tiny silver sparkles rise into the air. All the fairies feel tingling in their hearts. Some feel stronger tingles than others. Janomi’s entire heart tingles so much it’s painful. She releases Papa Faff and sits back as the silver sparkles cover her entirely, then melt into her skin. She closes her eyes and holds her chest.
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Gemma and Kendra look at one another.


Janomi’s eyes remain closed. Papa Faff lies lifeless before her.

The drawer Gemma put the fairies in is open. They all have a hand placed over their hearts. The fairies with wings fly over and hover around Janomi in an arc. As Janomi opens her eyes they bow their heads. They then fly to Papa Faff and each touch his cheek before flying back to the tray.

The baby fairies bow to Janomi from the tray.

All of them, except one.

Elna. She’s outraged. She pushes her shoulders back and crosses her arms. She glares at Janomi. All of this is her fault. How could she gain the Leader Powers? It’s unheard of for the powers to skip a generation, plus she broke the oldest fairy law and exposed them to humans. She doesn’t even have her wings yet. How can the other fairies possibly accept her as their leader after what she’s done? Elna doesn’t care if she is the only one in the colony to rebel against the Leader Powers’ decision. She will not bow to Janomi. Not now, not ever. Her eyes narrow. Somehow, no matter how long it takes, she will bring Janomi down.
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Rattool sits in the back seat of his black four-wheel drive. His hands are cuffed and two agents sit either side of him. A helicopter with the Shepparton News logo throws up a thick cloud of debris as it lands in the paddock next to the lab.

Beezle shields his face and squints into the dust to see Flossy McBee striding towards him for the second time that day. She stands before him.

‘I didn’t get to thank you properly for helping me earlier,’ Flossy says with a shy smile.

Beezle swallows, his throat dry.


‘And I owe you an apology for tricking you.’

‘Oh, you had good reason.’ Beezle blushes.

‘Your eye …’ says Flossy. ‘Are you okay?’

Beezle nods.

‘I also wanted to say, the way you were in there, making sure your colleague was treated right after everything he did to you, was truly admirable. You’re a good man, Dirk Beezle.’

Beezle watches Flossy’s lips move with each word. Then her mouth breaks into a smile. Beezle smiles back, but isn’t even aware he’s doing it. Energy passes between them, so strong that others stop what they are doing and turn to watch.

Sometimes magic just happens.
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A short while later, Tom and Mavis cruise in and park in the middle of the response trucks.

A man in uniform walks over to Tom’s ute. ‘Can I help you, sir?’

‘We saw all the trucks and wanted to make sure Kendra and Fletcher didn’t need our help.’ Tom says as he steps out of his ute. He peers into the black four-wheel drive and spots Rattool sitting in the back seat. Tom smiles and waves.

Rattool gasps and leans back in his seat at the sight of Tom. He feels the blood drain from his face and his stomach turn. The sooner he gets out of this place and away from these people the better.

Tom walks into the lab while Mavis waits in the car. ‘Everything all right, Kendra?’ he shouts before he can see her.

‘Yes, Tom, come on in,’ Kendra calls back.

Tom sticks his head through the busted door and sees Gemma crying. The room’s a mess.

He pauses. ‘We just wanted to make sure those guys out there weren’t giving you any trouble. If you’re okay, we’ll keep moving. Looks like you guys might need some space.’

Kendra walks Tom back out.

‘Is Gem okay?’ he asks.

‘Papa Faff, the leader of the fairy colony, was killed.’

‘I know. The news won’t stop televising it. There’s public outcry. They want to roast that Rattool guy.’


Tom gets back behind the wheel of his ute and winds down the window.

‘Thanks for stopping by to check on us,’ Kendra says.

‘Of course. By the way, how did your meeting go?’ Tom asks.

‘No good. Didn’t you see the “For Sale” sign at the front gate?’

Tom looks at Mavis. They both shake their heads. ‘We didn’t see any sign.’

Tom winks and starts his ute. As they drive away Kendra sees part of the real estate sign, broken into pieces, in the back of Tom’s tray. Kendra laughs and turns back to her lab. What an amazing place Nullaboo is.
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One month later

‘Mum, Colin Snider’s here,’ Gemma calls. ‘Janomi, you’d better skedaddle.’

Janomi, proud of her beautiful new wings, zooms as fast as she can over Gemma’s head and down the hallway, out of sight. Meg rushes after her.

Gemma flicks on the kettle as the phone starts to ring. She picks it up.

‘Hello, Gemma speaking … Who shall I say is calling? … One moment.’ Gemma covers the mouthpiece. ‘Daaaaad! Phone.’ As Fletcher takes the phone Gemma whispers. ‘It’s the publisher.’

A panic-stricken shriek comes from outside. Gemma rushes to the door where Kendra is standing, watching Colin Snider being chased by Tough Goose.

‘Mum, you should probably go out and save him,’ says Gemma.

‘Probably,’ says Kendra. They both laugh.

‘Thank you. Thank you so much!’ Fletcher gushes.

Gemma and Kendra turn to him as he hangs up the phone. Fletcher looks like he’s going to burst. ‘They like two of my books, and they are still assessing some of the others. They’re making an offer to publish them!’

Gemma, Fletcher and Kendra start screaming and jumping around the kitchen. Ivy and Meg rush down from their bedrooms to see what all the commotion is about.

‘They’re going to publish my books,’ Fletcher cries as he twirls Ivy around.

Colin finally makes it to the front door after being pecked by Tough Goose numerous times on his legs and arms. He’s flustered and breathless as he peers through the glass and sees the Hart family dancing around the kitchen, hugging and whooping. A scowl crosses his face.

‘Oh, Colin, we didn’t hear you arrive. Come in,’ says Kendra. ‘I see you didn’t waste any time with that little month you gave me, scheduling the auction on the same day as our final meeting and all.’

Pop!

Fletcher places champagne flutes on the bench. He fills three of the glasses with apple juice and two with a bubbly drink.

‘Colin, champagne?’ he asks with a broad smile.

‘Er, no, thank you.’ Colin doesn’t know why the Hart family is celebrating. Perhaps they’ve tricked him and wanted to leave Nullaboo all along. Or maybe it’s a double bluff?

The real estate agent arrives. As he’s being chased by Tough Goose, Tom and Mavis and Mack and Nancy also pull into the drive.

‘Did you know Toughie’s bailed up one of your guests?’ Mack the Man says.

‘Yes,’ the Harts say, and laugh.
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Queen Bernini sits on her pillow sucking the insides out of a fly. She discards the shell onto the floor beside her and belches. She’s overfull – probably didn’t need that last one. Her army provided them for her as they always do, but she couldn’t help but feel that this time they were distant, that their minds were elsewhere. They were too nice, too servile, as though they had an ulterior motive, keeping her happy while they cooked up plans without her. Yesterday she overheard one of them talking about befriending the fairies.

‘Assemble the army,’ she commands. ‘I’m ready for the meeting.’

Spiders file in, but the room doesn’t feel as full as it should be. Their silver armour has mostly worn off. There is no need for it now that the fairies have agreed to give Queen Bernini and her army a section of the school grounds. Food is returning, but they are still having to work harder than usual for it. Queen Bernini remembers when spiders could just spin a web then sit and wait for a smorgasbord to arrive. Those were the good old days.

Queen Bernini stands. ‘Where are the others?’ she asks.

‘Out searching for food,’ says a silver soldier.

Queen Bernini eyes him suspiciously. She doesn’t believe him. Something is going on, she can feel it in her hairs.

‘It has been made known to me that some of you are communicating with the fairies.’ Queen Bernini hasn’t really heard this, but it is what she suspects. She sits her fat belly back down and taps her left legs waiting for a response. ‘I’ve heard some spiders are being … friendly. I hope for your sakes that this is not true. If I hear of anyone acting in such a treacherous manner, they will spend time in the dungeon.’

A murmur passes across the room.

Queen Bernini waits until the silence is long and uncomfortable, hoping that a spider will crumble and confess what they are up to.

No one says anything.
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The real estate agent faces the crowd. He finishes his speech about the land and buildings and earning potential of the farm then motions to start the bidding. Kendra looks at Colin and smiles.

Colin shifts from foot to foot, unsettled. Kendra’s too happy and relaxed. Something’s going on …

The real estate agent calls for a bid, but the crowd remains silent. He drops his price and talks in circles for a moment. Still no one makes an offer.

‘If there are no bids the property will be passed in,’ the agent says. ‘To be passed in once … to be passed in twice, this is your final chance to secure a fantastic farming opportunity, to be passed in three times …’

Tom raises his hand.

The crowd murmurs.

‘Is that a bid, sir?’

Tom nods.

The real estate agent tries to entice another bidder, but no one will even make eye contact with him.

‘Sold to the gentleman over here.’


Tom smiles. ‘I’d like to talk inside, with just you and the current tenants.’

Colin Snider suddenly realises what’s happening, but it’s too late. He pushed for the property to sell. He could never persuade head office to take it off the market now. Not after he convinced them that Nullaboo offered no opportunity for progressive research and should be sold.

Fletcher, Kendra, Tom and the real estate agent disappear inside and emerge a few minutes later.

‘We have a sale, folks,’ the real estate agent announces. ‘Property sold to Fletcher and Kendra Hart.’

Everyone in the crowd applauds, everyone except Colin Snider.

Pop!

Mavis starts filling glasses with more bubbly. Nancy pours juice for the kids.

Kendra walks over and hands her official resignation to Colin.

‘I’ve been asked to manage the world’s first School of Fairiology, right here in Nullaboo,’ Kendra says to Colin. ‘We’ve already secured ample funding and the project is starting immediately. I have you to thank, Colin. Without you I’d never have been out here researching army-worm. I would never have stumbled across this opportunity or have been able to buy this farm. You really have played a huge part in securing an exciting future for me and my family.’

The front door slides open and Gemma, Ivy and Meg run outside. Behind them, Lady Suri and Janomi lead thousands of fairies out of the house in a silvery wave. They flutter around the guests in the garden, silver dust falling from their wings.

Colin’s eyes bulge out of his head at the incredible sight.

‘And see that dust, Colin?’ Kendra says. ‘Insects hate it – flies, mosquitoes, cockroaches. But a certain breed of spider started to adapt and coat itself entirely in fairy dust. I thought I’d stumbled upon a rare new species, but it was just a common breed adapting. I’ve never been faced with such exciting research before.’ Kendra beams. ‘We’re going to communicate with the spiders through the fairies, Colin. Can you imagine the possibilities? The spiders seem to like eating armyworm too. We’re going to ask them if they’d like to be relocated to the rice fields.’

Flossy McBee, soon to be Flossy McBeezle, steps forward and takes Kendra’s photo. Flossy is not only celebrating the Harts’ victory and her engagement, she is also celebrating a promotion. She is the star reporter of the new and magical story that has captured hearts around the globe: the world’s first and only School of Fairiology, and Flossy has exclusive access.

Colin is lost for words. With his mouth agape and the heat of humiliation creeping up his neck, he turns away and heads towards his car.

A few metres away, Meg eyes Tough Goose. Janomi told her that if she stands up to bullies, then they will leave her alone. Tough Goose spots her and charges. Meg stands her ground in a pair of Kendra’s heels and a new fairy outfit. She holds out her magic wand and yells, ‘Abracadabra! Tough Goose back down!’

Tough Goose stops in his tracks and watches Meg for a moment. They stand eye to eye and something passes between them. Tough Goose then spots Colin heading for his car. He turns from Meg and charges at his new target, neck stretched out, hissing and snapping.

Colin glances over his shoulder and sees Toughie heading straight for him. He runs the final steps to his car and flings himself in, slamming the door.
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Kendra stands beneath the fairies’ Council Chambers, nestled in the branches of the massive gum tree. Janomi flies up high into the hollow and finds the silver spiders gathered. Queen Bernini is sitting on her cushion, but she looks most displeased. She did not call this assembly. Now she knows what her army was keeping from her.

Queen Bernini is terrified of the human exterminators, and here they are trying to communicate with her, trying to entice her and her army out of her tree with the promise of unlimited food in a wondrous land. She knows it’s a trick. The fairies and humans are in on this together. There is no such place.

Janomi finishes delivering Kendra’s speech to the spiders and then asks the question: ‘So how many of you would like to be relocated to these rice fields? How many of you would like to live in a place like that?’

‘None of them,’ Queen Bernini snaps. ‘Don’t listen to her. It’s a trick. They will kill you all.’

The spiders murmur.

‘I’d take the risk … It sounds pretty good to me,’ says one silver spider.

‘Me too. It sounds heavenly,’ says another.

‘No! No one is going anywhere,’ Queen Bernini commands. ‘Together we conquered. We must stay together and defend what’s ours.’ Queen Bernini raises one leg into the air. ‘Together we rule this land!’ she screams.

Janomi ignores her. ‘Anyone wishing to go, please head out the archway, single file, and down to the boxes,’ she says. ‘They will be used to transport you to the rice fields.’

‘No. No one move. We must stay together,’ Queen Bernini cries.


One silver spider defies her and walks outside. A few more spiders close to the archway quickly step out and also make their way down the tree. Before long, Queen Bernini is standing in the dark hollow alone.

‘It’s not too late for you to join them,’ says Janomi.

‘They are nothing but traitors,’ Queen Bernini spits. ‘I’m better off without them. Get out, I want to be alone.’

‘Have it your way. But if you ever change your mind, you know where to find me,’ Janomi says, before she flies out of the hollow and into the light.
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Kendra stands on the bank of the rice fields with the spider boxes. She opens them and the spiders scurry out. They see the rice poking up out of the water and gasp in amazement. It’s unbelievable. Better than promised.

One by one they drop a web and fly out over the rice. When they land, they start eating armyworm.
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Queen Bernini no longer feels safe in her chambers, not now that her army has abandoned her. She wants to go somewhere no one can find her. The fairies are still living in the school grounds, but Janomi said she could keep the gum tree. Queen Bernini knows it’s so the fairies and those human exterminators can locate her. She needs to hide, somewhere they’d never guess to look. She leaves her hollow in the gum tree and crawls inside the stink pipe of the toilet block. The space is small, dark and safe. The humans will never find her. She crawls further down and pauses at a bend. The stench makes her gag.

‘You’ll get used to it,’ says a gruff voice.

Queen Bernini squints into the darkness and makes out the outline of another spider.

‘Oh, bug off, creep,’ she snaps and crawls deeper into the pipe.
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Gemma turns off the computer screen. She thanks Nina for assisting her with the demonstrations. ‘Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. That’s the end of my presentation on march flies. I sincerely wish you all a march fly-free autumn.’

Gemma and Nina hold hands while they wait for the judges’ decision. Two students will represent Nullaboo Public School in Sydney. They have worked hard, helping each other with their presentations. Even if they don’t win, Gemma feels like she already has. This competition brought about the most amazing discovery and it helped mend her friendship with Nina.

Mrs Merrylock catches Gemma’s eye and winks at her. She doesn’t know who the winners are, but she knows that both Gemma and Nina’s talks were up there with the best.

Mr Quilter walks onto the stage. An envelope is passed to him. ‘I’m always very proud to be the one to announce the winners of this competition because I know how much work you all put in,’ he begins. ‘Firstly, I wish to con gratulate all students who presented. The standard was particularly high this year and the judges found it difficult to choose only two winners, but I won’t keep you waiting any longer.’

Mr Quilter opens the envelope and pulls out a card. He unfolds it. ‘The two students who will represent our school in Sydney are Gemma Hart and Nina Woollard.’

Gemma’s heart sings with the announcement. She hugs Nina. She takes a deep breath and relishes this glorious moment. After everything that has happened, Gemma is convinced that magic in the human world does exist, if you believe it does … and right now Gemma believes it wholeheartedly.
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In a little school surrounded by farmland, far away from any town, Gemma’s day ends like any other. But today, Gemma has a strong feeling of contentment – like when birds chirp at the light of dawn, or when the music in a film is happy and bright.

Life is good for Gemma. She is exactly where she belongs: in Nullaboo, living on a farm, attending the world’s only School of Fairiology – surrounded by family, friends and fairies. Life is truly magic.
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Each day after school my three children told me about a magical world that existed in their school grounds. It’s a story that was told to them by kids in the higher grades, a story that gained more detail with each child who told it and one that couldn’t be captured on camera. Nullaboo Hullabaloo is that story, with my spin.

Everything in this story is fiction, but inspiration came from snippets of truth and anecdotes that have been exaggerated or embellished for dramatic or comedic effect. The plotlines came when I asked myself, ‘What would happen if fairies really were discovered on the school grounds?’ Nullaboo Hullabaloo suddenly came to life and grew into what it is today.

The elements of this story that are not exaggerated are the generosity, decency and compassion of the people of Bunnaloo and the essence that unites the school and broader community. On the farm we were rescued countless times by our neighbours who either turned up at exactly the right moment or were only a phone call away. We would not have survived on the farm without them. This closeness of community is another thing I couldn’t capture on camera, yet it was something I wanted my children to never forget existed. I hope I have done both the story and the community justice.
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Thanks to my three daughters, Zoe, Tia and Eve, for sharing their imaginary world with me. Thank you to all of the children at Bunnaloo Public School who shared this story with them, particularly Ruby Donovan, who told Zoe fantastical stories while waiting for the second bus after school. Thank you to the K2 teacher, Lisa Cockayne, who fuelled the story and allowed the kids to decorate the trees, sprinkle glitter everywhere and leave offerings for the fairies, who only came out after everyone had left the school grounds. Thanks also for reading an early draft and giving feedback.


Thanks to my neighbours, Max and Andrea Vagg and John and Beverly Walter, for always being there for us. When we turned up we didn’t know anyone and knew nothing about rice farming. What a recipe for disaster! But you gave us the warmest welcome, guided and helped us and we wouldn’t have survived out there without you.

Thank you to my brilliant publisher, Zoe Walton, and the whole Penguin Random House team, who supported this story and made it into the book it is today. To Victoria Stone, thank you for your precision and excellence in all things editing. I love working with you (and the PRH team) and hope we can continue making books together.

Thank you to Tara Wynne, who loved and believed in this story from the start. I hope it lives up to your expectations. Thank you for backing me, always.

This story is the first I’ve done with illustrations. Before watching the illustration process closely with this book, I had no idea just how much research and effort illustrators go to in order to get each piece of artwork exactly right. Thank you to Briony Stewart for doing such a beautiful job of the cover and illustrations throughout the story. I couldn’t be happier.

Thank you to those who read and gave feedback along the way – Kerry Ferris, Joan Torney, Natalie Durrant, Lucy Keath, Isabella Ferguson, Julie Proudfoot, Rachel Broadhead and Michelle Coleman.

Thank you to Ivy Jensen, and all who work at the Riverine Herald, for your continued support.

Thank you to my friends and followers online who cheer for and support me in so many ways, and to my family not already mentioned, David and Lynton Ferris, Lionel, Steve, Brendena, Hamish and Christian Torney, Jacki, Steve, Lauren, Chloe and Josh Barone, and Michael and Charlie Keath for putting up with discussions about my wacky ideas.

My final shout out goes to a group of writers who continue to support me every step of the way – Rachael Craw, Gabrielle Tozer, Trinity Doyle, Rebecca James, Nicole Hayes and Ellie Marney. Thanks a million. X
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