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Boys against the girls. Zoe stared at the third daisy. She’d already made it past the first safe zone and now stood on a pedal on the second. She needed to get to point base, a daisy bud at the top of the circular field, to keep the boys from winning. 

The girl fairies were behind by one. If she got one of those points, she would tie the game and impress Coach Bellows, who stood near the bleachers with the other kids during their break between classes.

Just a fun game among the kids. Zoe needed to show how good she was during this play game. Scoring could be the difference between getting on the school team or not having a chance. Every fairy wanted to play on the Academy’s bubble ball team, but very few made it with only ten players chosen. 

Green River Glen Academy, known as the Academy, was the most popular school in the district. The grass was dark green, flowers bloomed year-round, and the river flowed a greenish-blue. The school invited only the best fairies, and only the best got to play on their bubble ball team.

Bubble ball was the most popular sport among fairies. There were four safe zones, all bright daisies, on a circular field. A thrower stood on a stone in the middle of the field, and a hitter stood at the top of the circle with a sunflower stem, one of the strongest stems on a plant. Once the ball came toward him or her, they would swing and hit the bubble. Depending on how hard they hit would determine how far the bubble flew.

Bubbles were usually slow, but dragonflies, the fastest insects in the glen, powered these bubbles. They somehow determined how fast each bubble was to go based on the hit and anyone throwing it.

The hitter wanted to get around the circle back to the point safe zone before the other team could get the bubble there. Five “caughts” and the other side was up.

Or in this case, the game would be over, and the boys would win.

Zoe’s leg bounced, causing the petal she waited on to move up and down. The buzzing of bumblebees drew her attention to an azalea bush behind her. Mom’s favorite flower. Sadness swept over Zoe. She missed her family more than she ever thought she would, but attending the Academy meant staying in the school dorms.

“Watch for my friend behind you. She moves fast.” Shay yelled, drawing Zoe’s attention back to the game.

“Not if you get caught,” Jeremy replied.

Jeremy threw the fastest bubble ball in the school, making it hard to blast it. He hurled the bubble to the point zone.

Shay hit the ball. 

Zoe took off from the second stem. The bubble ball flew to the outfield. A girl fairy chased after it. 

Zoe made it to the third daisy. The girl in the outfield tossed the bubble ball toward Jeremy, but her throw was slow. 

Zoe headed for the point safe zone. 

Jeremy caught the bubble ball and tossed it to a boy waiting at the safe point zone. The bubble ball was coming up fast. 

Zoe flapped her wings harder and harder, going faster and faster. The bubble was now at her feet and gaining. If the ball beat her before she could touch the bud...

She lowered her head. Breathing so hard, she swore her heart would burst from her chest. Stretching out her hand, she—

Whap!

What happened?

After a second, and with a shake of her head, she got her bearings. She looked up. Instead of touching the bud, she’d slammed into a leaf and ended up on the ground.

“Caught!” The referee held up the bubble. “Game over.”

“I can’t believe you lost the game for the girls,” Destiny and two of her friends, twin fairies named Lucy and Lulu, hovered above Zoe. “You are such a loser. You’ll never be good enough to get on the Academy’s team.”

Destiny disliked Zoe from the first day they had met. She made fun of Zoe every chance she got.

“Leave her alone,” Shay flew up and got between Zoe and Destiny. “It isn’t like you made any of the points while over there on the bleachers.”

“I’d rather be cheering than a loser like her.” Destiny raised her nose in the air and flew off, her popular friends following behind her.

“Don’t listen to her,” Shay said.

“But she’s right. I lost the game. I wanted to be a hero instead of a zero.” If this had been an actual game, Zoe would never have tried to race to the point zone, knowing the bubble ball was so close. 

“Too bad you’re just a girl.” Jeremy flew up beside Shay. “Any boy would have made it.” He flew off, laughing as he joined a group of his friends.

Zoe’s jaw tightened. There were a lot of girls who played as well, if not better, than boys.

“Zoe, you looked good until that last run.” Coach Bellows flew up to the two girls. His voice was loud, even when he wasn’t yelling. “Taking on a bubble ball like that could cost us a game. Just remember when you try out, there is no room for a star on any bubble ball team.”

“Yes, sir.” She smacked a tall piece of green grass beside her. 

“You look like you need to see the nurse.” He took hold of her arm. “Your elbow’s bleeding.”

Zoe glanced at it. Her arm hadn’t hurt until she saw the blood.

The coach smiled. “Don’t tell anyone I said it, but you’re still one of the best players I’ve seen yet this year. I expect you to try out and do well.” He turned and flew off. 

Zoe grinned. “Did you hear what he said?” she asked Shay.

“That means you’re a shoo-in for the team. All you need to do is keep your grades up.”

Zoe’s good mood disappeared faster than it had come. She wasn’t the best student and had to work twice as hard as the other fairies. 

“You’re still bleeding,” Shay said. “If we don’t get your arm looked at, you might end up with a scar.”

“At least then both will match.” Zoe showed the scar on her other elbow from another time when she got hurt playing bubble ball. 

Shay laughed. “Come on, I’ll go with you to the nurse before class starts back up.”

Zoe followed behind Shay, who was practically the only person who spoke to her at the Academy since Zoe got there at the beginning of the school year. At her old school, Zoe had been the popular one. More friends than she could count. But here at the Academy, she was a nobody. 

But this was the best school in the district, with the best teachers and the best coach for bubble-ball, Coach Bellows. 

She glanced behind her at the daisy bud she should have touched to tie the game. If she had only kept her eyes on the bud. No. She should have stopped at the third safe zone. Then, when the next flyer came up, she could have taken off, and touched the point daisy easily.

“You coming?” Shay hollered.

“Yeah, I’m coming.” Zoe flew up to her only friend. Too bad she’d never fit in with the rest of the kids at the Academy. And if she didn’t do well in her classes, she couldn’t play on the team. That would mean all her hard work to get into the Academy had been for nothing.
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