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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         “I’m going to win, slowcoaches!” Noah yelled to his friends as he ran across the tree bridge.

         Willow, Finn and Mia raced after him and they criss-crossed the wooden bridges that connected the treetop towers of Wild Haven School. The early morning sun shone through the leaves, and birdsong echoed through Evertree Forest. Energy pulsed through Noah’s body and he wished that he could fly! A prickling began in his arms and legs, and spread all the way down to his feet. It was the feeling 2he always got before changing into an animal! The tingling grew stronger…
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         And suddenly Noah found himself flapping a pair of brown wings and standing on two webbed goose feet. Opening his orange beak, he squawked loudly before stretching his wings and launching off the wooden rope bridge. The wind swept past him as he glided through the tree branches. Landing at the bottom, Noah shook his feathers. The prickling 3began once more and a moment later he’d transformed back into a human.

         Noah and his friends were animagicals with the power to turn into animals whenever they liked. They’d come to Wild Haven School in the land of Animagia to learn how to use their powers properly. Animagia was a vast and mysterious place cut off from the rest of the world behind magical borders. Every kind of habitat was here, from snowy pine forests to 4tropical jungles. Every kind of creature could be found here too, from huge polar bears to tiny tree frogs.

         The school was housed in a magnificent tree castle made from twelve trees woven together. The front steps led into a hollowed-out tree trunk and the castle rooms were arranged around a green space called the Gathering Green. Staircases led up to the tree towers, where most of the animagicals slept. Five Guardians had set up Wild Haven long ago so that animagicals could have somewhere safe to learn. Being an animagical wasn’t easy! Controlling their animal transformations took lots and lots of practice.

         “Hey, I won!” Noah pushed back his mop of curly hair as his friends came rushing down the spiral staircase.

         “That didn’t count!” cried Willow. “I could’ve beaten you if I’d turned into a bird. Maybe something fast like an eagle!”

         5“Or a peregrine falcon!” said Mia, smoothing her long hair.

         Noah frowned. Why couldn’t he have changed into something cool instead of a silly goose?

         Mia noticed Noah’s face and said quickly, “That was great flying, Noah. Don’t you think so, Finn?”

         “Sure!” said Finn. “We’d better hurry up and get some breakfast. We haven’t got long till lessons start.”

         They hurried down the steps into the dining hall, which was in a huge cavern among the roots of the castle. A troop of lemurs had joined the breakfast crowd, tucking into oranges and kiwi fruit from the counter. Noah glanced at the others as he grabbed some toast and sat down. He sometimes thought it was funny that they’d become friends, as they were all so different. Mia seemed quiet but she was really brave. Willow, with her dark curly bob, was 6definitely the loudest of them all, while Finn – who was tall and fair – kept his thoughts to himself.

         “I wonder what we’re doing today,” said Willow, pouring some pineapple juice.

         “I hope we go to Rainforest Canyon,” said Mia. “The animals there are amazing!”

         “I hope it’s Frost Valley,” said Finn. “I like the snow.”

         “Do you think there will be a Challenge today?” said Willow.

         They all exchanged looks. Challenges were tough. They could be asked to turn into a water creature to cross a river or become an animal skilled at hiding. They all wanted to be ready for the next one, whatever it might be. Noah swallowed. If the Challenge went well, he might even find his true animagical form – the animal that matched him best out of every creature in the world.

         All the first years longed to find their true 7form but Mia was the only one of Noah’s friends to find hers so far. She had tiger pawmarks on the palms of her hands, showing her animal identity. Any animagicals that didn’t find their true form would start to lose their magical powers. Once their powers were gone, they’d have to leave Animagia forever.

         “Whatever lesson it is – I’m ready!” said Noah. “There are a lot of animals I want to try out—”

         “And I bet they’re all really stupid like that goose you turned into this morning!” said a girl with a gold hairband, walking past their table.

         Noah’s face grew hot and he couldn’t think of what to say.

         “Go away, Alina! We weren’t talking to you,” said Willow.

         “She just likes pretending she’s better than everyone else,” said Mia once Alina had gone. “Don’t let her make you feel bad!”

         “I won’t!” Noah managed a grin. “Let’s go and find out what we’re doing today.”

         8They stacked their plates by the counter and hurried past three bear cubs playing together in the corridor. Then they ran past the Gathering Green with its huge circular sculpture. Hanging on the wall by the castle entrance was the chalkboard where the Guardians wrote the lesson timetable each day. The board read:

         
            First years – improving animagical skills in Wildberry Woods

            Second years – foraging in Cherry Orchards

            Third years – emergency animal care in the Indigo Mountains

         

         “I was hoping it would be a Challenge,” said Noah.

         “I wasn’t!” laughed Mia. “I really hope Miss Quicksilver is teaching us. She’s not as scary as some of the other Guardians.”

         9“Come on – it must be nearly time to start!” said Willow.
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         Deer and rabbits dashed past as the animagicals followed the rough track through the forest. At the bottom of a hill, they found a clearing where the first years were gathering.

         Suddenly a golden eagle swooped down through the trees. Folding her powerful wings, the eagle turned into Miss Tempest.

         The five Guardians all took very different animal forms. Grim-faced Lucas Hardwood would change into a stag with huge antlers. Mr Kumar would turn into a leopard with watchful brown eyes, and Miss Quicksilver always became a graceful swan. Lady Jiang, 10the leader of the Guardians, would turn into a panda and Noah always noticed how wise and calm she was.

         Noah tried not to fidget as Miss Tempest studied them with sharp eyes. She was the only Guardian who scared him a little. Today she looked even fiercer than usual!

         “You’ve all been here for several weeks now and your animagical changes should be getting smoother,” she began.

         Noah started daydreaming while the Guardian was explaining what they had to do. Willow nudged him and he jumped, suddenly realising that Miss Tempest was glaring at him.

         “Well, Noah? Would you like to go first?” asked Miss Tempest.

         “Um, I’m not sure!” Noah gulped.

         “You have to change into any animal as smoothly as you can!” whispered Willow.

         “Oh, all right then!” Noah frowned as he tried to think. He was going to turn into a stronger 11animal this time. Something fierce that could easily defend itself! Maybe a lion or a leopard, or a snapping turtle… No, not a snapping turtle!

         Jumbled-up ideas about animals began spinning round in Noah’s head. His arms and legs started prickling so he took a deep breath. He couldn’t change now! He hadn’t decided what to be yet. But the prickling grew stronger and then he was running along the ground with a heavy armadillo shell on his back, sniffing the earth with his long snout.

         He heard giggling and quickly changed back to human form. His face grew hot again. Why couldn’t he have turned into a lion?

         “That was a good transformation, Noah,” said Miss Tempest. “But remember to pay attention next time! Now the rest of you can have a try.”

         They spent the whole lesson practising making their animal changes smoother by closing their eyes and picturing what they wanted to be.12
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         13Noah’s stomach churned with embarrassment when he thought about the armadillo and he kept changing into a crab and scuttling under a rock. Mia turned into a seagull and almost pecked him by accident. At last it was time to head back for lunch.

         “I loved your armadillo. They’re such funny-looking creatures!” Willow told Noah as they walked back through the forest.

         “You’ve been a lot of different animals lately,” added Finn.

         Noah scowled and started walking faster.

         “Yes he has!” agreed Willow. “Remember the warthog with the huge snout you turned into last week, Noah, and that stag beetle with the big antennae and—”

         “I don’t just turn into funny-looking animals!” Noah burst out. “It’s not fair to say that.”

         “I didn’t mean it like that,” said Willow. “Don’t get mad!”

         14“Miss Tempest said your armadillo was great,” said Mia, but Noah ignored this.

         “The next time I change I’m going to become something REALLY AWESOME!” he snapped. “And when it becomes my true animagical form, I can be that creature forever. Just wait and see!” And he stomped away from his friends into Wild Haven.
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