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For Michelle, who saw the world inside this story
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‘Quick, Tufty! Hide in here!’ Red Riding whispered to the wolf pup.

Grabbing a basket from the shop counter, she bundled him inside while her mum wasn’t looking. Tufty burrowed down, squashing a batch of blueberry muffins. Then he poked his black nose back out again, gazing at Red with adoring brown eyes.

‘This one’s for Tom Thumb,’ said her mum, pointing to another basket. ‘Can you deliver it before your dance lesson? And don’t forget your ballet shoes!’

Red pulled a checked cloth over the first basket to hide the wolf pup’s fluffy ears. Then, grabbing her dance shoes, she rushed to the door. ‘I’d better go! Snow and Goldie will be waiting.’

‘Remember – don’t go beyond the end of the lane,’ her mum said anxiously. ‘There are all kinds of dangerous things outside town – trolls, dragons, unicorns. The forest is full of them!’

Red rolled her eyes. She’d heard all this a million times before. ‘Gotta go! Bye, Mum.’ She dashed out of the door before Tufty could start barking and raced down the steps with a basket swinging on each arm.

Red delivered groceries from their shop – the Pickled Pantry – all over town, but she wasn’t worried about meeting trolls or dragons or unicorns. Waybeyond was full of spells and magical creatures, but they never came into Hobbleton, which was probably the most boring place in the whole kingdom. Red had never, EVER met anything exciting, like firebirds or frost fairies. She thought she’d seen a dragon once – really far away – but it could have just been a very big bird!

Red delivered the basket to Tom Thumb, then took a short cut down a back lane and stopped by a row of signs at the very edge of town. Each sign pictured a magical creature with a big cross drawn over it. They read:
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Red gazed across the misty fields to Shadowmoon Forest and sighed deeply. She longed to leave town and go exploring! All kinds of amazing creatures probably lived in those woods. Why were the grown-ups so determined to keep every bit of magic and adventure out of Hobbleton?

The clock on the town hall struck half past nine. Red spun round, nearly crashing into a cart full of apples. She had to hurry up and find Goldie and Snow! Racing to the town square, she spotted Snow White coming out of the Silver Buttons dress shop where she lived with her family. Her pet squirrel, Blackberry, scampered after her.

Snow scattered some nuts for Blackberry and smiled at the bluebirds that had flown down to sing to her. Snow always had animals and birds following her around, wanting to be her friend. Red galloped up the street, and the bluebirds flew off in alarm. 

‘Hi, Red, you look happy,’ said Snow.
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Red grinned and lifted the checked cloth to show her friend the wolf pup in the basket. Tufty had fallen fast asleep on top of the blueberry muffins.

‘This is Tufty! I rescued him from the bramble patch behind our house last Thursday, and I’ve been looking after him ever since. He’s coming with us to the Glass Slipper Academy!’

‘You can’t bring a wolf to our ballet lesson!’ cried Snow.

‘Well, I can’t just leave him at home by himself,’ Red explained. ‘Yesterday he ate my slippers and one of the armchair cushions.’

‘Oh dear! I hope he doesn’t get a tummy ache,’ Snow said as she waved goodbye to her seven little brothers at the window.
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On the other side of the square, a curly-haired girl came out of the Three Spoons Hotel. She kissed a little bear cub goodbye, before dashing down the street.

‘Look, there’s Goldie!’ cried Red. ‘Let’s catch up with her.’

Snow and Red hurried past market stalls piled high with candles and grow-fast beans. Rushing past the bakery and the potion shop, they caught up with Goldie Locks at the corner.

‘I hope we’re not late!’ said Goldie. ‘Breakfast took ages because the guests kept wanting more porridge.’ She brightened up. ‘But at least Madame Hart’s teaching us pirouettes today. I’ve been practising mine, and I think they’re perfect!’ She twirled round and round, until she fell over.

Snow tried pirouetting too. ‘This is fun! Try it, Red.’

‘No, thanks,’ Red grumbled. ‘I don’t really like ballet.’

The three girls crossed the street and stopped in front of a majestic building with tall white columns. A sign on the wall read The Glass Slipper Academy and girls and boys were rushing up and down the front steps, clutching their dance shoes.

Red, Snow and Goldie hurried under the archway and up the front path. Through the window of the main studio they could see a crowd of small children hopping up and down.

‘The beginners’ class hasn’t finished yet,’ said Goldie. ‘Let’s just wait here.’

She perched on the edge of the old wishing well in Madame Hart’s rose garden. The well had once been the only magical thing in the whole of Hobbleton, but no one had got it to work for many years.

Sighing, Red set down her basket with the sleeping wolf pup inside. ‘I don’t want to do ballet today.’

‘But what else is there to do?’ asked Goldie.

‘I wish we could head off on a great adventure!’ Red’s eyes gleamed.

‘Here you go then. Make your wish!’ Snow held out a penny and nodded at the wishing well. 

‘There’s no point!’ Red burst out. ‘This well is useless. It’s the ONE magical thing in this whole town, and it doesn’t even WORK!’

Her voice rose, waking Tufty. The little wolf pup poked his nose out of the basket and whined. 

‘Calm down, Red!’ said Goldie, glancing in surprise at the wolf pup.

‘I won’t calm down!’ Red growled. ‘I’m bored of dance lessons, and I’m bored of this town. There’s a whole kingdom full of fairies and dragons and trolls out there – except that we’re not allowed to see any of it. When did YOU last see something exciting?’

Snow and Goldie exchanged looks.

‘Um … a couple of years ago – when Queen Arabella and Prince Inigo rode through town in their glass carriage,’ said Goldie. ‘They were on their way back to Diamond Palace. Don’t they have fairies and unicorns there?’

‘Maybe, but we’ve never actually seen any, have we?’ said Red. ‘And what about the trolls and giants and dragons? Where ARE they all?’

‘Do you really want to meet a troll?’ asked Snow.

‘Yes! I want to see everything!’ cried Red. ‘I wish I could fight a troll, ride a dragon, chase a unicorn, wrestle a giant, fly with the fairies, explore Shadowmoon Forest and sail across Shimmering Lake!’ And she grabbed Snow’s penny and threw it into the wishing well.

The penny landed in the water with a dull plop. Then there was silence.

The door opened and a cluster of younger children rushed down the front steps.

‘Looks like they’ve finished,’ said Snow. ‘Come on, let’s go and put our ballet shoes on.’

Red trailed behind the others as they headed into the Glass Slipper Academy. Behind her the penny sank into the well, and ripples spread across the water.

A sudden gust of air whirled round the rose garden. There was a whooshing sound, and glittering light burst out of the old well. Cascades of silver, red, green and gold soared into the air, twinkling and turning until they faded into nothing.

But no one saw it.
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Red, Snow and Goldie hurried into the main dance studio where a piano stood in one corner and mirrors stretched along the walls. A sparkling crystal slipper was displayed on a huge pedestal high above their heads. The shoe had belonged to Cinderella, the first pupil at the academy, who now ran her own travelling dance troupe.

Red settled Tufty in his basket by the piano just as Madame Hart glided in. The dance teacher leaned on her cane, her grey hair pulled back in a bun. ‘Gretel and Aurora aren’t well, so it’s just you three today. Quickly now! Get your dance shoes on, and we’ll practise pirouettes.’

Red groaned. ‘Do we have to?’

Madame Hart gave her an icy look. ‘Ballet teaches you agility and balance. You could learn a lot if you gave it some proper attention. Please put on your shoes while I fetch the piano music.’ She marched out of the room.

‘Now you’ve put her in a bad mood,’ said Goldie. 

‘I was just saying what I think!’ Red stomped up and down the dance studio, throwing her ballet shoes around in frustration.

One shoe soared into the air and landed on top of the pedestal where the crystal slipper stood.

‘Oops!’ said Red.

‘Now look what you’ve done!’ cried Goldie. ‘You know Madame Hart doesn’t like anyone touching the pedestal.’

‘Don’t worry, there must be a way to reach the shoe,’ said Snow. ‘Maybe there’s
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