

[image: cover]








 






[image: ]

























For Lauren and Katelyn


~ HOLLY WEBB


 


To Hannah - with big thanks


~ JO




[image: ]























CONTENTS











	Title Page


	Dedication


	Chapter One


	Chapter Two


	Chapter Three


	Chapter Four


	Chapter Five


	Chapter Six


	Chapter Seven


	Chapter Eight


	Behind the Story…


	Collect Them All


	Biography


	Copyright

























[image: ]








Isabelle watched the group of children move off down the road, jingling their collection tins. The pavement was slippery with frost and icy puddles, and one of the girls nearly skidded over. A couple of the others grabbed her to hold her up and they all giggled.


If I was still back at home, I’d be out carol singing with my friends, too, Isabelle thought. She closed the front door and leaned against it with a sigh. Some of the children from her old school went to the old people’s home to sing carols at this time of year. Probably her friends would be doing that this week. Isabelle blinked at the Christmas cards hanging on a string along the banisters. Lucy had sent her one, and Ellie – really lovely, glittery cards, with long messages about how much they missed her and how school wasn’t the same without her. And her friends had both made her laugh – she could almost hear them talking to her. But it was nothing like being back home with them, not really.


Isabelle had spotted a couple of people from her new class when she’d opened the door – one of the boys had recognized her and waved, which was nice. But she still felt like an outsider. She hadn’t been invited to join in. Nobody at this school knew that she loved singing.


“Wasn’t that nice?” Isabelle’s mum came back out of the kitchen, smiling. The carol singers had been collecting for the children’s ward at the local hospital, and Mum had just gone to put her purse away. “I feel so Christmassy now!”


Isabelle nodded. She wanted to feel Christmassy, too. It was just that she felt so sad at the same time.


Her little sister, Tilly, was galloping up and down the hallway singing, “Little Donkey! Little Donkey!” and then neighing loudly. It was her favourite Christmas carol, but Tilly was only four, and she couldn’t remember any more of the words.


“It’s ‘Little Donkey, carry Mary,’” Isabelle tried to tell her, but Tilly wasn’t listening.


“There’s no point,” her mum whispered. “Come and have some hot chocolate. The carol singing was beautiful, but it was cold standing at the door to listen. I wouldn’t be surprised if it snowed soon – they did say it might on the weather forecast. That’s one of the nice things about being further up north now, isn’t it? And I bet the snow stays cleaner here, too. It won’t go slushy and brown like it does in the city.”


Isabelle didn’t say anything. She didn’t think that the snow would make up for missing all her friends, and having to start a new school a few weeks before Christmas. Her parents had explained everything to her and Tilly – how they were moving so Mum and Dad could run their own shop instead of working for someone else. How exciting it was. And it meant they’d be living really close to Gran and Grandad. That was a good thing, Isabelle had to admit. But it was on a visit to Gran and Grandad that her mum and dad had seen that the little cake shop they’d always loved was for sale. If only they hadn’t walked down that street that day!


Isabelle’s mum placed a mug of hot chocolate down in front of her, and then put an arm round her shoulders. “I know you’re missing the things you’d have been doing back at the old house, Isabelle. But there’s fun things happening here, too. It’s the special Christmas event at the zoo tomorrow – with the reindeer, remember?”


Isabelle nodded and smiled at her. The hot chocolate was really good – thick and sweet, and Mum had even put marshmallows on top. She was trying so hard. But Christmas just didn’t feel Christmassy here, even with the promise of snow.
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Isabelle laughed as the penguin swam past, eyeing the visitors curiously through the glass panel set into the side of the tank.


Tilly danced up and down, squeaking, “Look, look, did you see, Belle? Did you see him? Do you think he likes my hat?” Tilly adored penguins – she was wearing her penguin hat and mittens, and she had been looking forward to seeing them all day, even more than seeing Father Christmas’s reindeer.
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That was another of the good things about their new home, Isabelle told herself firmly. The zoo was just outside the town, really not far away at all, and there were always special events and fun things to do. Her mum had said that they could come and visit lots.


Tilly now had her nose pressed up against the glass, and she and Mum and Dad were all cooing at the penguins. Isabelle liked them, too, but the smell was getting to her a bit.


“Mum…” She tapped her mum’s arm. “Can I go and see whatever’s on the other side of the path? That big enclosure with all the trees and rocks in? I won’t go wandering off, I promise.”


Her mum glanced over at the tall enclosure, which looked as though it had been built around the side of a little hill. “You will be careful, won’t you? Stay right there? We won’t be more than five minutes; we’ll catch you up.”


Actually, Isabelle thought, they didn’t have a chance of getting Tilly away from the penguins in five minutes, but she didn’t say so. “See you in a bit,” she told Mum and hurried up the steps from the penguin tank, glad to get away from the fishy stink. Probably at the South Pole penguins didn’t smell as bad, she imagined. It was cold enough there to get rid of all the fishiness.


Once she was out on the path, the chilly wind blew the smell away, and she took a deep breath. Maybe Mum was right, and it would snow soon. The sky had that heavy, greyish-yellow look to it.


“Hello … Isabelle?” someone said, just behind her, and Isabelle spun round in surprise. The girl was so wrapped up in a big furry hat and a woolly scarf that it took Isabelle a moment to recognize her – it was one of the girls from her class at school.


“Hi,” Isabelle said, a little shyly. Why couldn’t she remember this girl’s name? Daisy? Lottie? “Have you come to see the reindeer?” she asked.


The girl nodded. “Sort of. My riding school helps out with the Christmas parade that they have this afternoon. You know, with Father Christmas in his sleigh? The riding school lends all the ponies. I’m taking part in it, which is great, but I have to dress up in an elf costume. Promise you won’t laugh at me!”


“Oh, I won’t.” Isabelle shook her head. “You’re so lucky, going to a riding school. I’ve only been a couple of times on holiday – there wasn’t a stables anywhere near our old house.”


“You should come to Hill Farm,” the other girl told her. “It’s brilliant. You could come with me the first time, so you weren’t all on your own.”


“Daisy! Come on!” A man was waving at them, and Daisy grinned at Isabelle. “Got to go, I told my dad I’d only be a minute. I just wanted to say hello. See you later! Remember – promise no laughing at my stupid costume!”


“OK!” Isabelle smiled and watched as Daisy dashed away. A riding stables, close by! And Daisy had said Isabelle could go with her – she’d really sounded like she meant it, too. Isabelle walked over to the enclosure, still with a smile on her face, feeling better than she had in days.


She was a lot happier than most of the people standing at the barrier around the wire fence, she realized, after a minute or so of peering through at the trees beyond. One family was walking off looking really disappointed, and everyone else seemed to be drifting away, too. Perhaps whatever lived here didn’t want to be seen? The wire fence went all the way round the huge enclosure, which was planted with trees and bushes, and even had a little stream running down among the dark rocks. The animals that lived here would be able to hide quite easily if they wanted to.


“Maybe it’s too cold to come out,” Isabelle murmured to herself. She didn’t mind. She could go back to the penguins, and tell Mum and Dad about the riding school. Dad had said it would be really good to find some fun new activities once they were properly settled.


But just as she was turning away, she caught a flash of movement among the bushes. Curious, Isabelle leaned forward, gazing through the wire. Whatever it was had pale grey fur, and it looked quite big. Isabelle held her breath and watched as the creature stepped out – and stared at her with glowing green-gold eyes.


“A leopard…” Isabelle breathed. But it wasn’t, not quite. She had seen pictures of leopards, and they were long and lean and golden, with short, silky-looking fur. This cat had a small, neat head, but the rest of her was almost stocky, with huge silvery paws and a fluffy white chest. She was dappled with black spots, and her tail was long and fat. It waved behind her like a thick furry scarf.


The big cat gazed at Isabelle with great, round eyes, like green glass marbles. Then she turned and loped proudly away between the rocks, leaving Isabelle staring after her, open-mouthed.




[image: ]





“That wasn’t just a leopard,” Isabelle whispered. She was still peering hopefully through the wire, but the silver-grey cat had disappeared. Isabelle shivered as the cold wind cut through her coat. “I wonder what you are?” she said to herself, stuffing her hands into her pockets and hurrying over to the display board at the front of the enclosure. “Oh! A snow leopard!” I didn’t even know you could get snow leopards… She frowned. Didn’t leopards live in jungles – or forests, at least? The spots were for camouflage amongst the leaves, she’d thought. She giggled, thinking of a snow leopard trying to camouflage itself in the snow – it would be like a lot of floating spots…


Actually, I suppose snow isn’t white all the time, Isabelle decided, looking thoughtfully at the rocky enclosure. Maybe the spots do help them blend in, if they live in rocky sorts of places like this. She scanned the display eagerly, looking at the photos of the leopards’ habitat, and the map showing where they lived in the wild. China, Russia, Nepal, India. “All across the Himalayas… Mountain cats.” Isabelle glanced up at the rocks again, and caught her breath – was that a silvery face gazing down at her between the branches, or had she just imagined it?


The wind shifted the trees a little, and there was nothing there. But even though she couldn’t see the snow leopard, Isabelle was sure that she was still listening and watching.


“I can see why you need all that fur,” she said. “It looks so cosy, just right for snowy mountains.” Then she went back to reading. The poster said that snow leopards used their furry tails as scarves to wrap around their noses. Isabelle hitched her own scarf higher up. “Good plan,” she whispered through the fence.


“What are you looking at?” Mum said behind her, and Isabelle jumped.


“Oh! I was reading this – all about snow leopards. This one’s called Dara.”


“It’s cute!” Tilly said, pointing at the photos. “Where is it?” And she tried to lean over the barrier and get closer to the wire. “I can’t see it. I want to see the big cat!”


“She could be asleep, Tilly.” Mum crouched down beside her to explain. “There are caves and dens for the leopard to sleep in. I read about her on the zoo’s website – it said that snow leopards are really shy. Sometimes they don’t want to be seen. We’re really lucky to have one here in the zoo to look at – in the wild, people hardly ever see them.”


“But I want her to come out and see me!” Tilly said crossly. “It’s not fair!”


“Only five thousand left in the wild,” Isabelle’s dad murmured, looking at the information board. “Wow, they definitely are endangered. But it says they’ve been breeding them here for quite a while.”


Isabelle nodded. “Dara was born here at the zoo, it says. And she had cubs, but now they’re older they’ve gone to other zoos – because snow leopards like to be on their own in their territory. And they want to get zoos all over the world to breed them, because they’re so rare.”


“They’re shy, Tilly. You’d never see one if you went to their mountains, either,” Dad said, putting an arm round Tilly, who was still looking sulky. “Even here in the zoo they don’t always want to show themselves. Now, we’d better go if we want to get a good spot to watch this parade. We can come again – we’ll just have to make sure we look for Dara every time we visit. I’m sure we’ll see her sooner or later, won’t we, Belle?”


But I did see her… Isabelle almost said aloud. Then she simply smiled and nodded, and followed her family.


“Goodbye,” she whispered, as they headed away from the enclosure. The snow leopard would be her secret. As she walked slowly down the path, she was sure that a pale-furred cat was watching her go, hidden deep among the rocks.
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