



[image: image]






[image: image]




[image: image]




First published in 2021 by Feiwel and Friends
An imprint of Macmillan Publishing Group


This edition was published in 2023 by Welbeck Flame
An imprint of Welbeck Children’s Limited, part of Welbeck Publishing
Group.
Offices in: London - 20 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JW &
Sydney - 205 Commonwealth Street, Surry Hills 2010
www.welbeckpublishing.com


Text copyright © Katherine Applegate 2021
Interior illustrations copyright © Charles Santoso 2021


Katherine Applegate and Charles Santoso have asserted their moral right to be identified as the Author and Illustrator of this Work in accordance with the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronically, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owners and the publishers.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978 1 80130 084 1
eISBN 978 1 80130 085 8


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK)


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Disclaimer: Any names, characters, trademarks, service marks and trade names detailed in this book is the property of their respective owners and are used solely for identification and reference purposes. This book is a publication of Welbeck Children’s Limited, part of Welbeck Publishing Group and has not been licensed, approved, sponsored or endorsed by any person or entity.


[image: image]




[image: image]


For Mother Earth.


Thanks for putting up with us.
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I have learned you are never too small to make a difference.


—Greta Thunberg
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Part One
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The little creature appears late one afternoon on an old carousel in the village of Perchance.


She is propped, dazed and damp as a newborn, on the saddle of a wooden unicorn.


She blinks, then blinks some more.


She makes a noise, a sort of squeaky growl.


Her breath comes and goes in tiny gasps and sighs. Her furry paws move when she tells them to. Her head turns this way and that.


She seems to be in fine condition.


But where is she? And more importantly, why is she?


She pats the neck of her lifeless steed. Perhaps she should wait here. Yes. That might be the best thing to do, under the circumstances. She does not know herself well yet. But she seems to be a patient sort. And patience, she suspects, might serve her well, might even save her life.


The creature has a maker, a boy with nimble fingers and a tender heart. He’s spent hours weaving weeds and thistledown in the milky moonlight, spinning her into existence.


She has a friend as well, a girl with sharp eyes and a stubborn soul. And though the girl is young, she understands things that others do not.


The creature on her wooden horse knows none of this, not yet.


She does know, all at once and with great certainty, that she is quite alive, and quite alone.
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CHAPTER


ONE


Once upon a time, when stones were soft and stars were bits of dust, I loved a monster.


It seems forever ago, and perhaps it was, though things weren’t really so different. True, magic was gentle then, and plentiful. But it’s always there, if you know where to look. The moon, after all, still smiles from time to time, and the world still spins like a dancer through the skies.


In any case, the whens and wheres don’t much matter.


The earth is old and we are not, and that is all you must remember.
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CHAPTER


TWO


I suppose I always loved strange beasts. Even as a wee child, I was drawn to them.


The scarier, the smellier, the uglier, the better.


Of course, I was kindly disposed toward all of earth’s creatures. Birds and bats, toads and cats, slimy and scaly, noble and humble.


But I especially loved the unlovable ones. The ones folks called pests. Vermin. Monsters, even.


My favorites were called screechers. They screamed at night like demented roosters, for no reason anyone could ever make out.


They were grumpy as tired toddlers. They were sloppy as hungry hogs.


And—I guess there’s no nice way to put it—they stank to high heaven.


Get one riled, and he’d slap his big tail and give off a stench as ferocious as an outhouse in August.


And screechers were almost always riled.


That’ll happen when people are constantly aiming arrows your way.


Screechers had needle-sharp teeth and dreadful claws. They had wild green-and-yellow eyes, two curlicue tusks, and more drool than a dog at dinner. They weren’t big. About the size of a baby bear, I guess you’d say. Their bristly fur was plum-colored, and their tails looked like burnt flapjacks covered in quills.


I was the first to admit that screechers weren’t exactly charming. But I had a soft spot in my heart for them nevertheless.


I’m not sure why. Maybe I knew a thing or two about being unlovable myself. Maybe when the whole world was marching one way, some ornery part of me started shouting Go the other way, Willodeen.


You’ve just got to root for the underdog, don’t you? And it sure seemed to me that screechers had always been the underdogs in nature’s plan.


Although rooting for cute puppies would have been a whole lot easier.


Anyway. That’s how it was.


It’d take someone a whole lot smarter than me to tell you why we love what we love.
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CHAPTER


THREE


I saw my first screechers when I was six. I was out hunting for sunberries with my pa. I should have been at school, I s’pose. But my ma and pa had long since figured out that I was happier on my own. I’d tried attending a few times. But I felt awkward and uncertain around other children, and they seemed to feel the same way about me.


We didn’t find a single berry. It hadn’t rained in forever and a day, and the bushes were shrunk and crumbly. We were about to give up when Pa whispered, “Willodeen!”


I followed his gaze. There she was, a ma screecher curled near a fallen tree, along with a tangle of five squirming, complaining babies.


Right off, she noticed us. She whacked her tail on the dirt, hard as could be.


Well, I knew what was coming next. Pa had warned me.


The smell is hard to describe. Put a hundred rotten eggs in your mind. Then add some scoops of dead fish and a splash of skunk spray. You’ll have the general sense of things.


“Ain’t her fault,” Pa said, coughing and sniffling. “They rattle easy, poor creatures. And folks is always bothering them.”


“But why?” I asked as I wiped stinging tears from my eyes.


“Claim they eat livestock. Kill pets, wild game. Not a whit of truth to it. I seen ’em eat dilly bugs and the like. Mostly they live on peacock snails, grubs, worms.” Pa rubbed his eyes. “’Course there’s the matter of their . . . odor. Some say they scare off tourists.” He laughed. “That much might be true, at least.”


We stepped back from the nest, nice and easy, choking on the reek. Pa smiled in spite of it all.


“She’s just doing what she’s meant to do, my girl,” he told me. “Caring for her own, best as she can. Like all us mas and pas.”


You’d have thought we’d leave then, stinking as we did. But Pa pointed to a big rock nearby, and there we sat. Seemed we were far enough away for the ma screecher to calm herself.


Pa loved creatures, same as me, which is why we had so many roaming the nooks and crannies of our cottage and yard: goats and tree hares, chickens and dibby ducks, a peahen and an ancient river otter who could no longer swim. Our endless flow of cats and dogs had long since learned not to eat the other residents.


“See how gentle she is?” Pa said as the screecher nestled with her brood.


“I hear them at night sometimes,” I said. “I wonder why they make that caterwaul noise, all screechy and harsh.”


“Nobody knows for sure,” said Pa. “Maybe they’re like coyotes and wolves. Just singing to the stars.”


“Maybe.” I considered the possibility. “Too bad they can’t carry a tune better.”


Pa smiled. “Nature, Willodeen, knows more than we do, and she probably always will.”


The ma screecher nudged one of the babies with her snout. “I wish people didn’t hate them so,” I said. “They were here first, when you think about it. It doesn’t make sense.”


Pa made a sad sighing sound, one he hardly ever made, and it startled me.


“If you’re looking for folks to make sense, my girl,” he said, “you may find yourself looking for a very long time indeed.”
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CHAPTER


FOUR


After washing our clothes with boiling water and lye soap, my ma finally admitted defeat and burned them in the hearth.


“Cursed screechers,” she muttered at breakfast. “What in blazes do you two see in them? Can’t eat ’em. Taste like they smell. Useless a critter as I ever met.”


I glanced across the table at Pa and shared a smile. “Nature knows more than we do, Ma.”


Pa winked. “And she probably always will.”


My brother, Toby, who was two and a half, chose that moment to plop a bowl of porridge on his head. “Hat,” he announced.


Ma gazed skyward and groaned. “Give me strength.” She said that a lot. And then she laughed. She did that a lot, too.


She had a fine, wild laugh, my ma.


I never went berry hunting with Pa again.
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A few weeks later, he was dead in the Great September Fire, along with my ma and little brother, like so many others in the village. Most of our animals died, too.


I survived, but just barely, and two neighbor women named Birdie and Mae took me in.


By the time I was ten, that particular fire had been forgotten by most, replaced by other dark days: mudslides, fevers, droughts, more fires.


It almost seemed the earth was mad at the lot of us.


Nature knows more than we do, Pa had said. But some days, that was hard to believe.
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CHAPTER


FIVE


I spent a long time in bed after the fire. I had some burns on my hands and the soles of my feet, but the real problem was all the smoke I’d had in my lungs, making deep breaths hard to come by.


While I recovered, Mae and Birdie gave me reading lessons and a book about dragons. My learning came quick, even if my healing did not. (We had a one-room school in the village, but it wasn’t much to look at, and only a few children attended regularly. Most of us worked if we were big enough, or stayed out of the way if we were not.)


When I was better, and Mae and Birdie pronounced me ready to wander free, that’s just what I did. Mostly I wanted to be alone. I felt safe in the hills. I was messy and clumsy. My elbows could always find the most breakable thing in a room. But walking in the woods, my body relaxed and I moved easily, like an animal that belonged there.


I liked keeping to myself. For as long as I could remember, people had always confounded me.


I’d given it careful thought and decided that most folks had a sort of clock in their heads. It told them when it was time to laugh at a joke. When to step closer for a whispered confidence. When to start a conversation, and when to say farewell.


My head seemed to be missing that invisible clock. I was always just a bit late. Or a bit early. Never right on time. I was odd and wary, and that was just the way of things, like my gray eyes and my untamed hair, red and tangled as a wild rose vine.


I wasn’t entirely alone, though. I had Duuzuu, my pet hummingbear. He’d survived the same fire I had, though his wings were so singed he would never fly properly again.


Mae and Birdie had found Duuzuu in the charred remains of a blue willow tree. They’d brought him to their cottage and nursed him back to health, same as me. I think they figured he’d bring me a bit of comfort during those bleak, endless days of recovery.


If you wanted to make an animal that’s the opposite of a screecher, you might come close with a hummingbear. They’re everything screechers are not.


Duuzuu was small enough to fit in the pocket of my coat, with room to spare for a biscuit. (Which he would no doubt eat.) His ears were round as coins. His fur reminded me of dandelion fuzz, ready for wishing. A pair of shiny wings sprouted from his back, and he had big eyes, always full of questions. His black, glossy tail curled in on itself like a fiddlehead fern in early spring. In his mouth, which seemed to rest in a permanent half smile, hid a long, sticky tongue that slurped up insects in an eyeblink.


Mostly, Duuzuu stayed in my pocket or perched on my shoulder. He could fly for a moment or two, but more often he trailed behind me in a sort of hopping run. At night, his delicate snores reminded me of a baby cricket, just learning to croon to the night.


Duuzuu seemed content, although I worried about him being without others of his own kind. One autumn, I even tried to introduce him to some other hummingbears. I set him down near a blue willow full of hummingbear nests and walked away, hard as it was to do.


Sadly, they wanted no part of him. They could fly, and he could not. And because hummingbears migrate over long distances each year, Duuzuu could never join them.


He was like me that way. Different. Solitary. Forever changed by fire.


In any case, he seemed to have settled on my company. I hoped I was enough.
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CHAPTER


SIX


The annual arrival of the hummingbears was our village’s claim to fame. They migrated down from the north in huge flocks, confusing the skies and crowding the clouds before landing on the blue willows in our valley. There they stayed until spring, when they flew back to their other home, an island hundreds of miles to the north.


It was breathtaking, seeing those animals clustered on the trees, their shimmering wings all fluttery. Why they’d chosen Perchance, no one was sure. It seemed to have something to do with the gentle winter climate and our stands of blue willows, the only trees where they’d nest.


Perchance was tucked in a valley surrounded by wooded hills like a baby in a green cradle. The River Essex ran through town, honey slow. Our blue willows loved the river. They craved water, clutching the banks with their knotty-fingered roots. And the hummingbears loved the willows.


It wasn’t just their sweet faces and lovely cooing that made the hummingbears so irresistible. It was also their nests, made of glistening bubbles that absorbed sunlight and glowed all night, as if hundreds of miniature rainbows had gathered for a party.


No one knew quite how the hummingbears worked their nesting wizardry. They chewed willow leaves, somehow extracting the sap, then blew tough-walled bubbles. The bubbles adhered to each other, and to the branches of the willows, with surprising strength.
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Most years, the village held an Autumn Faire to celebrate the arrival of the hummingbears, and visitors came from near and far. When I was seven, we’d had to call it off after a mudslide north of the village center. And when I was nine, smoke from a fire two ridges over had kept most visitors away.


But even without those problems, we’d all noticed that fewer hummingbears were migrating to the village. Each autumn, the willows still turned silvery-blue. The air still got a crisp-apple feel to it. And we still prepared for the onslaught of visitors. But something had changed.


It was worrisome, to say the least. Perchance depended on money from the tourists. Inns brimmed to overflowing with customers who bought food and ale and trinkets. A boy named Connor Burke made hummingbears out of willow and bark and sold them as souvenirs. Mae sold her thick knitted shawls. Nedwit Poole, the baker, created hummingbear-shaped pastries filled with berry jam.
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