
​The Brave Sparrow

​

PUBLISHED BY:The Academy
Copyright © 2025 by The Academy

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual birds, living or otherwise, is purely coincidental. (Though if you know a sparrow this brave, please introduce me.)



For every mama who's ever felt broken but kept flying anyway.
Table of Contents:

Chapter One: When the Sky Gets Messy

Chapter Two: The Squirrel Who Had Opinions

Chapter Three: The Turtle Who Took His Time

Chapter Four: The Rabbit Who Had It All Figured Out (Or Did She?)

Chapter Five: Home

About the Author

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One: When the Sky Gets Messy
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Stella knew she should've checked the weather.

But honestly, who has time for that when you've got three hungry chicks at home chirping like tiny, feathered alarm clocks? The morning had started out perfectly fine—a little breezy, sure, but nothing a seasoned mama sparrow couldn't handle. She'd kissed her babies goodbye (well, given them the bird equivalent of a kiss, which is more of a gentle beak boop), promised she'd bring back the good bugs, and flown off toward the meadow.

The meadow where Mrs. Finch always bragged about finding "organic, free-range beetles." Whatever, Linda.

But now? Now the sky looked like someone had thrown a tantrum with a bucket of gray paint. Dark clouds rolled in faster than her neighbor Jerry could gossip about whose nest was whose, and the wind—oh, the wind had gone from "refreshing breeze" to "angry hair dryer" in about thirty seconds.

"Okay, Stella, no big deal," she muttered to herself, banking left toward home. "You've flown through worse. Remember that time you navigated back during that family reunion? This is nothing."

That's when the first raindrop hit her. Then another. Then approximately seven thousand more.

Within seconds, she was drenched. Her carefully preened feathers, which she'd spent a solid ten minutes grooming that morning (because even in the wild, a girl's gotta look put-together), were plastered to her body like she'd gone through a car wash. Without the car.

"Of course," she grumbled, squinting through the downpour. "Of course this happens on the ONE day I decided to go the extra mile for premium grubs."

The wind picked up, shoving her sideways like a rude stranger in a crowded store. Stella flapped harder, her wings burning with effort. She could see the outline of her oak tree in the distance—home, safety, her babies probably wondering where their snacks were.

“Almost there. Come on, girl, you've got this”.

That's when the lightning cracked.

It split the sky like a camera flash at the worst possible moment, and Stella jerked too hard to the right. The wind caught her off balance, spinning her like a sock in a dryer, and suddenly she was tumbling—sky, ground, sky, ground completely out of control.

She tried to correct, spreading her wings to steady herself, but the wind had other plans. A massive gust slammed into her from the side, and she felt it—a sharp, searing pain in her left wing.

“Oh no. No, no, no, no”

She hit the ground HARD.

For a moment, Stella just laid there in the mud, rain pelting her like tiny judgmental bullets. Her left wing throbbed, and when she tried to move it, pain shot through her shoulder like she'd just done the worst yoga pose of her life.

"Fantastic," she wheezed, spitting out a bit of wet grass. "Just fantastic."

She tried to stand, wobbled, and face-planted again.

Through the rain, she could just barely make out the shape of her oak tree in the distance. So close, her babies were right there, probably huddled together, wondering where Mama was.

Stella took a shaky breath, testing her wing again. It moved, barely, but flying? Flying was absolutely not happening.

She looked down at herself soaked, muddy, with what she was pretty sure was a leaf stuck to her butt and laughed. Because really, what else could she do?

"Alright, universe," she said, shaking her good wing at the sky. "I get it. Today's not my day. But those kids need me, so guess what? I'm walking."

And with that, Stella the Sparrow—wet, injured, and more than a little annoyed took her first unsteady step toward home.

It was going to be a long journey.
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​Chapter Two: The Squirrel Who Had Opinions
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Stella had been limping for approximately twelve minutes,not that she was counting, except she totally was, when she heard someone laughing.

Not a friendly "oh hey, need some help?" kind of laugh. More like a "this is the most entertaining thing I've seen all week" kind of laugh.

She stopped, mud squelching under her feet, and looked up.

Perched on a low branch, completely dry under a canopy of leaves, sat the fluffiest, most judgmental-looking squirrel Stella had ever seen. Her tail was perfectly groomed, her fur wasn't even damp, and she was holding an acorn like it was a glass of wine at brunch.

"Oh honey," the squirrel said, tilting her head."You look like you fought a tornado and lost."

Stella bristled. "I'm fine,thank you very much."

"Mmhmm." The squirrel took a delicate nibble of her acorn. "And I'm the Queen of England. Sweetie, you've got mud in places mud shouldn't be, your wing is hanging like a broken umbrella, and is that a worm in your feathers?"

Stella looked down. There was, indeed, a worm tangled near her shoulder. She shook it off with as much dignity as she could muster.

"I'm having a day," Stella said flatly.

"Oh, I can see that." The squirrel scampered down to a lower branch, getting a better view. "Let me guess,flew out for a quick errand, thought you'd beat the storm, got absolutely demolished by Mother Nature, and now you're doing the walk of shame back home?"

"It's not a walk of shame! I'm injured and trying to get back to my children!"

"Potato, po-tah-to." The squirrel waved a tiny paw dismissively. "I'm Hazel, by the way. And before you ask, yes, I know it's a cliché name for a squirrel. My parents weren't creative."

Despite everything—the pain, the rain that had finally stopped but left her looking like a disaster, the fact that she was probably going to be late for bedtime stories, Stella felt her beak twitch into almost a smile.

"Stella."

"Well, Stella, are you planning on just standing there looking tragic, or do you actually have a plan?" Hazel asked, settling onto her branch like she was getting comfortable for a show.

"My plan is to walk home. It's not complicated."

"Uh-huh. And how far is home?"

Stella squinted into the distance. Through the trees, past the creek, over the hill... "Maybe... three miles?"

Hazel choked on her acorn. "Three miles? On foot? With a broken wing? Girl, you'll be lucky if you make it to dinnertime. Tomorrow's dinnertime."

"I don't have a choice!" Stella snapped, feeling tears prick at her eyes. She blinked them back furiously. "My babies are waiting for me. They're probably scared and hungry, and I'm all they have, so I don't care if it takes me all night. I'm getting home."

The squirrel's expression softened. She was quiet for a moment, just watching Stella with those big, dark eyes.

"Okay," Hazel said finally. "Okay, mama bird. I respect that." She hopped down to the ground, landing with surprising grace. "But here's the thing,you can't pour from an empty cup. Or fly from a broken wing. Or whatever the inspirational poster would say."

"What are you suggesting?"

"I'm suggesting," Hazel said, pulling aside some leaves to reveal a small hollow in the tree trunk, "that you rest for, like, twenty minutes. Catch your breath. Maybe dry off a tiny bit? There's some nice moss in here, very comfortable, zero stars on Yelp but honestly five stars if you're desperate."

Stella hesitated. Every second she wasn't moving was a second longer her chicks were alone. But her wing was screaming, and her legs felt like overcooked noodles, and...

"Twenty minutes," Hazel pressed. "Then I'll show you the fastest route home. I know every shortcut in these woods, the nice paths, the sketchy paths, the 'probably haunted but whatever' paths. I'll get you there faster than if you just wandered around like a soggy GPS with a bad signal."

Stella looked at the hollow, then at the long road ahead, then back at Hazel.

"You'd help me? You don't even know me."

Hazel shrugged, but Stella caught the hint of something warm in her eyes. "Let's just say I've had my own bad days. And on those days? I wished someone had been around to tell me it's okay to stop for a second and breathe." She gestured toward the hollow. "Plus, you look like you could use a friend. Even if it's a squirrel with commitment issues and an acorn addiction."

For the first time since the storm hit, Stella felt something other than panic.

She felt... less alone.

"Twenty minutes," Stella agreed, hobbling toward the hollow. "But that's it."

"Sure, sure," Hazel said, grinning. "Twenty minutes. We'll see."

As Stella settled into the surprisingly cozy moss, her exhausted body finally relaxing, Hazel climbed back up to her branch and called down, "Hey, Stella?"

"Yeah?"

"Your kids are lucky to have you."

Stella's throat tightened. She didn't trust herself to speak, so she just nodded.

And for exactly twenty minutes (okay, maybe thirty), she let herself rest.
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​Chapter Three: The Turtle Who Took His Time
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By the time Stella and Hazel set off again, the sun was peeking through the clouds like it was apologizing for earlier. Stella's wing still hurt, but the rest had helped more than she wanted to admit. Hazel, true to her word, was leading her down a narrow path that wound through the forest, definitely faster than stumbling around blindly.

"So this shortcut," Stella said, hopping over a root, "how much time does it actually save?"

"Oh, tons. Instead of going around the whole creek, we just follow it downstream until we hit the fallen log bridge. Very efficient. Very—WHOA, hold up."

Hazel froze, her tail puffing up.

In the middle of the path, moving at a speed that could only be described as "glacial," was a large turtle. He was so still that Stella initially thought he might be a rock. A very shell-shaped rock.

"Um, excuse me?" Hazel called out. "Sir? We kind of need to get through here?"

The turtle's head emerged slowly from his shell and Stella moved away slowly, like watching paint dry in slow motion.

"Hmmm?" he said, blinking one eye, then the other, then the first one again like he'd forgotten he'd already done it.

"The path," Hazel said, speaking louder. "We need to get past you. It's kind of urgent."

"Urgent," the turtle repeated, as if testing out the word. "Yes. Everything is urgent these days. Rush, rush, rush." He took one deliberate step forward. Then stopped. "I'm Theodore, by the
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