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✦  ✦  ✦

The Night the Sky Got Smaller

Luna Finch was the only girl in the village of Puddlebrook who knew exactly how many stars were in the sky.

Well... almost exactly.

There were four thousand, seven hundred and twelve. Plus one wobbly one near the chimney of the bakery that Luna wasn't sure about, because it sometimes looked like a star and sometimes looked like a very shiny moth.

She counted them every single night.

Every evening, as soon as her mum said "bedtime, Luna!" Luna would do three things:

1. Pretend to brush her teeth. 

2. Actually, brush her teeth (because her mum always checked). 

3. Sneak out of her bedroom window.

Now, before you gasp, you should know that Luna's bedroom window opened onto the lowest branch of the Grandmother Oak   the biggest, tallest, bossiest tree in all of Puddlebrook. So really, sneaking out wasn't sneaking. It was climbing. And climbing, as everyone knows, is excellent exercise.

Up, up, up she went, past the branch shaped like an elbow, past the branch shaped like a question mark, and past the hole where Mr. Tibbles the squirrel kept his secret stash of toffees.

"Evening, Mr. Tibbles," Luna whispered.

Mr. Tibbles twitched his nose, which was squirrel for "don't touch my toffees."

At the very top, where the branches grew thin and the wind smelled like faraway places, Luna had built her Counting Spot. It was just a flat bit of bark with a cushion she'd stolen from the sofa and a notebook tied to a twig so it wouldn't blow away.

And on that cushion, every night without fail, sat Waffles.

Waffles was an owl. A small, round, extremely serious owl with feathers the colour of toasted bread and enormous yellow eyes that blinked one at a time, like he couldn't quite remember how to blink both together.

"You're late," Waffles hooted.

"I'm never late," said Luna, climbing up beside him. "You're just always early."

"That's the same thing," said Waffles and then he fell off the branch.

He always did that. Waffles was, without a doubt, the clumsiest owl in the history of owls. He had fallen out of his egg, fallen out of his nest, and once and this was Luna's favourite, he had fallen up instead of down, which nobody has ever been able to explain.

Luna caught him by one foot and plopped him back on the cushion, like she always did.

"Thank you," said Waffles, fluffing himself up as if he had meant to do that.

✦  ✦  ✦

Luna opened her notebook and lifted her nose to the sky.

The stars were out. All of them. Or so it seemed.

She began at her favourite corner   the one above Farmer Bramble's barn   and started counting in whispers, so quiet that only Waffles and the wind could hear.

"One... two... three... four hundred and twelve... four hundred and thirteen..."

She counted past the Silver Dipper. She counted past the Sleepy Bear. She counted the three stars in a row that she called the Toast Crumbs, because they looked like crumbs, someone had flicked off the sky's tablecloth.

"Four thousand, seven hundred and “

Luna stopped.

She blinked.

She rubbed her eyes.

Then she counted again, slower this time.

And again.

"Waffles," Luna said, in a voice small as a keyhole, "there's a star missing."

"Stars don't go missing," said Waffles, who was upside down again. "They're stuck. Like stickers. On the sky."

"Well this one isn't stuck anymore," Luna whispered. "Look."

She pointed up to the place where the little blue star called Pipkin ought to be. Pipkin was Luna's favourite. It was small and shy and only just bright enough to see, and it always sat on the pointy tip of the church steeple like a hat.

But tonight, the pointy tip of the steeple was wearing nothing at all.

Pipkin was gone.

✦  ✦  ✦

Waffles flipped right-side up so fast that he fell off the cushion again.

"Gone?" he hooted. "What do you mean GONE? Where do stars GO?"

"I don't know," said Luna.

"Are you sure you don't know? You know nearly everything. You know my middle name and I didn't even tell you my middle name."

"Your middle name is Barnaby," said Luna absently, still staring at the empty steeple. "And I really, truly don't know."

That's when the moon did something very peculiar.

It sneezed.

At least, that's what it looked like. There was a soft silvery shimmer, like glitter being sprinkled into soup, and then something drifted down through the branches of the Grandmother Oak and landed   plip   right on Luna's notebook. It was a piece of paper.

Only, it wasn't paper exactly. It was thinner than paper and it glowed   a cool, pale glow, like the belly of a firefly. When Luna picked it up, it felt as light as a feather and as cold as the inside of a freezer.

On it, drawn in lines of pure silver light, was a map.

Luna had never seen a map like it. Rivers that looped in on themselves. Mountains with tiny faces. A forest labelled The Whispering Thickety, a lake called The Upside-Down Puddle, and, right in the middle, a shape like a keyhole with the words: HERE IS WHERE THE STARS HAVE GONE. FOLLOW QUICKLY, LUNA FINCH.

Luna's heart did a funny little hop, like a pebble skipping on a pond.

"Waffles," she said slowly, "this map knows my name."

"That," said Waffles, hopping closer with his big yellow eyes blinking one at a time, "is either very good or very bad. I haven't decided yet."

Luna looked up at the empty sky where Pipkin used to live.

She looked down at the glowing map, which was now showing a tiny silver footprint. Her footprint. Standing at the very start of a winding road.

Somewhere out there   past the sleeping village, past the Whispering Thickety, past whatever a Upside-Down Puddle was   someone, or something, was stealing her stars.

And if they kept going, night by night, one by one...soon there would be no stars left at all.

"Waffles," Luna said, and her voice wasn't small anymore   it was sparkly and sharp, like new scissors. "Get your feathers on properly. We're going." 

"Going?" squeaked Waffles. "Going where?"

Luna grinned. The moonlight caught her grin and made it shine.

"To catch," she said, "a Star Thief."

✦  ✦  ✦
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Chapter Two
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✦  ✦  ✦

The Hedgehog Who Knew Too Much

Getting down from the Grandmother Oak was trickier than getting up.

This was mostly because Luna was carrying a glowing moonlight map in one hand, a very serious owl in the other, and because Waffles kept saying helpful things like:

"Mind the branch."

"Mind the other branch."

"Luna, did you know that ninety-nine out of a hundred falls are caused by branches?"

"Waffles," Luna puffed, "you fall off things when you're standing still."

"That is a different kind of statistic," said Waffles with great dignity.

✦  ✦  ✦

At last, Luna's feet thumped onto soft grass.

Puddlebrook was fast asleep. The cottages huddled together with their chimneys smoking gently, like old men snoring. A lantern swung outside the bakery. Somewhere, a cat was having a loud argument with itself.

Luna held up the map.

It glowed brighter in her hand now, as if it was pleased to finally be outside. The little silver footprint that marked her own feet had started to shimmer, and a new footprint had appeared just ahead of it   pointing towards the edge of the village.

"It wants us to follow it," Luna whispered.

"Or it wants to lead us into a pit," said Waffles. "Maps do that, you know. I read about it. In a book. Probably."

"You can't read, Waffles."

"Which is exactly why I'm so worried," he said.

Luna laughed   quietly, because it was very late   and stepped onto the path that led out of the village.

✦  ✦  ✦

The map led
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