
  
    
      POPPY AND MARIGOLD

    

    
      
        MEG WELCH DENDLER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Serenity Mountain Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Best Children’s Book Winner

        WriterCon 2024

      

      

      
        
          [image: Gold medal symbol that says “2024 WriterCon First Place”]
        

      

      
        
        “…parable-like fantasy of tolerance, courage, and integrity.”

        Kirkus Reviews

      

      

      
        
        “Poppy and Marigold is a thought-provoking book that had me intrigued from the first page. Poppy’s journey of self-discovery, sparked by her accidental crossing into forbidden territory, is both heart-wrenching and inspiring. The characters are richly developed, and the plot encourages the reader to think about bias. The tension between conformity and individuality is brilliantly explored and captured…”

        Kate Machon, Author

      

      

      
        
        “I cannot say enough positive things about this book. I loved it from start to finish! What a great way to approach the way people view each other.”

        Beth Mendelssohn,

        Librarian/NetGalley Reviewer

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Meg Welch Dendler

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cats in the Mirror Series

        Book 1: Why Kimba Saved the World

        Book 2: Vacation Hiro

        Book 3: Miss Fatty Cat's Revenge

        Book 4: Slinky Steps Out

        Book 5: Kimba’s Christmas

        Book 6: Snickerdoodle’s Shenanigans

        And the Companion Books

        Max's Wild Night

        Dottie's Daring Day

        Ivar’s Mackinac Weekend

      

      

      
        
        Princess Bianca Series

        Bianca: The Brave Frail and Delicate Princess

        Bianca: Journey to Ryuugito

      

        

      
        For Older Readers

        At the Corner of Magnetic and Main

        The Tigran Chronicles: The Gathering

        The Tigran Novellas: 2176

        The Tigran Chronicles: The Rescues

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Quote by Michell Clark

      

      
        Disclaimer

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Discussion Questions

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Sign up for Meg’s Readers’ Group

      

      
        Also by Meg Welch Dendler

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Published by Serenity Mountain Publishing

      Midland, Michigan

      

      Poppy and Marigold

      ©2024 by Meg Welch Dendler.

      All rights reserved.

      www.megdendler.com

      Library of Congress Number: 2024918732

      ISBN: 979-8990827721

      Cover design by Jaycee DeLorenzo, Sweet ’N Spicy Designs

      No part of this book may be copied, reproduced, or shared in any form without the written consent of the author. All copyright laws apply. No AI was used in the creation of this text.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum
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      Poppy woke to the sun streaming through her bedroom window and sighed in contentment. The green treetops of the forest beckoned her. It was Rest Day, and hours of freedom lay ahead. Mother would already be off to whatever it was she did all day. Poppy was twelve and old enough to be left unsupervised. Like most Rest Days, she had the house to herself. But today, she had no intention of staying there.

      After getting dressed and starting the machine to make her bed with tidy, precise corners, Poppy hurried down two flights of stairs to the kitchen. With the push of a button, the food fabricator produced a plate of scrambled eggs with a slice of buttered toast and a glass of grape juice for her breakfast. She gobbled it down and then slid her dirty dishes into the recycling slot.

      Excitement for the day ahead bubbled in her chest as Poppy grabbed a metal pail from under the sink and set off to find some ripe rocoberries.

      There were no Rules against going into the forest or picking berries. Poppy was confident about this because the first thing she did at school six mornings a week was recite the 50 Rules of Blue that governed life in the territory. Obeying these Rules kept each precinct in perfect harmony and order.

      The most important rule—Rule #1—was to never, ever cross any of the territory borders. Rule #2 was to immediately report anyone from another territory who had crossed into Blue. Breaking either rule could lead to death.

      Armed Patrol guards monitored the border, but there wasn’t really a need for it. Hardly anyone left the populated part of the precinct to wander the woods that lined the territory border with Orange. And they wouldn’t cross. Besides being illegal, who’d want to? Blue was the most amazing, civilized, perfect place to live.

      And, of course, any foreigner crossing into their territory wouldn’t be able to hide for long. Without blue skin of some shade, trespassers would be shot.

      On the spot. Where they stood. No questions asked.

      Poppy’s berry hunt would take her into the woods and close to the border, but there was nothing wrong with that. Even if she was the only one who ever did it. Most folks saw no point in berry picking. The fabricator could produce a berry pie or jam or whatever in seconds.

      Poppy suspected most folks had never tasted a real berry and didn’t know the difference.

      She stepped out the front door onto the long street, where identical, orderly, three-story brown-brick houses stood neatly shoulder to shoulder on both sides of the road as far as she could see to her right. Her family’s house was at the end of the line with an open grassy field next to it, and then the forest stretched far across the border.

      She was fully aware neighbors thought she was weird for entering the forest. That they laughed about it amongst themselves. Standing out and being odd were frowned upon.

      Follow the Rules. Be useful and productive. Not much else mattered.

      But today, the promise of a real pie—like only her grandmother Bibi still remembered how to make—made her mouth water and overrode fears of anyone thinking she was peculiar.

      Walking calmly and not calling attention to herself, Poppy set off in search of rocoberries, which were only ripe for a few weeks of the year. If she could fill her bucket with the juicy purple treats, there would be enough to make into a pie for tonight.

      Following the trails made by wild animals, she searched for the bushes where Bibi had taught her, but most of them were eaten clean of berries. Continuing along the path, her mood fell as she realized it might already be too late. Bush after bush was empty.

      Poppy had never explored this deep into the forest before. She spotted a warning sign:

      
        
        BEWARE. DO NOT CROSS BORDER. TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT ON SIGHT.

      

      

      Her skin flushed sapphire at the thought of being near the “do not cross on pain of death” line. Of course, she’d never so much as stretch one toe across the border.

      Poppy was exceptional at obeying the Rules.

      Finally, she found some ripe berries the animals had missed or not gotten to yet. She gently picked and set them in her bucket, though one or two were popped right into her mouth. The tart juices made her lips pucker. Food fabricators couldn’t match the taste of fresh berries.

      Excited and focused on her task, Poppy ignored the crack of a branch and the snap of a twig in the forest behind her. She didn’t realize she wasn’t alone until . . .

      “Grrruuummm.”

      She froze, bucket in one hand and a branch of rocoberry bush in the other. Turning her head ever so slightly, she spotted a massive brown bear about fifty yards away. It glared at her with dark black eyes. As it snarled again, terrifying white fangs peeked out from the sides of its jowls.

      “Grrraaaooowww.”

      Poppy’s hands shook, and her head reeled like she’d spun in circles for too long. In the back of her mind, she knew exactly what to do. Bibi had instructed her well before their first trip to the forest years ago. If you met a bear:

      Stand tall.

      Wave your arms.

      Keep your eyes on the bear.

      Back away slowly.

      Whatever you do, DON’T RUN.

      But Poppy’s legs had their own agenda.

      With a throat-wrenching scream, she dropped her bucket and ran.

      For the first few seconds, she hoped the bear might be distracted by the scattered fruit left behind, but crashing sounds following her proved it was focused on the chase.

      Poppy raced between ancient trees, nearly tripping on the exposed roots. Her heart thundered in her chest. She gasped for air, searching wildly for which trail led out of the forest and home.

      The bear wasn’t far behind. She could hear him huffing and snorting. Stopping would mean sudden and violent death. Of that, she was sure.

      She bobbed and weaved around shrubs, but it sounded like the bear was just smashing through them. Her feet pounded the ground until she started to see white flashes at the sides of her vision.

      Slam!

      Poppy full-body crashed into someone. They both yelped and rolled to the ground in a heap. A bucket of rocoberries flew in the air.

      A girl her age sat up, surprise and confusion flashing in her emerald-green eyes.

      Oh no! Why’s she here? But more importantly . . .

      “Bear!” Poppy gasp-screamed.

      The girl scrambled to her feet, grabbed Poppy’s arm, and dragged her up. “Come on! Hurry!”

      Poppy followed the shocking stranger and found herself climbing a rope ladder that led to a structure high above the ground. Her skin tingled with goose bumps, certain any second that vise-like jaws would chomp onto her leg.

      Both girls collapsed on the wooden floor of the house in the tree, then sat up and stared at the opening. Could the bear climb? Sounds of the animal snorting and puffing drifted through the hole.

      When no brown furry head popped up, it seemed like they were safe. The girls stared at each other for a solid minute while Poppy caught her breath.

      “I’m Marigold,” the foreign girl said, a hesitant smile crossing her tangerine-colored face.

      “I’m Poppy.” She tried to smile back—because that was the polite thing to do—but a frown clenched between her eyebrows.

      Marigold had probably saved her life, but they’d ended up in a new, yet equally dramatic, predicament. Of course life was better in Blue, but it was ridiculous for this girl to sneak across the border, even just to pick berries.

      Some nerve! Was she alone? Was it an invasion? None of those options made sense.

      Poppy was about to scold the other girl when a horrific realization punched her in the gut.

      There was no reason Marigold would have risked death to cross the border. It was utterly illogical. What did make sense was that Poppy herself, in all her panicked running . . .

      I crossed the border into Orange Territory!

      It was a complete accident, but that didn’t matter. Not one jot.

      Poppy’s stomach roiled, and she worried she might throw up all over the strange girl and the strange house.

      She had broken the #1 Rule.

      There would be consequences.
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      “We should be safe here,” Marigold said. “If we wait a bit, the bear is sure to move along.”

      “I’m sorry,” Poppy sputtered. “I didn’t mean to . . . I was just . . .”

      “Running for your life?”

      Poppy nodded vigorously.

      “A bear is nothing to dilly-dally around with,” Marigold said.

      Poppy wasn’t sure what dilly-dally meant, but she wanted nothing to do with a bear. Her stomach felt like it did a summersault.

      “So we’ll just stay here for a while,” Marigold said, crisscrossing her legs, “until we’re sure it’s gone. Then you can go home, and no one will ever know.”

      “You’ll know.”

      Marigold shrugged one shoulder, like that was no big deal.

      Poppy tried to imagine if their roles were reversed. Could she keep a secret like that from her family? From her Instructors? From the Patrol?

      Rule #2 said citizens must report trespassers or risk execution. A shiver ran up her spine. If anyone found out an Orange had crossed into Blue Territory and she’d known and not reported it . . . Well, the punishments from each source would be different, but there would be dreadful punishments.

      If the Patrol caught Marigold with her tangerine toes on Blue land, they’d shoot her on sight.

      It wouldn’t matter that she was a child.

      The border laws were unyielding and ruthlessly enforced.

      Poppy realized she had no idea what the penalties were for a Blue in Orange Territory. Crossing over had never crossed her mind. Why would anybody want to set foot in dumpy, run-down, unfortunate Orange? Their ignorant children were to be pitied. Guilt sat heavily in Poppy’s heart. She’d involved this pathetic stranger in her disobedience.

      “I don’t want to get sent to a Detention Center,” Poppy said. “Or get you sent there. I’ll climb down in a minute and run back as fast as I can.”

      “Detention Center?” Marigold frowned. “What’s that?”

      Poppy hesitated, confused by the total ignorance of this strange girl. “Like jail. Prison.”

      “Why would either of us go there?”

      “For being here. For hiding me.”

      “You absolutely wouldn’t go to prison,” Marigold said. “And nobody will lock me up for helping you. Not a chance. What a horrifying idea!”

      Marigold pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. The stranger’s green shirt that matched her eyes was covered with a design of little red apples and orange ladybird beetles, and her slacks were purple with orange and red stripes. It was a lot of colors all in one place together. Poppy’s solid brown top and slacks—like every item of clothing she owned—were more proper. Marigold’s dusty bare feet with vibrant-orange toenails were hard not to gawk at. Poppy had never gone outside without sturdy shoes in her entire life. So uncivilized.

      The two girls considered each other. Besides the obvious skin-color difference, they were structurally the same—eyes, nose, mouth, arms, legs. She sensed Marigold was sizing her up.

      “So, what would happen if they found me?” Poppy asked, trying not to worry over what an Orange thought about her. She tucked her shoulder-length black hair behind her ears and felt herself flush a deep-sapphire again.

      Marigold tipped her head. “I don’t think a Blue has ever been around here. I’m more worried about you getting caught crossing back over. Blue laws are harsh. It’s too bad. We’re awesome. Orange is a fabulous place to live. We have amazing stuff.”

      Poppy found that hard to believe, but she would admit to one interesting thing. “Like houses in the trees?”

      She glanced around the one big room. There was no furniture. Only a few pillows, blankets, and rugs. A box filled with books. No kitchen. No bathroom. More backward and primitive than she’d expected.

      Marigold watched her face for a moment, then laughed. “I don’t live here, silly. This isn’t my home. It’s just a tree house. Like a fort. Someplace I can run off to and be alone.”

      Poppy nodded, but she wasn’t really sure what Marigold meant. Why would she want to run off and be alone up in a tree?

      “Is this where you do schoolwork?” Poppy motioned to the box of books. She’d been taught these children didn’t go to school or know how to read, so that was curious.

      “No, those are just for fun.”

      Poppy frowned in confusion. She’d never read a book unless it was to learn something. She’d never even heard of a book that didn’t have educational value.

      “You can check them out if you want,” Marigold said. “We probably shouldn’t go back down just yet. Bears can be determined when they get riled up and fussy.”

      Hesitantly, Poppy crawled over to the box and pulled out a couple of books. The covers were splashed with vivid colors and depicted Orange children doing things like fighting terrifying monsters or sailing huge wooden ships on a vast ocean.

      “Have you ever seen one of these?” Poppy asked in dismay, pointing at a cover with a fang-toothed, furry magenta monster bigger than a four-story building.

      “What? Oh. No, silly. That’s just a story. Creatures like that aren’t real. Gah! That would be horrible!”

      “Why do you read about something that isn’t real?”

      “It’s exciting.” Marigold looked confused—as confused as Poppy felt. “It’s a made-up story about a little girl who goes on an adventure to fight a monster and save her village.”

      “The grown-ups make the child fight the monster?” Poppy’s skin prickled in terror.

      “No. Well. She wants to so her family can be safe. The grown-ups are trapped or something, and she has to save them too. But it’s just a make-believe story.”

      Poppy put the book back in the crate and stared at the collection for a moment. It was a relief to learn there were no enormous magenta monsters roaming the world, but she still couldn’t understand why someone would write a book about them, much less spend time reading it. Her mother would have tossed nonsense like that in the recycler. What purpose did it serve? Nothing but a waste of time.

      “Don’t you read storybooks before bed?” Marigold asked. “Or on rainy days?”

      “I’ve never seen a book like this in my life. Before bed, I read about the history of our territory and work on memorizing the kings and their lineage.”

      “Oh.” Marigold tucked her knees into her arms again. “That doesn’t sound very interesting, but I guess it’s okay. Do you enjoy reading about kings?”

      Poppy wasn’t sure how to answer that. Reading and enjoyment weren’t things she’d put into a sentence together. Instead, she asked, “How do you fall asleep after reading scary stories about giant monsters?”

      Marigold giggled. “Sometimes I don’t.”

      “Mari!” A call echoed up through the hole in the floor.

      Both girls froze, and panic flashed in Poppy’s brown eyes.

      Marigold stuck her head down the hole and yelled back. “I’m in the tree house! Be right there!”

      “Please, don’t let her find me,” Poppy whispered. “I’ll run back home, and you won’t get in trouble.”

      Marigold considered this for a moment. “It’s okay, you know. I could tell⁠—”

      Poppy vehemently shook her head.

      Marigold nodded sadly. “Okay. But I have to go home, or she’ll come to check on me. The bear’s probably gone now. Unless I call up that it’s not safe—or come clambering back up because there’s an angry bear waiting—you can just climb down in a few minutes. No one will see. We’re the only family around for miles.”

      “Thank you,” Poppy said, grateful she’d gotten lucky and run into an Orange who wasn’t completely stupid and criminal.

      If Poppy dared admit it, Marigold didn’t seem that different from her. Aside from the skin color, weird clothes, bare feet, and tree house with useless books.

      “It was nice to meet you, Poppy.” Marigold slipped her legs down into the hole and found the first rungs of the ladder with her toes. “I’d say, ‘See ya soon,’ but I doubt that will happen.”

      “Oh no. I’m going to be in enough trouble already.” Her stomach clenched at the thought.

      “Yeah. So . . . Bye.”

      Poppy watched in silence as Marigold’s curly golden hair vanished into the forest.

      After what felt like half an hour, she hoped it was safe. Slowly and carefully, Poppy worked her way down the rope ladder and gratefully set her feet on the ground again.

      There was no sign of the bear.

      But she realized she had a new problem.

      Poppy had no idea which direction was the way home.

      She couldn’t see a single familiar tree or bush. She’d run from that angry bear so far and so fast, she was well away from any sign of Blue Territory. No border notices on the trees. Nothing but forest. There were a few smushed berries from the bucket Marigold must have picked up and taken home with her, but Poppy couldn’t even find a broken limb or footprint to indicate what route she’d come from.

      A cool gust of wind ruffled her dark hair, and Poppy smelled rain coming. At home, everyone would be closing the windows and preparing to wait it out. Poppy considered climbing back up into the tree house until the bad weather had passed. But Bibi was certainly going to notice her granddaughter was missing and realize she wouldn’t be picking berries during a storm.

      I can’t go aimlessly wandering around. An adult was sure to spot her before long. Marigold hadn’t seemed worried about it, but maybe she just didn’t understand how strict the laws were.

      No mingling allowed.

      Not like a Blue would purposefully contaminate themselves by coming into contact with an Orange.

      Am I contaminated now? Poppy plopped down at the base of the tree. I don’t feel any different. Except scared.

      Lost and scared. And a word she couldn’t quite think of. Feeling exposed and weak and . . . vulnerable. That was it. Incredibly vulnerable.

      The next gust of wind brought more than the smell of rain. Nearby, someone was cooking. Meat—though that was just a guess since she’d never actually smelled meat being cooked—and butter and maybe something sweet as well. Spices that made her nose tingle.

      It had to be from Marigold’s home. She’d said no one else lived anywhere nearby.

      Poppy’s stomach rumbled, reminding her she’d been about to head home for lunch when the bear ambushed her.

      And chased her into a forbidden land, forcing her to break the biggest, most important Rule in the world.

      Trying to be logical, Poppy realized she didn’t have many choices. She formed a mental list, her favorite way to make decisions.

      1. Climb back into the tree house and hide until . . . who knows when.

      2. Start wandering and try to find her way home (but risk being spotted or getting more lost).

      3. Stay put and hope her family came looking (but it wouldn’t occur to them to risk their lives and search Orange Territory).

      4. Follow her nose to Marigold’s house and look for somewhere she could shelter during the rain. (It couldn’t be far. They’d heard her mother calling.) Maybe sneak some of that food.

      Waiting for her parents was a ridiculous idea. It would be days before they even considered searching for her across the border. And they would be breaking the law to do it, even to find a lost child. There were no gray areas in the 50 Rules of Blue, no exceptions.

      Trying to find her way home seemed a sketchy choice as well. She might just end up deeper in Orange Territory. End up shot or in a Detention Center, no matter what Marigold thought.

      The obvious solution was to head to the girl’s home, find somewhere to hide, and when she could safely get Marigold’s attention, ask for directions to the border.

      Poppy thought back on all of the lessons at school. From as early as she could remember, she’d been taught about the strange ways (even dangerous ways) of Orange Territory.

      
        
          	
        Orange live without rules. There is no order or structure.
      

      	
        Orange prefer to dig in the ground for food rather than embrace technology. They are dirty and ignorant.
      

      	
        Orange society is backward and lawless. They are uncivilized.
      

      	
        Orange children spend more time on playing and nonsense than education. They are stupid.
      

      	
        Contact with an Orange person can infect a Blue with all of this dirt and ignorance and lawlessness and stupidity.
      

      	
        Orange people can be dangerous.
      

      

      

      Orange people ultimately came from a Red heritage, and nothing struck terror in the heart of all the surrounding territories more than Reds and their violent nature. That desire to conquer and attack was inherent in Orange’s makeup as part-Red beings, even if they never acted on it. Tomorrow, they might.

      Is Marigold dangerous?

      If she’d wanted to hurt Poppy, she easily could have. The rest of it Poppy would just have to overlook. She needed Marigold’s help to find her way home. Even though the girl read nonsense books, she certainly knew enough to find the border, if only to avoid crossing it.

      Poppy nodded to herself and stood up. The aromas of food led one way.

      The house wasn’t more than a few minutes’ walk. When it came into view, Poppy gasped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The sprawling homestead looked like something out of Poppy’s history books—how families lived when farming was necessary, before machines and fabricators. It covered space enough for thirty or forty Blue-style homes. At least. And that was just what she could see from her hiding place in the forest. All that land, just for one family? If everyone in Orange is so poor, how can they afford all this property?

      Simple wooden fencing sectioned off square pens for thirty or so brown cows, maybe fifty fluffy white sheep, and two dozen black-and-white splotched goats with spiky horns that hopped on and off wooden boxes around their pen or played with big rubber balls. A rooster crowed, but Poppy couldn’t see where the chickens were. Beyond the livestock area lay organized fields of crops, with lush green growth bursting out all over in tidy rows. A large rectangular wooden building, painted vivid green, sat off to the left. The word “barn” popped into her mind.

      Off to the right of this pastoral scene sat what must be the living quarters, though it didn’t look like any kind of logical house.

      First of all, it was round. Who’s ever heard of a round house? Totally bizarre.

      The walls appeared to be tarps or maybe—eww!!—animal hides. In history books, Poppy had read about using animal skins that way but couldn’t believe it was actually real. The roof was formed by overlapping strips of wood that created
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Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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