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Dedication

For young readers who love animals and the earth. Together, you can change the world.

With special thanks to Erin Falligant
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Chapter 1

The Kite in the Wind
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The wind tugged at the cherry-red box kite in Sofia’s hands. It almost flew out of her grip. “Whoops!” she exclaimed. “Max, are you ready? It wants to fly!”

Max was hurriedly winding up the kite string. “Almost!” he called back. He finished winding, then unraveled a little bit of line from the spool. “Okay,” he said. “One, two . . . three!”

As Sofia let go, the kite strained at the line and floated straight up above them.

“It’s working!” Sofia cried.

Max grinned. He lived with his grandpa, who was a retired fisher here in Starry Bay, and they had planned to go out in the boat this morning. But the wind was coming from the east, and Grandpa had told Max there was no point fishing when an easterly wind was blowing:


Wind from the west, fish bite the best.

Wind from the east, fish bite the least.

Wind from the north, do not go forth.

Wind from the south blows bait in their mouth.



It was an old proverb, and Grandpa believed in it.

But the east wind was perfect for flying kites!

The kite swooped low as the wind stopped gusting for a moment.

Max jogged across the sand, trying to keep tension in the string, and almost tripped over a towel and a plastic shovel. He passed a trio of kids licking ice cream, then ran around a propped-up umbrella and toward the marina, where tourists watched from wrought-iron tables.

“Wait for me!” Sofia tightened her shoelaces and then raced after him. She was a strong runner, and she caught up with him on the boardwalk, near the edge of the mangrove forest.

As Max leaned over to catch his breath, the kite rippled in the wind.

The sight of it reminded Sofia of something.

“A scarlet macaw!” she said. “Doesn’t it look like one?”
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Max shot her another smile as he handed her the spool. He had known Sofia for only a short while, since her family had come to Starry Bay for the summer. But already, they shared a secret. They had discovered Wind Rider, a magical old boat that sailed to faraway places—like the Amazon rain forest, where scarlet macaws flew free.

Just a few yards away, within the mangrove forest, that magical old sailboat waited for them.

“Fly free, little kite,” Sofia cheered as she held the string, but then she gasped as the kite dove toward the boardwalk, bounced twice, and landed on the dirt trail that led into the forest.

“Max, look!” She pointed. There, beside the downed kite, stood a bird. It shook sand from its gray feathers and cocked its smooth white head. Then it fixed its wise, dark eyes on Max.
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“It’s our seagull!” Max whispered. This was the mysterious bird that arrived whenever it was time for another adventure on Wind Rider.

“Are you sure?” asked Sofia.

“Yes!” Max started chuckling. “It’s got a splotch of ice cream on its beak! It’s an even messier eater than I am.”

Sofia laughed, too. Their seagull friend was a notorious ice cream thief! They’d first met the bird when it had stolen hers.

As if in response, the gull bobbed its head. Then it flapped its wings and led them toward the mangrove forest.

“Let’s go!” cried Sofia, racing ahead.

Max scooped up the kite and glanced back at the beach. How long would they be gone? He couldn’t say for sure. But it didn’t matter—no time would pass here in Starry Bay while they were away. No one would miss them. That was part of Wind Rider’s magic!

So he hurried after Sofia through the tangled hedge of roots and vines, puffing and panting to keep up with her.
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The smell of seawater gave way to the smell of damp earth. Tree limbs crisscrossed overhead, dappling the path below with shadows.

The sailboat was so weathered and rotted that it seemed to melt into the ground. It rested sideways like a beached whale, half on land and half in the water. Max could just make out the words Wind Rider painted in white on the faded navy hull. Nobody who looked at it would have any idea that it was a magical boat.

Sofia had already climbed on deck. She darted around the old mast and torn, musty sail. Then she lifted the heavy hatch that led to the cabin below. After scurrying down the rusty metal ladder, she hurried through the narrow cabin until she reached a wooden shelf.

“They’re still here!” Sofia blew out a breath of relief. One half of a leathery turtle eggshell rested beside two red-and-blue macaw feathers, souvenirs of the endangered animals she and Max had helped on their past adventures. Where will the boat take us next? she wondered. Who needs our help this time?
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Up on deck, Max shivered. A brisk breeze had begun to blow, sending leaves swirling off branches. He heard the flutter of wings as the seagull swooped over his shoulder and landed on the deck beside him.

It’s nearly time, Max realized. We’re about to set sail!

He cupped his hands to his mouth. “Sofia!” he called.

Her smiling face appeared just as the wind began to pick up. She sprinted across the deck and crouched beside Max. They both touched the helm, which they knew set the magic in motion.

As the wooden helm began to spin, faster and faster, Max squeezed his eyes shut. He had one hand on the rail, and the other gripped the kite. The kite tugged, threatening to break free. . . . But just when he was sure he couldn’t hang on any longer, the wind died down.

Sofia sprang up and let go of the now-gleaming wooden rail. She felt a shiver of excitement as she saw crisp white sails overhead and a freshly polished deck beneath her feet. The Wind Rider looked brand-new! And it was sailing—fast—across a wide gray sea.

“Where are we now?” Max asked, opening his eyes. To his relief, he found that he was still holding on to the kite.

Together they stared at the rocky coastline ahead. Beyond the jagged cliffs, they saw rolling green hills and purple mountains that disappeared into misty clouds. By the shore was a village, a cluster of stone buildings and red-roofed houses. It was chilly here. Max tied the kite to the rail and wrapped his arms around himself.

Then Sofia spotted a flag flying from the cliffs above the harbor. She squinted until she could make it out. It was royal blue with a large white X across it. “Oh, I think I know!”

“Where?” asked Max, his heart racing.

“Scotland!” Sofia smiled widely. “I recognize the flag. My grandparents vacationed here—they told me it was a beautiful place with incredible wildlife. I’ve always wanted to come.”
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Goose bumps of excitement sprang up along Max’s arms. He rubbed them down and grinned. He watched a bird dive and gracefully skim over the water. In the distance, something caught Max’s eye—dark shapes moving across a cluster of rocks out in the sea.

Sofia saw them, too. “What are they?”

The deck shifted beneath her feet. Wind Rider slowly turned, arcing across the water as if to bring them closer to the animals.

Now Sofia could see their sleek heads and flippered bodies. She smiled. “I think they’re seals!”




Chapter 2

Seals in a Storm
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Max felt a gentle thud as Wind Rider dropped anchor near the rocks. The flippered sea animals turned their curious, puppylike faces toward the boat and greeted it with a chorus of grunts and barks.
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Max studied their faces and spotted fur. “They are seals! And do you see their short muzzles? I think they’re harbor seals!” he said.

“Really?” said Sofia. “I was hoping to see harbor seals in Starry Bay this summer!”

Max grinned. “I guess they have them in Scotland, too.”

Six spotted seals rested on the rocks, watching the kids with their shiny black eyes. One sniffed the air while another settled lazily back down, rolling sideways as if to say, No worries. They look friendly.

[image: image]

Max pointed at a seal that lay on its belly, lifting its head and tail off the ground. “That one is shaped like a banana,” he said, chuckling. The seal barked, as if in response.

A gust of wind swept across the sea, and the kite bobbed upward—along with every seal head.

“They like the kite!” Max said. He untied the string from the rail and let out more line, and the kite fluttered higher above the seals. They stared at it, scooching forward to get a closer look. “Maybe they think it’s a bird.”

Sofia laughed. “Maybe. Oh look, there’s a baby!” She pointed as a seal—shorter and slightly less round than the others—nosed its way past its mother. Keeping its eyes on
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