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Introduction
If you’re a reader, embarking on a new story is like setting off
on a journey. Maybe you think you know in advance where
you’re headed, or maybe you’re happy just to discover the path
along the way, one step at a time. What will the road be like?
Who will you meet? Will the trip be exciting or dull, funny or
frightening – and where will it end? Is it dangerous? Will there
be dragons?
Each of the writers in Quest is inviting you to go with them on
a journey and, as you might expect, each one is quite different.
The writers themselves come from fourteen different countries
and write in eleven different languages; some write about real
places they know well, others invent extraordinary worlds of
pure fantasy. In a few of the stories, the border between what’s
real and what’s fantasy might not even be that clear. As you
explore the stories in this book, there’s really no telling what
you may find.
Along the way, you might meet a girl looking for a new name,
and talking animals, and imaginary grandparents; or a trio of
sleepless sisters, some brave runaways and a Chosen One on a
quest. (Just watch out for those Kraiks. They are nasty.) Maybe
you’ll have rooftop adventures and visit mysterious libraries and
explore a house full of wonders like you’ve never imagined, or
perhaps there will be a treehouse and time travel and… a very
embarrassing Christmas jumper?
viii

There’s only one way to find out.
Stories aren’t always easy. Oftentimes they ask a great deal of
their readers. They ask you to be bold, to take risks, to follow
where they lead. To surrender to them. To trust them. Stories ask
you to think things you’ve never thought before. They ask you to
be generous, open-hearted and welcoming, to imagine what it’s
like being a different person in a different world, to imagine just
what that feels like. Because while you’re inside a story, for those
few strange, magical minutes, you could be anyone, anywhere.
Being a reader requires a kind of bravery, I’ve always thought.
In 2017 the Danish city of Aarhus is European Capital of
Culture. As part of the celebrations, the Hay Festival and
their friends have selected thirty-nine of Europe’s best writers for young people – the “Aarhus 39” – and we are excited
and proud to have new stories by seventeen of them in this
book. The most wonderful stories can come from pretty much
anywhere, and wherever they happen to be from, they always
love to travel in search of new readers. I hope Quest will
show you that.
Seventeen journeys, just waiting for you to take a first step…
– Daniel Hahn
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Beware Low-Flying Girls
Katherine Rundell
Odile could fly only when the wind blew.
It was cold, that day she first took flight, and the snow lay thick
enough to hide a cat in.
She wore her father’s coat. It came down past her knees, and
she had rolled the sleeves up, so they hung at her wrist in a great
roll of wool. The coat had once been a deep, cocoa-bean brown,
but now it was the colour of an elderly shoe. It smelt, very slightly,
of horses and woodsmoke.
The wind was fierce that day. It was often windy in winter at
the top of the mountain; birds got blown backwards up the cliff
edge, reverse-somersaulting through the sky, their wings shedding
feathers like confetti. Seagulls blew into the house, sometimes
right into her lap as she sat curled up in a corner, wrapped in
rugs, reading by the firelight. Suddenly finding that you had an
irate seagull as a bookmark was not, Odile thought, ideal, but
her grandfather would throw a blanket over them and stomp out
into the night with the bird bundled in his arms.
‘Always be polite to birds,’ he would say. ‘They know more
than they let on.’
The house was built into the rock of the mountain, and the
door was polished stone. Her grandfather had lived on the
mountaintop all his life. Odile had lived with him since she was
3
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a baby. She had nobody else. In the house, the fire burned all the
year round. ‘Keep the fire as hot as the human heart,’ said her
grandfather, his jaw stern. ‘Never let it go out.’
That day, she had pulled her father’s coat around her, and set out
to find what food might still be going – truffles, deep underground,
and any nuts the squirrels might have hoarded. She felt a little guilty
about the squirrels. Her grandfather always raised his eyebrows
over this guilt, because Odile also carried a slingshot in her coat
pocket to take a squirrel home for casserole if she could find one.
The wind caught the coat as she walked down the mountain
path, billowing it out behind her like a sail. It had no buttons
left, so she took a corner of the coat in each fist and held her
arms stiff at her side. She began to run, her hair blowing in her
eyes and mouth, down the hill.
The wind caught the coat and tossed her upwards. Odile felt
the sudden swoop of gravity undone.
It lasted only a second. She screamed, pulling her coat up over
her face, and dropped to the ground again, landing on her hands
and knees in the snow. Her breathing stopped. Though she had
barely fallen two feet, she felt winded, gasping and choking for air.
‘I flew,’ she whispered. Or had she perhaps just tripped and
fallen more extravagantly than usual? She had to be sure.
Odile rubbed some snow into her eyes to make sure she was
awake. She pulled a twig from a tree, brushed the frost from it
and used it to pin her hair out of her eyes. She put on her gloves.
She stretched out the corners of her coat. She began to run,
downhill, her feet kicking up a spray of snow.
The coat billowed out behind her. Her breath misted the air
in front of her.
And Odile flew.
4

peeva is a tone - deaf cat

Peeva Is a
Tone-Deaf Cat
Anna Woltz

I’m pretending to read the newspaper, but really I’m mostly
looking at the pictures. Until one particular story leaps out at me:
woman (70) discovers she was switched at birth
My heart starts pounding along with Bruno’s drum, and
the blood rushes and whistles through my ears. Because I’ve
finally realized what my problem is. I read the story three
times and then I sit there until my tea’s gone stone-cold and
I have a plan.

I wish I’d been born without ears. But you’d really need something else to put your hair behind, wouldn’t you? You could
have, say, two hooks in the shape of elephants’ heads where your
ears should be. And you could tuck your hair behind the trunks.
I’m the only one still at the breakfast table. Mum’s playing the
piano in the living room, Dad’s upstairs listening to opera and
Bruno, Finn and Seb are rehearsing with their band in the cellar.
The whole house is thumping away – their house, I think angrily.
It feels like they all live here and I’m just a guest.
But that means I’ve been a guest for eleven years. I must be on
the longest journey ever.

My brothers clearly have no idea why I’ve suddenly appeared in
the cellar to fetch the pram. And I don’t have a clue why Mum
wanted to keep the thing after Seb. But I’m glad it’s still there.
I drag it boink-boink-boink up the cellar stairs, as my brothers
launch into their favourite song, ‘Peeva Is a Tone-Deaf Cat’, for
the hundred-millionth time.
‘Arghh!’ Finn yells after me. ‘Could you at least try to make
that din in time with the music?’
‘Are you kidding?’ I hear Bruno say. ‘You know she’s got absolutely no sense of rhythm!’
I sigh. Their song was called ‘Eva Is a Tone-Deaf Cat’ at first,
but Mum got mad at them for being mean. Once they changed
the title, though, she couldn’t really object.
The pram’s covered with cobwebs; it looks like something out
of a horror movie. I brush the dust off the hood, push it up and
down a bit, the wheels squeaking away, and then I dash upstairs.
I gave up playing with dolls ages ago, but I kept the very biggest
one, the best one, the one that looks just like a real baby. Carefully,
I take Rose-Marie out of her cot. All of her bedclothes have to
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the girl with no name

The Girl with No Name
Aline Sax

For Nelle, who doesn’t yet
know that she’s called Nelle.

1
She stirs her spoon around her bowl. The cornflakes swirl in the
milk. They’ve gone soggy, and she doesn’t like soggy. She looks at
her mum and dad, but they’re busy with their own breakfasts and
aren’t paying any attention to her.

26

‘Why did you call me Nelle?’ she asks suddenly. It’s a question
that’s been bothering her for a while, and she’d finally like to
know the answer.
‘Why?’ Dad says, his knife hovering over his slice of toast.
‘Yes. Why? Why did you decide to call me that when I was born?’
Mum and Dad look at each other. Mum’s shoulders go up high.
‘Because we thought it was a nice name.’
‘Why?’
‘Because… um, well, we thought it sounded nice,’ Dad says.
‘But what does it mean?’
Now Dad shrugs too.
‘Nothing. We just thought it was nice.’
Nice? What kind of answer is that? Why doesn’t her name
mean anything? You don’t choose a name, a name she’ll have
to have all her life – for ever – just because it sounds nice,
do you?
‘But why doesn’t it mean anything? A name has to mean something, doesn’t it? You can’t just string a bunch of letters together
and make a name!’
‘But a name doesn’t really have to mean something, does it?’
Her mum’s voice is quiet. And a little doubtful. As if she’s wondering if they chose the wrong name.
‘Yes!’ cries Nelle. ‘It does!’
Don’t they get it? She wants a name that says something, a
name that has a meaning. Every name has a meaning. She’s spent
plenty of time thinking about it. Snow White means something.
Red Riding Hood means something. Cinderella means something.
Sleeping Beauty means something. Even Mum and Dad have a
meaning. So why did they choose such a stupid name for her, one
that doesn’t mean anything at all?
27
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‘But, sweetheart,’ Dad says, trying to calm her down. ‘It doesn’t
really matter that much, does it?’
‘Yes! It does matter!’ Nelle bangs her spoon on the table. Drops
of milk fly all around. ‘I want another name. A name that means
something!’
‘Well, you can’t just go and get another one, can you? You
already have one.’
‘I don’t have a name. Not a proper one.’ She crosses her arms
and glares at them. ‘And if you won’t give me a proper name, I’ll
just go and find one for myself.’
‘But, Nelle…’ says Dad.
‘No. I’m not Nelle. I’m a Girl with No Name! Until I find a
proper one.’
Nelle pushes back her chair and leaves the kitchen.
In her room, she picks up her rucksack. She puts an apple in
it, then a chocolate bar from the secret box under her bed and a
warm jumper. She doesn’t know how long it’s going to take her
to find a new name.
When she comes back downstairs, Mum and Dad are still sitting at the table, looking a bit stunned.
She slips past them and quietly closes the front door behind her.

The village is deserted. It’s early. Everyone’s probably still having
breakfast. Nelle hooks her thumbs under the straps of her rucksack and starts walking quickly.
She follows the road that winds its way into the fields. Everyone
in the village knows her already. She’ll never find a new name
there. The morning sun is stubbornly trying to break through the

mist trailing over the meadows. Where should she begin? Who
can help her to find a new name? The cows, up to their knees in
the dewy grass, barely look up as she goes by. Maybe she should
head into town. Lots and lots of people live there, with lots and
lots of different names. It’s a long way, but she has an apple and
a chocolate bar with her, so she’ll manage.
When she’s walked a few hundred metres, she notices splashing
sounds coming from a pond.
Down among the reeds, there’s a boy crouching on a flat stone.
He’s skimming pebbles over the water. They skip across the surface like little frogs. Nelle pushes her way through the reeds and
squats down beside him.
‘What are you doing?’
The boy doesn’t look up. He narrows his eyes to slits and
throws another stone. It bounces twice before sinking into the
water with a splash.
‘Don’t you have to go to school?’
‘I don’t want to go to school,’ he replies. ‘Everyone just laughs
at me.’ He tosses another pebble. It goes so far that it almost hits
the duck bobbing around in the middle of the pond. The duck
doesn’t notice.
‘What’s your name?’
‘Leon,’ he says, without looking at her. ‘How about you?’
‘I don’t have a name.’
Now he does look at her. Just a glance. Then he picks another
stone out of the mud.
‘Does that mean something? “Leon”?’
He throws the stone and counts how many times it bounces.
Three times.
‘My mum says it means “as brave as a lion”.’
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The first building she comes to is a big farmhouse. Its red roof
stands out against the grey of the surrounding sheds and stables.
The gate that’s supposed to close off the driveway to the farm is
open and hanging at a crooked angle. Deep furrows in the ground
lead to the barn and the field beside the house, where the corn is
high. A dog comes running up. It barks at her, but it’s just saying
hello. Nelle braces herself as the dog comes to a stop just in front
of her and pushes its big head against her leg.
‘Lobo! Stop!’ comes a voice from the house. Nelle ruffles the
dog’s black fur. In return, she feels a wet tongue on her hand.
‘Lobo!’ A man comes out of the house.
‘Oh, I’m sorry. He’s sometimes a bit too bouncy,’ he says, pulling the dog away.
‘I’m not scared of dogs.’
‘Are you scared of pigs?’ asks the farmer. ‘Because mine are
waiting to be fed.’ He pushes a wheelbarrow full of big sacks
towards one of the sheds. Lobo and Nelle follow him.
It’s pretty dark inside. The big space is filled with a horrible smell
and loud grunting and snorting. When her eyes have got used to
the lack of light, Nelle sees a wooden fence in front of her. She
stands on the bottom bar so that she can look over. There must be
a hundred pigs in there, packed in together and wriggling away. A
pink tangle of fat bodies, all bumping into one another and grunting as they root around in the mud. Lobo puts his nose between
the bars of the fence and gives a big sniff. When the pigs hear the
feed falling into their troughs, their grunts become even louder.
They all want to be the first to reach the troughs. With their heads
and their hindquarters, they try to push the others out of the way.
32
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lives. But when, half an hour later, they still haven’t arrived,
she starts to become impatient. The old woman is stumbling
along so slowly that it could take all day to reach her house. And
Nelle still hasn’t found a name. But she doesn’t say anything
and just follows the old woman, her arms full of groceries.
Then, just as Nelle is starting to think that all the muscles in
her arms are about to give way, the woman finally points at a
little house at the end of a narrow street. She fiddles with her
key in the keyhole and then leads Nelle down a dark hallway
to a small kitchen. With a sigh of relief, Nelle lets the groceries
slide onto the table.
Without saying anything, the woman makes two cups of tea
and puts some biscuits on a plate.
‘What’s your name?’ asks Nelle as she munches on a biscuit.
The woman has to think about it, as if it’s a difficult question.
‘I’ve had so many names,’ she says with a faraway look in her
eyes. ‘Anna. Miss. Darling. Mum. Gran.’ Her voice is soft, like
she’s just talking to herself. ‘But these days no one really calls me
anything at all.’ She sighs. Nelle takes another biscuit.
‘What’s your name?’
‘I don’t have one.’
The woman raises her eyebrows.
‘No one ever gave you a name?’
Nelle shrugs slowly. ‘Well… yes, they did,’ she admits. ‘It’s Nelle.’
‘Nelle? It suits you,’ says the old woman, thoughtfully.
‘It suits me?’ Nelle puts down her biscuit. ‘But it doesn’t mean
anything at all! It just sounds nice!’
‘You’re wrong,’ the woman replies. ‘Nelle. That’s you. It’s you
and your helpfulness. Your patience. Your curiosity. I could see
very well that I was walking too slowly for you and that there

was somewhere you’d rather be. But you stayed and you helped
me. And that was all you. Even with that frown on your face.’
‘But…’ Nelle’s not sure she’s really understood. ‘Nelle doesn’t
mean anything at all, so how can it suit me?’
‘Your name doesn’t give meaning to you. It’s you who gives meaning to your name.’ The woman smiles and places her hand on Nelle’s.
Nelle, thinks Nelle. That’s me. It means me.
And she puts the whole biscuit in her mouth, all at once.
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Translated from the Dutch by Laura Watkinson
Illustrations by Ross Collins
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