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PRAISE FOR

THE LOST DRAGONFLIES

“Longlisted for the Times Chicken House Children’s Fiction Competition… a beautifully written, emotionally rich eco-mystery… exciting, thought-provoking, and hard to put down.”

Young Page Turners

“A gripping blend of science, magic, and the natural world… where impossible choices test family, friendship, and the land itself.”

Kate Darbishire, Author

“A beautiful story with heart and adventure… Julia’s love of nature shines through… a magical mystery you’ll be rooting for from the very first page.”

Sarah Reads, Book Blogger

“Atmospheric and engaging… with a courageous, likeable hero and a vivid world that feels alive… a story children will love and remember.”

Miss G, Primary Teacher










CHAPTER ONE




WHISPER LAKE
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— When a dragonfly lands, listen.

The lake speaks through its wings —

Boldo’s Book of Earth Magic





A dragonfly lands on my palm as I count to twenty. Its violet wings shimmer, then fade. I hold my breath.


It flutters once, twice … then goes still.


Dead.


I crouch in the reeds, cradling the delicate body in my hand. That’s the third one this week.


“I’m sorry,” I whisper, and lay it beneath the willow’s drooping boughs, where the roots touch the lake. A small offering to whatever still listens.


Pickles snorts behind me. My donkey hasn’t gone near the water in weeks. He stays by the fairy hedge, ears flat.


I flick away the dark hair that springs across my face like bindweed. The afternoon light is fading, and soon it will be dusk.


"Ready or not!" I call, brushing off my knees. My voice echoes off the hunched trees surrounding Whisper Lake.


No answer.


I glance around. The dragonflies are scattered today, drifting low near the shoreline. Normally, they hover above Nana when she hides. A shimmering giveaway. Not today.


“Willow!” I call.


It’s our game. Since I was a toddler, Nana’s hidden by the lake, and I’ve tried to find her. ‘Willow,’ is what I shout when I’m seeking. ‘Weaver,’ is what she calls back. 


“Weaver!” comes her reply, faint and teasing.


“Willow!” I yell back, grinning.


I climb onto a mossy log. The lake stretches out before me, still and thick with algae. It used to be crystal clear. Now it looks like a swamp.


I scan the lake shore beside the Magic Meadow. Even from here, I can tell it’s changed. The colours are duller, the flowers sparser. That meadow used to grow whatever we needed, chamomile for coughs, blackberries during the blight, bluewort for burns. Now, half the plants won’t bloom at all.


“Weaver!” Nana calls again. This time from the direction of the Twisted Willow.


Got you.


I hop down and jog toward the crooked tree, careful to avoid the swallow holes, ghostly-white flowered pits that suck you in if you get too close. Nana calls them death traps.


Pickles stays put. Smart boy.


Red kites circle overhead, their eerie whistles cutting through the quiet afternoon. Halo soars higher than the others, banks, then traces three perfect loops.


I duck beneath a willow branch, brushing past the silk-threaded dragonfly webs stretched along its boughs.


One glints. I freeze.


Could it be?


I reach up, heart thudding, but as my fingers touch the thread, the glimmer vanishes. It’s just dew catching the light.


I sigh. I’ve only ever found three wispstones in my life. Not bad, maybe, for an twelve-year-old. But now more than ever, I want to find another.


Just one.


But the webs are empty.


"I know you’re here," I say, pushing through dead leaves that dangle like curtains.


A sharp rustle, then a familiar laugh. Nana bursts from behind the trunk, silver plaits swinging.


"Too slow, Belle! Always looking, never seeing!"


I laugh and chase after her.


"Hang on! I need to ask you something!"


She veers toward the shore, stopping just before the waterline. Her walking stick — carved from the wood of the Mother Tree — sinks into the muck.


"I wasn’t really hiding," she says, crouching beside the reeds.


"You literally ran away.” I kneel beside her.


She lifts her wrist, revealing the tong-shaped wispclasp which she uses to pluck a wispstone from a dragonfly web stretched between the willow branches above.


"That’s a bright one.” I wonder for the hundredth time how come Nana can find them so easily. 


"The brighter they are, the more the dragonflies remember," she replies, holding the wispstone to the light. It pulses with a soft glow. "This one still has strength in it."


"I've finished most of the wreaths," I offer. "Twisted Willow, Weary Willow, the Watcher, and the Wishing Tree. Just the Mother Tree left.”


“That one must be woven last. Always."


I nod. Her walking stick, her wispclasp and her home are all shaped from its branches. It is where she lives, after all. Alone on the island in the middle of the lake. She’s lived there since before I was born. She says the island chose her, the same way the valley chose our family generations ago. 


"Dragonfly web for healing," she murmurs. "Wispstones for renewal. Willow threads for wisdom…”


Pickles' ears twitch. He noses the ground near her feet, lips tugging at something green. She chuckles.


“And fairy berries for luck,” I finish, tucking a few into my pocket as Pickles chews his. “Can Todd come to the ceremony this year?” I hesitate. “Just to watch?”


She sighs. "Whisperers only. You know that."


“But he's my best friend. He understands more than most adults. Mum says he’s an honorary whisperer.”


"Your mum says a lot of things. Doesn't make them true."


I look away and stroke Pickles' mane as he edges forwards to nuzzle my shoulder. I pretend I don't mind about Todd. There are more important things to worry about today. 


"The water's worse, isn't it?" I say. 


Nana dips her hand into the lake and cups a palmful of green-tinged water. She sniffs it. Her brow creases.


"Metal. Sour roots. It's all wrong. This poison makes everything feel twisted. The animals won’t drink it. Even the plants move away.” 


"Mum says Professor Wildman's treatments are just taking time. She really believes he's doing everything he can."


Nana doesn't reply.


"She sent me here to talk to you. Says nothing's working because you’ve been interfering with his tests."


"I’m protecting what’s left."


"But if he’s right and you’re stopping him …”


"Belle."


Her voice stops me. Low and sharp.


I hesitate. "Mum’s scared. The lake’s sick. The meadow’s fading. Her business is barely hanging on. And the animals people bring here — all the injured donkeys and other creatures that come for healing — they're suffering too. Pickles was the first, but now we've got dozens relying on those herbs. Mum says if we don’t act soon, the whole valley will collapse."


“Yet still she brings in an Outsider, meddling with things he doesn't understand."


"But what if he does understand?" I ask. 


A dragonfly lands on her shoulder, flickering faintly. Nana touches her walking stick and for a second, the insect brightens, then fades.


"They’re all dying," I mutter.


She sighs. "The balance is tipping. The lake, the meadow, the dragonflies — they’re all linked. And something is poisoning them. Maybe by accident. Maybe not."


"What do we do? We can't just let everything die while you and Mum argue.”


Nana doesn't answer straight away. Her eyes are fixed on the dragonfly, still resting near her sleeve.


"We get rid of interfering Outsiders, and help nature to heal itself," she says finally. “We perform the Wispstone Ceremony, and let the dragonflies rejuvenate their waters. It can't come soon enough this year." She pauses. "But we have to wait for the Flower Moon. Three more nights."


I glance at the sky above the treetops that line the far bank of the lake. It looks the same as always.


“What if it doesn’t come?”


Nana shakes her head, watching the dragonfly float away. “The moon always rises, Belle. But will there be any dragonflies left to catch its light?”


A barn owl sweeps overhead, silent and ghostly. 


Nana pales.


Then a scream splits the air.










CHAPTER TWO




THE WARNING
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— To waver in trust is to break the meadow's covenant. 

Once discarded, its gifts cannot be reclaimed —

Boldo's Book of Earth Magic





My head snaps up. For a second, I don’t understand what I’m seeing.


Then comes a sound. A whispering hum that sends prickles across my skin. Something is moving in The Twisted Willow. 


Shimmering. 


Rising.


The dragonflies!


I grab Nana’s hand. “What’s happening?”


“Get away,” she hisses, pushing me with surprising strength. “The dragonflies are …”


The rest of her answer’s drowned out by another scream, then a crash, and a body falls from the tree, shrouded in seething dragonflies and landing with a splash in the dying reeds.


“What is it?”


“A child,” shouts Nana, lunging towards the writhing figure. “They’ll kill her.”


I try to make sense of the vicious mass of insects. Kill her? But why?


“Don’t just stand there!” Nana crouches beside the form. She grips her stick tightly and extends her other hand toward the swarm. For a moment, the dragonflies freeze in the air, like they’re stuck. Then they attack again, even more angrily.


Nana scrunches her face. “They’re not listening,” she mutters, swiping at the remaining insects with her scarf. “Get me herbs! Feverfew, yarrow—hurry!”


I hesitate. The dragonflies are smothering Nana too, now. Pale, flickering.


“Will you be okay?”


“I’m a Whisperer. They know me,” she says, “Now go!” 


Branches claw my arms. Pickles whinnies frantically from the safety of the fairy hedge. My feet slip and slide in the mud, but I don't stop. I can’t stop.

‘A child,’ Nana had shouted, but all I saw was a mass of stings and pain. All I heard were the screams fading to broken gasps, then silence except for the angry buzz of wings and what might have been a marsh bird's cry — or something else entirely.


A cold weight presses against my ribs as I hurtle past The Weary Willow and on to the Wildflower Bank. What if Nana’s wrong? What if her remedies and earth healing don’t work this time? The dragonflies protect the lake from strangers, but I’ve never seen them swarm like that. What if worse is coming? What if they can sense something we can't?


I clamber up the bank and grab a handful of feverfew, wilted like everything else in the valley, but it seems to perk up in my hands. Trying to help, Nana would say. Part of me wants to believe that too, but another part is screaming: Run! Get Mum! Get the professor! He wouldn’t waste time with herbs. He’d fix this properly, like he’s fixing the valley. 


Plus, if I don’t go straight to Mum, she’ll probably kill me.


Halo swoops and screams above me, her cries sharp and urgent. My chest tightens, and the straggly bunch of herbs suddenly looks pathetic. How can they cure dragonfly stings?


They can’t, I decide.


I throw them to the ground, turn, and sprint for the cottage.

 — I’m sorry, Nana. I’m sorry, Nana. I’m sorry, Nana —


The words pound in my head, keeping pace with my footsteps as they drum against the earth.


I burst through the gate, breath ragged, Pickles twists and bucks behind me, ears pinned flat. 


A lone magpie swoops onto the path, stretches up, and caws.


Why are the animals acting so weird?


Have I done the wrong thing, leaving Nana?


Should I go back?


Then Mum’s voice echoes in my head. Words I’ve heard a hundred times. ‘Not everything can be cured with earth medicine.’


My breath comes in starts as I reach for the door handle.


Halo screeches overhead, louder than before. I ignore her calls and burst through the doorway, skidding on the flagstones.


“Mum!” I shout, sick with a sense that I’m betraying Nana. But something tells me I need Mum for this.










CHAPTER THREE




VANISHED
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— The lake remembers everything.

Even in stillness, it speaks —

Boldo's Book of Earth Magic





“The dragonflies attacked a child. Nana’s …”


Mum’s beside me in a flash. 


“Slow down. What child? Where?” 


“By the Twisted Willow! They swarmed. She fell out of the tree!” 


“How would a child get to the lake?” Mum’s voice is gentle, but there’s an edge of doubt. 


“I know what I saw!” I shout, but do I? The scream. The dragonflies. They’re suddenly like a dream that fades the second you wake.


“Okay. If you’re absolutely sure, I’ll call an ambulance,” Mum says, her arm around me, holding me steady. “If the dragonflies have really attacked, they’ll need to come fast.”


Her words hang in the air, ‘If you’re sure, If the dragonflies have attacked.’


I grit my teeth and nod, heart racing while Mum picks up the phone. Then she’s yanking open cupboards, pulling out blankets and bottles of water, shoving them at me.


“Take these. Keep the child warm. An ambulance is on its way. I’ll meet them at the top of the drive. Lead them across the wetlands.”


Mum speeds away, and I leap on to Pickles, stomach twisting against the blankets clutched to my chest. 


“Nana!” I yell, my throat raw. “I’m coming!”


The lake comes into view, dark and still. Where are they? I scan the water's edge frantically, then the muddy shoreline. Nothing. Are they hiding in the reeds? Did Nana get the child to safety?


"Nana!" I call. "Are you there? Is the child okay?"


A violet ripple spreads across the lake's black surface, a dead fish eyeballs me from the shallows. A magpie jeers from the firethorn.


"Nana!"


My heart hammers as I search the shadows beneath the trees. The child was hurt — badly. All those stings, the way they thrashed and screamed. What if they're unconscious somewhere? What if they need help right now?


"Hello?" I shout, my voice cracking. "Can you hear me?"


Only a yellowhammer flitting around the Twisted Willow answers, and my stomach drops. There's no boat — Whirligig is tied up right where we left it. The bulrushes are too thick to push through quickly, especially carrying an injured child.


I search beneath the Twisted Willow. The reeds are bent and broken where something heavy landed, but there's no trail leading away. No footprints in the mud. No sign of which direction they went.


I peer across the dark water toward the island. Could they have made it over there somehow? But how? And why isn’t Nana answering when I call?


Everything feels empty, like the whole place is holding its breath.


Even the dragonflies have gone.


My belly twists. I saw what I saw. Didn't I? There was a child. Nana was helping them. The dragonflies were everywhere, swarming and attacking.


But now there's nothing. Just bent reeds and the growing wail of sirens in the distance.


I revisit the scene in my head. The wind. The tree humming. The scream. Me, frozen, not understanding. Nana, her voice sharp.

'It's a child,' she'd shouted 'Get me herbs! Feverfew, yarrow. Hurry!'


It happened so fast. A blur. A haze.


A sick feeling rises in my stomach.


Mum stuck her neck out. She did what I asked and called for help. Now the flat evening light's flickering blue and an ambulance and police car are speeding into Whisper Valley.


But there's nobody for them to save.


My stomach clenches because it's worse than that. There's no sign that there ever was. Just a twelve-year-old girl who's been lying and skipping school. I want to scream, because I already know they'll take one look at me and think I made it up. And the worst part? I'm even wondering if they're right.


A low rumble pulls my gaze to the paddock. "Our battered old tractor's thundering across the Magic Meadow, crushing reeds and brambles as it pushes through the fairy hedge, where Pickles loves to forage, towards the wetlands." A police van follows close behind. 


The valley’s quiet, its mysterious energy shattered by Mum’s voice cutting through the gloom. 


“Where’s the child?” she shouts, jumping down from the tractor.


Paramedics and police leap from their vehicles and look at me expectantly.


I point at the crushed reeds.


“They were there. But …” I swallow and blink back salty tears. “They’ve gone.” 


“Don’t worry pet, we’ll take a look around, if you don’t mind,” says a policewoman. 


“Goof idea, Inspector Rose,” says Mum, clenching and unclenching her fists like she’s about to explode. As soon as the policewoman is out of earshot, she hisses at me. 


“I don’t believe this. Where’s your grandmother?” 


I shrug feebly. “Maybe she ran away. You know what she’s like.” 


A police radio crackles into life …

‘No hospital admissions of a child with stings.’


Mum shakes her head, and I catch that look again — the same one she gets when Nana talks about the lake's 'voice' or refuses to let the professor near the island.


“What’s going on?” she asks, as though this is a trick and I have some magic answer. “Did Nana put you up to this? I ask you to help me, and this is what I get?”


She looks pale and brittle, like she might break. 


“No! I was trying. And then …” 


I stare at the willow where it all happened, my head foggy and thoughts confused. A coot grunts, croaking through the bulrushes. The pulley raft bobs beneath the bird hide, stacked with Withy Wreaths. Less than an hour ago, Nana and I were looking for wispstones. Then the scream, the fall, and now …


“Could your mother have taken the child to the island?” asks Inspector Rose.


Mum points a chewed finger towards our old boat, Whirligig, bobbing beneath The Twisted Willow. 


“No,” she says with a sigh. “She’d have no way of getting across.”


“Should we check in there?” The auburn-haired police inspector nods toward Grandpa Boldo’s old wardrobe-turned-bird-hide.


Mum shakes her head. “It’s rotten. Full of magpies last time I looked.”


I open my mouth to speak, but Mum gets in first. 


“My daughter hasn’t been herself recently. I’m very afraid she may have been mistaken.”


My head gets so hot I think I might ignite. Hasn’t been herself? How could I be? Stuck between a mother who cries every night and a grandmother who’s getting loopier by the day.


I make balls of my fists and fight back hot tears.


“Something definitely fell from the tree.” I say, “It screamed. Nana said it was a child. There were arms. Legs. They thrashed about … I think.”


“So where are they now?” Mum demands, clearly out of patience. 

‘Look to the earth for answers,’ whispers a Nana memory.


I part the reeds with my toe—and my blood turns to ice.


Beneath the reeds, trodden into the ground, is a trail of muddy catkins.


And it’s pointing to Devil’s Creek.


I grab Mum’s arm. “She left a sign!” For a second, the doubt disappears. But then Mum narrows her eyes, and the feeling shrinks away.


Inspector Rose crouches to examine the twigs, then glances at Mum with an arched brow.


“It’s a clue,” I plead. “A game we used to play when I was little.”


“I’m sorry, Inspector. I’m afraid we’ve wasted your time.” The defeat in Mum’s voice cuts deeper than anger.


I look at the ground, cheeks blazing. I know Mum’s thinking about the bills and her failing business. Everything is riding on Professor Wildman's success, and she can’t afford another crisis right now. But understanding that doesn't make her words hurt less. 


Inspector Rose glances between us, then gives me a small nod. 


“We'd best have a wee look. Just to be sure.' She says, brushing off her knees. “It’s a beautiful spot you’ve got here.”


She gestures toward the Magic Meadow, where the last few living herbs are bravely holding their ground. But I’m looking the other way.


Beyond the lake.


Beyond The Watcher Willow.


To Devil’s Creek, where the valley turns cruel and cliffs jut up like broken teeth, swallowing the land beneath.


And so, while hedgehogs, badgers, and bats rouse for another night of adventure, we scour the lakeshore for a missing child nobody but me believes exists. Maybe they’re right. Maybe I’m wrong. But a tiny voice inside me — not Mum’s, not Nana’s, just mine — is whispering: ‘Trust what you saw.’










CHAPTER FOUR




THE SEARCH
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— A wispclasp made from the Mother Tree grows with its bearer. 

Never outgrown, never owned —

Boldo’s Book of Earth Magic





After Mum locks the door behind Inspector Rose and checks for the millionth time that I’ve ‘remembered right,’ I escape to my bedroom claiming a headache. 


I should probably wait longer, but I need to get to Nana. Make sure she’s okay. Talk about what happened. 


I make my pillow into a me-shape lump beneath the duvet and am out of the window and down the wisteria in seconds, closing my eyes against the night, following my feet across the hardcore yard, through the mud-churned gateway and onto the cushiony grass and yielding soil of the paddock. 


— I’m coming Nana —


I tread lightly, silently. Even so, the atmosphere changes. A crushed grass blade whispers my passing to its tangled root, alerting the moss and the fungi to tell the trees there is movement afoot. 


The hedgerow quivers, announcing my presence to the donkeys, so that Pickles calls an asthma-ey hee-haw greeting as I pass the barn. Mum’s geese wake, fussing and fretting, wondering if it is time for breakfast.


“Shush. Go back to sleep. You’ll get me in trouble,” I whisper, and they settle.


I lift my wrist and slip off the wispclasp Nana gave me on my fifth birthday. It was exactly the size of my thumb back then. Now it’s grown along with me, just like Nana said it would.

‘Carved from The Mother Tree to keep you safe, honed with cliff-flint to keep you sharp, threaded on dragonfly web to keep you strong.’


I hold it in my palm for courage, the tiny tongs warm against my skin. Everyone in our family gets one — Nana wears hers like I do, on her left wrist, always ready. 


I follow the hedge line towards the lake, brambles snagging my jeans to reassure me I am on track. I will start at The Twisted Willow, where I last saw Nana. Everything leaves a mark on nature. She taught me that. She cannot have disappeared without a trace.


The noises of the night are in full swing: badgers chittering outside their setts, fox cubs hunting beetles along the Wildflower Bank, magpies grunting in The Weary Willow. 


I picture Nana’s devil birds hopping from bush to bush, raiding songbird nests before disappearing into Devil’s Creek. I wonder why she would have gone there; how she would have got there. The only way is over a tangle of prickly firethorn, for which you need wings. Unless you are Todd and me. We have our own secret way. Up The Watcher — a sombre, wise willow Nana says is guards Devil’s Creek — across the firethorn Tarzan style on our rope swing, and crash land into brambles.


Would Nana really have gone that way? 


A breeze picks up, sudden and sharp, whipping my hair into my face and making The Weary Willow sigh by the Wildflower Bank. It’s cold. Too cold for this time of year and carries a scent I can’t place. Damp earth, maybe. Or something darker.


The crek-crek of a startled corncrake.


The soft thud of rabbits fleeing to their burrows.


I stiffen.


Something’s wrong.


I crouch in the dead reeds and hold my breath.


“We’ll never find anything in this,” grumbles a man’s voice further along the lake shore.


“Darker than the Earl of Hell’s waistcoat,” growls another.


First, the emergency services. Now strange men.


Poor Nana. She can smell Outsiders on the wind. She’ll never come out while they’re here.


“Shame you weren’t on duty when it ‘appened. Could’ve saved us a whole lot of bother.”


On duty? For who? My belly tightens. Could the professor have sent them? But why?


“I’m workin’ tomorrow. Might hear something.”


“Old crone can’t ‘ave got far. Boss thought she was injured.”


My stomach flips like frogs on a hot stone. Nana? Injured? How?


I fix my gaze on two shadows moving beneath the cliff.


“I’ve ‘eard tale she’s a witch.”


“Yeah, so what? She flew off on a broomstick?”


A laugh, cruel and jagged, makes my skin crawl.


“On one of them birds more like. Who’d ‘ave thought such clever things could be tamed with somert’ as simple as a packet of crisps?”


“Salt and vinegar.” The second voice sounds oddly proud. “Boss’s been feeding it for weeks. Unnatural ain’t it? Wild creature like that. Shouldn’t want nothing to do with that processed muck.” 


“That’s the point. Corrupt something pure. Break its instincts.” 


My breath catches. I press my fist against my mouth to keep from crying out. Red kites are magnificent, wild creatures — and they're talking about corrupting one with crisps. What if it's Halo? The thought makes me feel hollow inside.


An eerie call from the long grass. 


A torch beam sweeps dangerously close. My pulse jumps. If they turn just a little more.


“Turn that damned thing off.”


“I thought I heard something.

‘Cur-lee, cur-lee cur-lee…’


The light moves to the lake and I let out a long, silent breath.


“There it is again. What is it?”


“A bird, stupid.”


“I’m done. Let’s go before those bleedin’ dragonflies come for us.”


The words send a shiver down my spine.


The child in the willow! The way she fell. The screams.


Nana says the dragonflies don’t attack without reason, but they protect what’s theirs.


But what if they get it wrong? 


The men think they leave quietly, but the valley reports their passage — chalky rockfall, brackeny rowan copse — then ouch and bleedin’ ‘enry as the gorse punishes them for their shortcut to the lane.


When they’re gone, the earth settles. The air stills.


I am alone beneath the night sky.


One star, the one I think of as ours, shines bright above the bird hide, drawing my eye to something pale in the reeds.


I look again.


It’s still there.


A spear of starlight marking the spot.


I follow the waterline, keeping my eyes fixed on the light.


A clump of silver hair dangles from a spiky bough of firethorn, the surrounding reeds flattened and snapped. I lay my palm against the cold, wet ground. It pulses weakly beneath my hand, lake water seeping into the earth, feeding root webs to sustain our valley’s plants, trees, birds, and bees.


A vibration makes me tense. A rat quaking in the reeds.


I reach out.


A shadow sweeps past.


I shiver.


The barn owl again. Following me from daylight to darkness. A barn owl in daylight usually means snow's on the way, but the daffodils have been and gone, and it’s never snowed in Whisper Valley.


I reach for the rat again.


Swoosh.


A squeal.


And then the rat is gone. Carried into the night in the scaly, white clutches of the majestic owl. I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. This feels right. Natural. The way things are supposed to be. Not like the sickness creeping through our valley. 


The breeze shifts. A scent makes my heart soar.


Wood smoke!


From the island!


I shove Nana’s hair in my pocket, and duck under the leaves, searching for Whirligig. My frozen toes warm with happiness.


The boat is gone. 


I can run back and tell Mum where to look. Or keep Nana’s secret. I choose Nana. Those men will never find her. 


She’s safe in The Mother Tree.


Tomorrow I’ll wake to her smoke signals: two puffs, clear, two puffs, clear, two puffs, clear.


We’ll talk about what happened.


Everything will be alright.


Then a voice shrieks across the valley.


“LIBELLE FAIRWEATHER, GET BACK INSIDE AT ONCE!”










CHAPTER FIVE




GROUNDED
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— The wind carries old arguments.

Settle yours before it rises —

Boldo’s Book of Earth Magic





"What do you think you're doing out in the middle of the night? I was sick with worry."


"Looking for Nana," I snarl, kicking my wellies across the hall. "Like you should be. She's your mother."


Mum holds her hand up to stop me. "Don't you dare tell me what I should be doing." She points to a kitchen chair. "Sit down." I slouch into the chair, still glaring. "If I worried about every crazy thing that woman did, I'd go mad myself."


“What about the child? You know those stings can kill.”


Mum clasps her head like she’ll tear her hair out. “For goodness sake, when will you stop? There was no child! The police checked. We checked.”


“So how come there are strange men out there looking for her now?” 


Wind rattles the windows and Mum thumps her hand on the table. “Enough! I don’t know what’s got into you with all these wild stories, but they must stop. Do you hear me?”


“Why won’t you believe me?” I demand, my voice cracking.


Mum fixes me in her stare, and I feel sick. I know what she’s going to say. “Maybe because it’s been one lie after the other recently. Bunking off school. Missing homework. Stealing supplies. I barely recognise you these past few months.”


“That wasn’t me, it was …”


I choke on the words. If I tell Mum the truth, that it was Nana, she’ll send her away. If I lie, I’ll prove her right.

‘That woman’s getting madder by the day,’ she grumbled when she spotted Nana high in The Weary Willow, flinging catkins into the lake last week. ‘And she’ll get worse with the Wispstone Ceremony coming up.’


That’s when she dropped the bombshell.

“I took some herbs to Statton Lodge care home the other day. Matron showed me around. I think Nana might prefer it there to The Mother Tree when winter comes. She manages well physically, but she’s confused. At Statton Lodge, she’d be with people her age. I know it would be hard, but …”


A vixen screams from the vegetable patch. Mum raps on the window.


A soft thump against my leg breaks my thoughts as Tripod leaps onto my knee, her three paws kneading my jeans before she settles into a rumbling purr. I stroke her warm fur, grateful for the simple comfort as my mind races with impossible choices.


“I just wanted to make sure she was okay,” I mumble. “I’m worried about her.”


Mum shakes her head. “She’ll let you down, you know. It’s already started. She’ll squeeze out your friends, keep you from school, fill your head with mumbo jumbo until suddenly you make no sense in the ‘real world.’” She rubs her eyes with the back of her hand. “Pretty soon, you’ll be branded bonkers too. Your husband’ll leave, and you’ll be stuck in this godforsaken place scraping a living selling healing herbs and plant remedies, with no friends and nothing to do but watch out for her!”


My gut clenches. I knew money was scarce, and Mum wished she’d gone to school, but I had no idea she felt so trapped.


I reach to hug her, but she steps away, holding her hands up like I’m going to attack. 


“No,” she says. “This is where it stops. You’ll stay inside, catch up on your schoolwork and leave me to sort out your grandmother. One step out of this house and heaven help me I’ll have that woman in a care home before the day is out.”


My heart pounds. I know Mum has put all her faith in Professor Wildman to save the lake, but it needs Nana, too. If Mum sends her away, the valley will die.
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