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        This book is written in British English, with the odd Kiwi idiom—if I can sneak them in without my wonderful editor noticing!

      

        

      
        You cannot offer me enough coffee to prise that extra ‘u’ or ‘l’ from me. Nor will jam & cream scones served the correct way (jam first) persuade me to insert a ‘z’ when ‘s’ does an entirely satisfactory job.

      

        

      
        These books are based in England, Scotland, or New Zealand—where we speak British English. As the old saying goes… when in Rome….
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        Words have power, and secrets can kill…

      

      

      

      The village of Drake’s Bend has long been guardian of a sacred grove where ancient trees offer gentle counsel to those who dare share their secrets. For centuries, this delicate balance between confession and wisdom has been maintained.

      Until now.

      The whisperwoods have turned venomous. The trees sharpen sacred confidences into devastating weapons of betrayal, threatening to tear the local community apart. Old friendships are being torn apart, and villagers fall ill with a mysterious sickness. But the whisperwoods hold still darker secrets that are twisted and spread to the highest reaches of London society. The old sentinels could be lost forever as the call to silence them grows louder.

      Fern must uncover the truth behind what poisons both trees and people before time runs out and lives are ruined. The ancient sentinels are the last of their kind, and their loss would forever silence a magic as old as Britain itself. But in the race to save both grove and villagers, Fern discovers that some secrets are meant to stay buried—and awakening them could destroy everything she holds dear.
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      Nemython House, Drake’s Bend, England.

      Late Spring

      

      The screech pierced Fern Oakby’s skull as effectively as an iron pin thrust through her ear. She tumbled out of bed, landing on the floor in a heap of bedding as she uttered colourful curses taught to her by local lads. While her brain caught up with her body, she scrabbled on her hands and knees to grab her dressing gown. Then she jumped to her feet, shoving her arms in the sleeves of the green floral robe as she lunged for the door.

      “Millie!” Fern called out, yanking on the latch.

      Fear slid through her. Had her new friend’s horrid brother snuck into the house to kidnap her and spirit her away to Bedlam?

      Out in the hall, George took long strides towards their guest’s door, his hands curled into fists and clad in only a hastily donned shirt. Fern uttered a silent prayer that the garment was cut with sufficient length that it covered his rear end, and her confuddled brain only had to deal with his exposed hairy legs.

      Ambrose hurried behind in his patterned yellow silk banyan, clutching a cavalry sword. He had, briefly, enlisted. Until he discovered that while, yes, he did look incredibly dashing in the uniform, army life wasn’t anywhere near as romantic as he thought. George had rescued him by pulling the last string that connected him to his noble family.

      The three of them converged on the door to the guest room, ready to burst in and confront whatever villainy was being committed behind the solid wood. Before George could reach for the handle, Mrs Millicent Carlisle flung open the door. The young woman was clad only in a fine lawn gown with a delicate lace edge, her dark hair in disarray, and her eyes wild.

      “He’s alive!” she shouted and thrust out her hands.

      Fern gasped at what the other woman held.

      Squib, the little origami dragon, reared up on his hind legs and flapped his wings. He trumpeted a cheerful tune. Paper had been made flesh once more by the previous night’s storm. He wasn’t identical to his previous form. Fern thought he looked a little taller and his wing span a bit broader. The letters written with love over the paper formed scalloped purple scales that gave him a distinctive regal air.

      “Squib! We are pleased to see you again, little fellow,” Ambrose said, and he stroked under the dragon’s chin.

      “It worked, just like you said.” Tears shimmered in Millie’s eyes, and passing her small companion over to Ambrose, she flung her arms around Fern’s neck.

      Fern hugged her back. “I am so glad.”

      She should probably tell the horrid Lord Drakeman that he had been right. But before she visited the reclusive alchemist, she would call on the Moray sisters. Fern needed to thank Morda for telling her that another magical storm would pass through their village. Without the rare clash of elements, Squib might have remained inanimate paper for another thirty years.

      “Good,” George huffed, then he turned and walked away.

      “Coffee and trousers are called for, I think,” Ambrose said as he watched his partner’s naked behind returning to their room. He raised his hand to Millie’s shoulder so the pixie dragon could return to his mistress. “George will be intolerable if we don’t placate him with coffee and bacon.”

      “I am ever so sorry for screaming, Mr Reid, and disturbing you all. I simply couldn’t contain my excitement when Squib blew warm air over my face.” Worry tugged at Millie’s expressive eyes, and she sucked her lips together as though she were trying to call back the screech that had so rudely awoken the household.

      Ambrose patted her arm. “Perfectly understandable, my dear. We all have moments in our lives when we scream from sheer delight. Why don’t you get dressed, and we’ll all meet in the kitchen to marvel at the return of Squib?”

      “It was a rather effective wake-up alarm.” Fern crooked her finger and stroked the tiny dragon’s face. “I am so sorry for what I had to do to you, Squib. It was the only way to destroy the vine without also destroying you entirely. I hope you can forgive me.”

      The little dragon stretched out his neck and narrowed his gaze at her. Then he folded his wings against his sides in a gesture that reminded Fern of someone crossing their arms. She had the distinct impression he was considering whether or not to hold a grudge.

      “I would have simply died if you had been slashed to tiny pieces and burned up with that horrid plant!” Millie rubbed her cheek against his soft hide.

      His mistress’s distress settled the internal debate for the pixie dragon. He blinked and huffed warm air towards Fern. With each puff, some of the guilt she carried at having to erase the magical words from his hide vanished.

      “Thank you, Squib,” she said and placed a kiss on the top of his head. “I shall see you both downstairs shortly.”

      Fern returned to her room to dress and splash cold water over her face (her brain and body were still shaking off the vestiges of deep sleep), and then she headed down to the kitchen.

      Mrs Bentley stood in the doorway, her favourite knife clutched in her hand. “What was that terrible scream? Is Mrs Carlisle unharmed?”

      “Everyone is fine. It was a scream of excitement, not one of alarm. Sorry to worry you, Mrs Bentley.” Fern had forgotten that the housekeeper might already be in the house, preparing breakfast.

      “Mr Hawkins will need extra coffee this morning.” The housekeeper’s gaze turned upwards for a moment as though she could sense George stomping along the hall.

      “I think we will all need something a bit extra this morning. Like a stronger brew of tea for Ambrose and Millie.” Fern opened the cupboard and fetched the small wooden tea caddy containing an expensive brew that Ambrose reserved for special occasions. After swirling a splash of hot water into the pot to warm the porcelain, Fern measured out the fragrant leaves.

      Soon, everyone was assembled. George hunkered over his tankard of coffee and held his silence. Ambrose sipped his tea and sighed with pleasure. Millie sat beside Fern, a mix of excitement and relief lighting her eyes.

      Squib marched up and down the table, showing off his purple scales and flapping his wings as he glided from the candelabra (thankfully unlit, so he didn’t scorch his hide) to the milk jug.

      “It is quite marvellous how he has returned to you, Millie. An act of magic, wouldn’t you say, George?” Ambrose teased his partner.

      George huffed and drank his coffee. He preferred rational and scientific explanations for how things worked.

      Fern kept her silence. There was no point in prodding the bear.

      “I think his new form is more magnificent than his previous one,” she said. In their short association, she realised the pixie dragon approved of compliments. Besides, she still needed to make amends for erasing him and turning him back into an origami figure.

      “Oh, yes. He was marvellous before, but now he is simply perfect. I believe it is because I wrote a story just for us and poured all my hope and longing into the words,” Millie said as she nibbled her buttered crumpet.

      Story. The word bounced around in Fern’s head. Another sip of coffee and cold dread trickled down her spine, and she nearly dropped her cup to the table’s surface.

      “Millie, what sort of story, exactly, did you write?” Fern half-rose to stare out the window at her garden. She needed to inspect for storm damage, but would she also need to arm herself in case a man-eating monster was clinging to the wall? A Helix mortifera better not have taken over her lunanavis!

      “Oh, nothing like that! As a writer, I could see that my previous story had gone in an unexpected direction. This time, I considered every word most carefully before it was inscribed onto my dear friend.” Millie beamed at Squib, who twisted and turned to examine the writing that covered every part of him.

      That didn’t reassure Fern. The Stormborne Serum had distorted the previous story to create a monstrosity. How could Millie be sure it hadn’t happened again?

      The heart of this story is different, she reassured herself. Millie no longer sought escape but a place to belong. The gothic novel had turned into something cosier. Hopefully.

      “Perhaps you could tell us about the story, dear? So we know what to look for in case anything else came to life besides Squib.” Ambrose poured more tea into his cup.

      Millie blushed and cast her gaze downwards, her attention swirling within her teacup.

      Fern reached out and gently squeezed her hand. “You are among friends. No one here will ever call your stories silly. In fact, I was going to suggest that Ambrose ask his editor to serialise one of them. I think you would find your audience among the readers of the Midnight Chronicle.”

      Millie sucked in a breath, and when she looked up, her eyes were wide with wonder. “Truly?” She glanced at Ambrose.

      “Oh, yes. I intend to write to him today if you have the first few pages of a story I could include as a teaser?” He winked at Millie.

      She closed her eyes, drew a deep breath, and her fingers tightened on Fern’s hand as though anchoring herself before she spoke. “I wrote of a lonely woman and her pixie dragon companion who settle in a quiet and welcoming village. There, she opens a bookstore and spends her day writing stories that, sometimes, become the books she sells to the villagers.”

      Fern hunted for the hidden monster in the few details Millie gave them. It sounded…peaceful. Perhaps the bookstore shelves reached out and devoured customers who folded down pages or bent spines? “So we’re looking for a bookstore? But Drake’s Bend doesn’t have one.”

      “Could it be in another village?” Ambrose suggested.

      “I don’t know if the magical ink works like that. The vine was transformed close to Millie, so the magical bookstore should be nearby too. After I have fed Eurydice, we could take a walk to the village. I need to stop and see the Moray sisters, and I am sure they would love to meet you, Millie, and see that Squib has been restored.” Fern’s thoughts turned to the other dragon, who struggled to thrive out in the stables.

      The dragonet had shown some improvement since Fern followed the advice found in the journals at Wyndham Hall. Or had it been the metal-like kelmsgale seeds she ate? Fern shook her head. Those would have passed through the creature’s body intact. It had to be the fish broth that wrought the change in the sickly and lethargic dragon.

      Ambrose chortled as he read the newspaper. “The season of scandal continues in London. Now they are all gossiping about Lady F and the revelation that she gave away a child to be raised by another family two years ago, and her noble husband was told the baby never drew breath.”

      “An odd thing to do, but surely she had her reasons?” Fern had given up trying to understand why nobles did anything. Much of it made no sense.

      “Here is the rather salacious bit. Apparently, the babe bears no resemblance to Lord F, who is described as pale and reedy. But has a startling resemblance to the family’s major-domo, a tall and robust fellow who hails from the West Indies.” Ambrose dropped the paper on the table and picked up his cup of tea.

      “If Lord F is Frampton, I don’t blame his wife,” George said before returning to his breakfast.

      Fern kept her silence. London society existed on scandal and gossip as much as tea and cake. There was always someone being vilified for their behaviour or held up as an object of ridicule.

      Mrs Bentley placed a bowl at Fern’s elbow. It contained chunks of fish and root vegetables in a thick broth. “That’s breakfast for our young miss.”

      Fern swallowed the dregs of her coffee and finished the last spoonful of her porridge. “Why don’t you come out to the stables when you are ready, Millie?”

      Before she headed in that direction, Fern cast a quick glance around the walled garden and her greenhouse. Fortunately, the fierce storm hadn’t caused any serious damage. She would need to prune a few ruffled shrubs and sweep up all the fallen leaves and twigs, but that could wait until after her walk with Millie.

      Satisfied that her beloved plants had not been unduly harmed by the weather, nor did there appear to be any new carnivorous vines to worry about, she headed across the yard to the stables.

      Eurydice was awake and rose from her bed to greet Fern. The dragonet made a trilling noise as she butted against Fern’s knees.

      “Good morning, Eurydice. I thought that now we are better acquainted, I might start calling you Riddy, if that is acceptable?” Fern knelt in the straw to wrap her arms around the dragon’s neck, and Eurydice nuzzled her face against Fern’s like Squib had done to Millie. She took that as approval of the shortened version of her name.

      The dragon was still horribly skinny, and it would take time to slowly put condition back on her body. But already, a slight sheen returned to her scales. Rather than a dull grey, a mossy-green shimmer bloomed at the edges. Time and health restored her hide, like polishing a blackened piece of silver to reveal the hidden glint of metal beneath.

      While the dragon nosily ate her breakfast, Fern fetched fresh water, mucked out the dirty straw, and replaced it with new. By the time the stall was cleaned and Eurydice was full, Millie and Squib appeared in the aisle.

      Millie wore a long, bright-blue, woollen redingote. She bent down to stroke Eurydice’s head. “I am gladdened to see you on the road to recovery.”

      Squib flew down to sit on Eurydice’s back. The larger dragon turned to gaze quizzically at the pixie subspecies.

      “Do you remember how Squib curled up next to you when you were terribly ill?” Fern asked.

      Eurydice butted her face against Squib’s side and made a noise that sounded much like a cat’s contented purr.

      “She remembers, and it appears they are friends.” Millie laughed as Squib nearly fell off the side of Eurydice’s back from her attentions, and the dragon caught him with her wing and eased him back onto her.

      Fern shook out the blankets and re-formed the nest for the young dragon. “Perhaps this afternoon you could help me in the garden, Riddy? I promise there are no barking dogs or broken fountains in my garden, and you might like the warmth of the sun after so long in the stables.”

      The dragon trilled and then padded on the blankets. She settled down and stared at Fern with a wide-eyed look, which Fern was learning meant she wanted covering up for a nap. Squib flapped over to Millie as Fern tucked a blanket in over Eurydice.

      Content, Eurydice nestled her head between her front paws and closed her eyes.

      “Now, let’s see if we can find what the storm might have created.” Fern linked arms with Millie.

      There was a chance that nothing had sprung into life during the magic-laden event. Millie’s story might have found its happy ending in her relocation to Drake’s Bend. But those were questions she could discreetly ask of the trio of witches.

      Millie and Fern chatted as they strolled along the road. The two young women fell into step in more ways than one as tendrils of friendship wove between them.

      “Is it true that the whisperwoods can talk?” Millie asked in wonder, referring to an ancient grove not far from Drake’s Bend.

      Fern thought of her visits to the old trees, who took confessions and secrets from troubled people. “It’s not like a conversation, and you can’t ask them questions. You unburden yourself, and they whisper gentle advice back to you.”

      “Gosh. Trees that can whisper, though. I’ve never been, but I wonder at the secrets they have heard over the centuries.” Millie’s writing brain never ceased to seek out stories.

      “Secrets are sacred; they are never shared.” Fern nudged her new friend as they walked up the path to the quaint cottages where the Moray sisters lived.

      The door to the larger cottage swung open at their approach, and Decima welcomed them inside. Millie fell silent and lingered on the threshold.

      “Come in, scribe, we are all sisters here,” Morda called out. “You cast spells with words with as much skill as we do with golden motes.”

      Millie glanced at Fern. “What Morda means is that all women are witches in one way or another. We are bound together in ways men do not understand.”

      “But other women are not as…welcoming of me,” Millie said in a quiet voice.

      Nona scoffed. “That is their loss. Like our Fern, the Fates set you on a path to find your true sisters. Come. We see the storm has restored your little friend.”

      Fern dropped to her favourite cushion at Morda’s feet and reached up to take the old woman’s hand. “Thank you, Morda. Without your urging, I wouldn’t have put the quill in Millie’s hand and made her write a new story on Squib.”

      The old witch cackled. “I might be blind, but I see clearly.”
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      Squib basked in the sisters’ adoration as he was passed from hand to hand. Each woman exclaimed over the marvellous changes to his previous form and how much the lilac-edged scales (with a faint shimmer) suited him more than the near black-purple of his previous incarnation.

      Decima poured fragrant tea into mugs and handed them around. Overcoming her initial reserve, Millie settled on a purple floor cushion beside Fern. She sipped her tea and held her silence, but her eyes were wide with curiosity as she studied both the old women and the eclectic interior of their cottage. Bundles of herbs were bound with string and hung from the ceiling to dry, reminiscent of dangling mistletoe at Christmas time. But there were no kisses under these flowers, only murmured wisdom.

      After a pleasant hour filled with laughter, Fern and Millie waved goodbye to the old women and carried on along the road. They walked the eastern side of the village, where the road followed the curve of the river. Fern called out greetings to the locals they passed. The water burbled beside them as they approached the old stone bridge that crossed to the tavern and village green. A group of villagers gathered nearby, chattering away like roosting birds.

      Millie halted and pointed to a two-storeyed cottage nestled in the sweep of lawn at the foot of the old bridge. “That’s it,” she said. “The cottage that welcomed the lonely writer.”

      “It can’t be. That’s…” Fern’s voice trailed off. She had been about to say that’s George’s cottage, but the place she had known for most of her life was no longer the building she remembered.

      Now she understood why the villagers were gathered on the road. Pointing. Others stood at the halfway point on the bridge, their elbows leaning on the weathered stones as they gazed at the cottage.

      Fern looped her arm through Millie’s and hurried her along. Built of pale-cream stone and two storeys tall, like Squib and the Boston ivy, the cottage was now transformed into something different. A bay window jutted out, and behind the mullioned glass were visible piles of books. Between the solid door and window, a sign dangled from an ornate metal limb. The purple words (that held the faintest sparkle in the morning light) declared the place to be “Scribbles.”

      Millie clapped in delight. “It’s my bookstore!”

      The assembled people moved apart to allow her through. Fern walked more cautiously behind. All the while, hoping the cottage didn’t turn out to be a portal to Hell or something as horrible as the vine that had eaten a gardener and set its sights on Millie’s brother as its next meal.

      “It didn’t look like this last night,” one gentleman said to murmured agreement from the others.

      “It was the storm. The Moray sisters said it had the power to transform things if somebody wished hard enough,” Fern said by way of explanation. No need to go into the finer details of an ancient and arcane magical ink and a passionate writer’s ability to bring words to life.

      “I wish I had known last night. I would have wished you were handsome, Mr Alder!” Mrs Alder said to the raucous laughter of everyone else.

      Millie stared up at the sign and turned to Fern with a grin. “Can we go inside? Please?”

      “It will be locked. We will have to get the key off George or Ambrose.” Even as Fern said the words, Millie reached out and grabbed the brass handle.

      The door gave way under the other woman’s touch, and she pushed it open. With a backwards glance, she stepped over the threshold and gasped.

      Fern followed behind and likewise halted and stared. Twenty years ago, George had purchased the cottage for him and Ambrose to live in after they had moved to Drake’s Bend. The downstairs had been their parlour, study, and kitchen. Now, the front half of the space had been transformed into a bookstore. Shelves lined the walls, and stacks marched across the floor. Wooden ladders with brass wheels waited to zoom along the rail as readers hunted for their next book to read. Bright light shone across the floor from one side and beckoned Fern closer. She crept between the stacks, expecting to find a large window.

      What she found was the side of the cottage opening out into a small conservatory. A sun-filled space that had not existed in its previous form. The glass room took full advantage of facing south. Two comfortable-looking chairs and a chaise waited for a reader to sink into the ample cushions. Beyond, the river burbled and played. On fine days, double doors could be flung open to the small strip of garden that ran between the cottage and the river’s edge.

      Millie joined Fern; her eyes were misty with tears of joy, and a large and infectious smile dominated her features. “Isn’t it marvellous? Do you think the owner will mind terribly that my story turned their home into the bookstore of my dreams?”

      Only now did a smidge of worry enter her gaze.

      Fern snorted. She was going to enjoy breaking this to George and watching the mental contortions her uncle would have to engage in to explain the miraculous transformation of the stone structure.

      “The house belongs to George. It had a tenant up until last winter when they moved to a small farm. It’s been empty for a few months, so don’t fear that you have evicted someone from their home. I think George will absolutely insist that you take possession of it.” Fern stretched out a hand and caressed the spine of a book.

      “I am so happy I might just expire on the spot.” Millie pulled a handkerchief free of her pocket and dabbed at her eyes.

      “Don’t go doing that. I rather like having a friend at long last,” Fern murmured.

      Millie squealed and flung her arms around Fern’s neck and hugged her tight. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! You not only rescued me from Bertie and that horrid nurse, but because of you, I now have the most incredible place to call home. And a friend,” she added shyly.

      Squib wriggled free of the embrace and flew to a shelf. There, he stalked along the rows of books like a miniature general inspecting his troops.

      They continued exploring the cottage, and Fern catalogued all the changes the Stormborne Serum had wrought overnight. George’s old desk had enlarged. The once-clear top now held a writing set and a stack of papers, waiting for stories to be penned on its surface. A shiny metal lockbox on one corner would hold the coins when villagers purchased a book. A generous fireplace had two armchairs and a long sofa placed before it, making a welcoming space to curl up in the cooler weather.

      The rear of the cottage was a sunny kitchen with a table that would double as a workspace and where meals would be taken. Beside the kitchen, they discovered a tiny washhouse with a tin bath hanging on the wall. Up a winding staircase were two bedrooms, one slightly larger than the other.

      The cottage was modest, but Fern suspected it would suit the widow and her pixie companion. After a quick look at the bedrooms, Millie practically ran back down the stairs to the bookshop part of the cottage. Fern took the balustrade. It provided a short but fast ride to the bottom.

      Millie prowled the shelves, pulling books at random to see what treasures the cottage held.

      Fern blew out a sigh. She would need a shoehorn to get Millie out of the place. “We need to tell George and Ambrose what has happened. If you are moving in, you need to pack your clothing and buy supplies for your larder. You cannot live on the written word alone.”

      The other woman hesitated. “What if we walk out the door, turn around, and all this is gone? It might disappear like a puff of smoke.” She caressed a leather cover as though it were a precious prize.

      “The vine didn’t disappear, now, did it? Nor has Squib. Magic and your story gave this place life. Unless I douse your new home with the potion Lord Drakeman concocted, I suspect it will always be like this.” Fern gestured to the cosy bookstore, or library, or whatever Millie would make of it.

      Squib hissed and flapped his wings at the mention of the alchemist. He dove for Millie and curled his tail protectively around her neck. All the while, he glared at Fern while emitting short, angry puffs of steam.

      “Oh, I would never do that again, Squib. So stop giving me the evil eye.” Fern bit the inside of her mouth to stop herself from laughing. The pixie dragon was fiercely protective of Millie and appeared to have no difficulty understanding what they said. That shouldn’t have surprised her, given he was crafted from words and ink ran through his body as blood.

      “Once we have you settled in here, you will have years to examine every book under this roof. Assuming you want to stay in Drake’s Bend?” Assuming you’d like to be my friend, Fern wanted to add but held her silence.

      “Years.” Millie breathed out the word. “Yes. I like the idea of years here. Imagine the stories I could write in the conservatory, with Squib and the river for company.” Putting the book down (with some reluctance), Millie took Fern’s hand. “Let us return to Nemython House and pack my little trunk. You will visit me here, though, won’t you? So I’ll not be alone?” Worry tugged at her eyes, and a faint tremor entered her voice.

      Fern gathered up the nerves bouncing around inside her and squished them into a ball. If she wanted a close friend, she had to learn how to open herself up and expose her vulnerabilities. The armour around Fern’s heart cracked a teeny bit. Just enough to make a tiny space within for the other woman.

      “I thought we might spend much time together and become good friends. Only if you want to, of course.” Fern tried an offhand tone to hide the delicate hope pegged to those words. Her dream was like a sheet on the clothesline. A strong wind might tear it away and set it adrift.

      Millie squealed, and she hugged Fern’s arm. “Oh, yes! I don’t feel like I have to pretend to be somebody else when I am around you. Which is probably an odd thing for a writer to say since I make so much up.” The frown returned to Millie’s face as she sorted through some complicated, philosophical problem in her head.

      Relief flowed through Fern like a gentle tide. “I know what you mean. We don’t have to hide who we truly are around each other. Nor do we have to pretend to be the perfect, gently bred noblewomen that society expects of us.”

      A shy smile returned to Millie’s face. “That’s how you know you have found a true friend, isn’t it? They like you for who you are on the inside. Not what everyone sees on the outside.”

      Fern nodded and held her silence for once. Taking her friend by the hand, she guided Millie towards the door and back out into the sunshine. Villagers lingered to stare at the transformed cottage. Millie placed Squib on her shoulder, and she caressed the cottage’s stonework as Fern closed the door. Then, arm in arm, they hurried back to Nemython House to tell the news.

      “My story came to life!” Millie shouted as soon as they walked into the kitchen.

      Neither Ambrose nor George were there.

      “That sounds lovely, Mrs Carlisle,” Mrs Bentley said without looking up from where she worked at the bench.

      Continuing on through the house, Fern and Millie found the older couple in the parlour.

      Ambrose closed his book, and George looked up from the desk, where he was doing the household accounts.

      “What came to life?” the large man asked, having heard Millie’s loud announcement.

      “Not so much came to life as…remodelled,” Fern said.

      George arched one eyebrow and put his quill back in its holder.

      Ambrose rose and stood behind George. “Don’t keep us in suspense. What did you find, and has it eaten anyone we know?”

      Squib glided to the desk and rubbed his back against George’s knuckles as Millie shrugged out of her coat.

      The older men stared at Fern, waiting for her to explain.

      “The storm altered your cottage, George, into the bookstore from Millie’s story. Complete with a rather charming conservatory that overlooks the river.” Having given a succinct explanation, Fern dropped to the sofa.

      “A bookstore? Oh, that is wonderful news.” Ambrose placed his hands on Millie’s upper arms and beamed at her.

      The two of them started gushing over the finer details and what books Millie had discovered in the brief tour of the cottage. Meanwhile, George narrowed his gaze at Fern, and his chest heaved.

      “Magic, George. Just admit it was magic and circumvent the entire argument,” she said with a suppressed giggle.

      “Magic.” He drew the word out as though testing how it tasted over his tongue. “Or…a troop of travelling builders who sought shelter last night picked the cottage because it is empty and decided to do a spot of work while they waited out the storm as a thank-you for the protection it offered.”

      Ambrose slapped his partner on the arm. “Really, George? Can you not, just once, admit that magic still exists without these contorted explanations?”

      “Third time.” George cleared his throat. “You, Squib, the cottage. Three lots of magic will do me.”

      Ambrose opened his mouth to argue for a fuller admission when Fern leapt into the conversation. “The how of what happened doesn’t matter when there is a far more important question. Will you allow Millie to move into the cottage and run the bookstore?”

      “But it is marvellous to have a fellow scribe in residence here, at Nemython. Mrs Carlisle is welcome to stay for as long as she wants, surely?” Ambrose glanced at Fern since Nemython House became her property after her father’s death.

      Before she could answer, Millie took Ambrose’s hand and held it to her heart. “You have all opened your home to me and offered me a haven. But this is my dream made real. I could, finally, have a place of my own. If you and Mr Hawkins will allow it.”

      George rubbed his chin. “The stone didn’t rebuild itself for anybody else. It’s your cottage now.”

      Millie squealed. For a woman who didn’t like loud noises, she seemed to make rather a lot of them. Then she threw herself at George.

      After a fierce bear hug, he held her at arm’s length and gave her a stern look. “You’re part of this family now, and we’re here if you need anything. We also expect you for Sunday dinner without fail.”

      Amid much excitement, Millie rushed upstairs to pack her belongings. Fern wandered back to the kitchen in search of a calming cup of tea, where Mrs Bentley and Alice were making pies.

      “What was that all about?” the older woman asked.

      Fern explained how magic had transformed a cottage into a bookstore and that Millie would move in as the new tenant. A serious look settled on Alice’s young face as she made a pot of tea. She cleared her throat while pouring a cup and passing it to Fern.

      “I’m going with Mrs Carlisle,” Alice announced.

      “What?” Mrs Bentley turned to her oldest daughter.

      “Mrs Carlisle is a noblewoman and cannot live on her own. She will need someone to cook and clean for her. This is my chance to step out on my own, Ma.” Alice placed a hand on her mother’s arm.

      Mrs Bentley set down the rolling pin and wiped her hands on her apron. “But you’re my oldest, and we’ve worked together ever since you were a wee nipper.”

      Alice’s features softened. “And you have taught me well, Ma. But you have our Lucy. She’s quick as a whip and eager to learn. She just needs a chance.”

      Fern thought Alice raised a good point. Millie was used to living with staff who saw to her every need. The noblewoman probably didn’t even know how to boil water, let alone feed herself. If writers even thought of such mundane things. It would be convenient if the magical transformation of the cottage included endless cups of tea and scones that simply appeared at the author’s elbow. But the spell didn’t work that way.

      With Alice running everything, Fern didn’t have to worry about Millie starving.
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      Fern wondered if the idea of gently teasing loose the apron strings had been on Alice’s mind for some time, but the opportunity had not arisen to step out of her mother’s shadow. Becoming a housekeeper for Millie gave the young woman a chance at independence without being too far away from her family.

      “It’s a brilliant idea, Mrs Bentley. Mrs Carlisle will need help, and Alice will still be close by,” Fern said as the housekeeper’s grip tightened on the rolling pin.

      The older woman turned away and dropped the rolling pin to the bench with a clatter. Lifting a corner of her apron, she dabbed at her eyes. “Very well, then. It seems it is time for my little chick to leap from the nest, and at least you are not disappearing off to London, where I wouldn’t see you for months and months. Since you are staying in Drake’s Bend, I expect you home for dinner on your day off.”

      “George has already told Mrs Carlisle she is expected to join us regularly for Sunday dinner, since she is part of our family now. Alice can come with her.” Fern would make sure Millie brought Squib too. They all enjoyed his antics among the condiment pots while they ate and chatted.

      By the time Millie came down the stairs, she had her own household. Albeit of one. Not that the little cottage had room for more staff than that. Alice would have a bedroom all to herself rather than having to share with her younger sister.

      William hooked up the cart for the short trip, and George carried down Millie’s trunk. Alice had hurried home and packed. Probably before her mother changed her mind and decided to grab her favourite knife to stop her daughter from leaving. Soon, a battered and ancient trunk was loaded into the cart beside Millie’s larger one. Ambrose climbed onto the cart’s seat, and George helped Millie up beside him.

      “Are we all ready?” Ambrose called in a singsong tone before telling the placid horse to walk on.

      George, Fern, and Alice walked behind as they made their way to the new bookstore and a new chapter for both the writer and their community.

      At the centre of the village, Ambrose guided the cob off the road onto the grass before the cottage. Dropping the reins, he stared at the altered façade and the bay window that glinted like cut crystal in the morning light.

      “Scribbles.” He read the sign dangling beside the door. “How utterly perfect.”

      Alice paused and glanced up at the thick glass windows, and her hands tightened on her bag. Fern suspected nerves had sprung up inside the maid. It was one thing to bravely announce you were leaving the nest but another entirely to realise how far away the ground was as you jumped. Not that either Millie or Alice would be on their own, as they weren’t that far away.

      “When can we come in?” someone called out.

      Millie blanched and glanced at Ambrose. It seemed the writer who dreamed of a bookstore hadn’t realised that would include customers.

      “Give her a chance to settle in first,” Ambrose replied as he helped Millie down. “I’m sure the bookstore will be open in a few days.”

      People grumbled, but it was good-natured. The villagers had survived without a bookstore for so long; it would be a novelty to select the story they wanted rather than relying on whatever a traveller brought with them.

      George dispersed the remaining crowd by telling them to bugger off. Then he planted himself at the end of the short path, crossed his arms, and glared.

      “It gives me shivers when he does his stern bear impersonation,” Ambrose murmured as he carried Millie’s carpet bag inside.

      Fern swallowed a laugh. She loved her uncles and thought them a wonderful example of a long-lasting love affair. But sometimes, you could glimpse a little too much of the inner workings of a relationship.

      George carried in the larger trunks and hauled them up the narrow stairs. Alice explored the kitchen and ran her hand along the brand-new, cast-iron range. Ambrose marvelled at the rows of books, his eyes wide as he spied old favourites on the shelves. Or he plucked an unknown title down to skim the pages to find a new delight.

      Millie sat at the desk and caressed the dark-green leather insert. Then she opened the drawers to discover what was within. She soon made a stack of fresh paper, waiting for her to begin a new story. Squib perched on a wall sconce and watched like a dragon on a mountaintop surveying his domain.

      “Let’s leave Alice and Millie alone to settle in,” Fern said after more than an hour, and when it became obvious there was nothing more for them to do.

      “That includes you.” George took Ambrose by the hand and dragged him away from a pile of books.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow,” Fern promised Millie and waved as she was the last of her family out the door.

      Back at Nemython House, Fern fetched one of the large canvas-covered outdoor cushions and set it in a sunny spot by the fish pond. Then she went to the stables to find Eurydice awake and snuffling around in the hay.

      “Would you like to join me outside for a little while?” Fern asked.

      On unsteady feet, the dragon slowly walked out of the stables and across the yard. Fern worried she might fall, but the creature was too large and awkward for her to carry. Once the dragon was settled on a cushion in the sun, Fern spent a quiet two hours tidying up the garden after the storm.

      It lightened Fern’s heart to see the iridescent shimmer of health return to Eurydice’s scales as she snoozed. The dragon wasn’t deeply asleep, though. If Fern ventured too far away, the creature cracked one eye open and scanned the garden for her. As she worked with the dragon for company, Fern made a decision. She would head out to Wyndham Hall and thank Lord Drakeman for allowing her to read the old journals. The knowledge they contained about broth made from fish caught in the river of Drake’s Bend had set the dragon on the road to recovery.

      She settled her weight back on her heels and wiped her hands against her trousers. “I need to go out for an hour or so. Would you like to stay here, or I can move your cushion close to George?” Her uncle by bonds of love was working in his shed, cutting and sanding a new project. He kept the door open to allow the swirling sawdust to escape.

      Eurydice chirped and rose to her feet. Fern took that to mean she preferred company to solitude. And who could blame her after a month trapped beneath the fountain, thinking it would be her tomb.

      Fern picked up the cushion, and the dragonet followed her along the path to the shed that butted up against the thick stone wall not far from the greenhouse. Her steps were laboured. The dragon would need slow, steady exercise to build strength and muscle tone. Fern watched the awkward shuffle and didn’t want to contemplate if the creature would ever be able to fly.
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