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        Determined spinster vs carnivorous wallflower…

      

      

      

      In a corner of rural England, Fern Oakby makes a living through her knowledge of botany. An unusual case erupts during a storm when a Boston ivy turns monstrous and…carnivorous.

      However, the solution is not as simple as hacking down the exceedingly rare and hungry plant. The storm also gave life to an origami dragon and bound it to the vine. When a lonely woman pleads with Fern to save the tiny dragon, she is forced to confront a profound question—what defines the value of a life?

      In a world where ancient magic lingers, every life—no matter how small or strange—holds immeasurable worth. As Fern races against time to unravel dark secrets at the estate, the vine continues to grow. She must find a way to destroy it before it spreads or snatches more lives. Nor, as she discovers, is the little dragon the only life in need of saving…

      

      Discover a fantastical version of Regency England, that explores the power of friendship in a realm where magic and nature intertwine.
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      Nemython House, Drake’s Bend. England.

      

      Some people walk an easy path through life. One that is paved with marble tiles, fragrant lavender grows at the edges, and fluffy lambs gambol around them while nightingales sing. Then there are others like Fern Oakby. She navigated a shadowy path with treacherous footing. One overgrown with brambles and firethorn as an untuned violin screeched from the trees.

      As she pulled a one-inch-long needle-like thorn, belonging to the scarlet Pyracantha coccinea from her hand, Fern considered the decisions she had made ten years ago during her debut in London. She had once stood at a fork in the path and decided to strike off down the more adventurous-looking road.

      “I could have had a noble husband and gardeners to do the weeding, you know,” she told the plant that had stabbed her. Since she had the long thorn between thumb and forefinger like a needle, she used it to scrape stubborn dirt out from under her nails. Then the barb was tossed into the soil.

      Her work brought her a sense of satisfaction and contentment, even if her path was a difficult and lonely one at times. In truth, Fern loved getting her hands dirty and wouldn’t trade her freedom for the suffocation of a gilded cage.

      Society expected gently bred women to look decorative, do needlework, and produce heirs. If they fell onto hard times, seeking employment as a companion or governess was deemed acceptable. But Fern, literally, dirtied her hands through her work as a plantswoman. She used the botanical knowledge gained at her father’s side to support her household by supplying grand estates with rare and exotic plants or figuring out solutions to gardening woes others couldn’t solve. She also sold ingredients to alchemists and apothecaries.

      After a few months of a season in London all those years ago, Fern had retreated to their home, Nemython House, situated in the south-west corner of the picturesque village of Drake's Bend. The walled garden crammed with trees, shrubs, annuals, and perennials had become her sanctuary. Fern had thrown herself into the study of plants. The high stone walls and surrounding forest kept the world at bay. Or rather, it kept the prying and judgemental eyes of society out.

      Fern knelt back on her heels and surveyed her work. She had cleared pesky weeds creeping under the rare lunanavis. The firethorn stood guard beside it. A moment of inattention had seen Fern brush her hand too close to the vicious shrub with its wicked barbs. In many ways, it was like a matron at a ball—lingering at the back, watching, and using her tongue as a weapon to strike down the unwary.

      Ten years ago, Fern’s father, a renowned botanist, had brought the tiny lunanavis seedling back from one of his many expeditions overseas and planted it in their garden. They had tended it together, watching it grow. A vigil she had taken up alone since his death five years ago.

      A shrub with a naturally rounded shape, the lunanavis had taken years to reach its mature size of some three-feet tall and had grey, furry leaves not unlike the lamb’s ear, Stachys byzantina. At last, after a decade of patience, nine slender flower buds had pushed through the dense mass of leaves.

      The plant’s habit had a pleasing symmetry. Three flowers would bloom for three nights under a full moon, for the three months of spring. Then the shrub would become dormant until the next year. After blooming just the once, its flowers would shut tight at the first blush of dawn and remain closed, leaving the next three to bloom the following night. The precious pistil, the reproductive organ of the plant, would be highly sought after once fertilised by moon dust.

      Satisfied that everything was perfect for the flowers’ debut that night, there was little more Fern could do. The plant didn’t know it, but it would be the star of a private viewing for her little family. Once night fell, they would gather to watch it greet the moon.

      Fern headed back along the paths to the house, imagining her father’s ghost walking beside her. Rowan Oakby had passed his love of flora to his daughter—along with a name plucked from nature. He had travelled to the corners of the globe gathering rare and unusual plants. Every leaf and blossom Fern touched was a tiny piece of him that still lingered in the world.

      On a bench by the kitchen door sat a bowl of water, a bar of soap, and a towel. Fern scrubbed at her hands and dried them before tipping the water over a nearby moisture-loving lily.

      Heading inside, work was underway for the evening meal. Mrs Bentley, the older woman who ran the kitchen, rolled out dough at the long bench that ran under the window. A slight woman with an olive complexion, her once-raven hair was laced with silver, and she had been a fixture of their home for as long as Fern could remember.

      “Dinner won’t be long. I’m about to add the dumplings. You have time to change out of those filthy clothes.” She picked up a long knife, either to ensure Fern complied or to slice the dumplings into even shapes before laying them in the oven to cook.

      “I wouldn’t dream of sitting down to dinner at your table in dirty trousers, Mrs Bentley.” Fern hurried through to the main part of the house before the housekeeper waved the lethal knife at her head.

      As she took the stairs two at a time with a long stride, Fern was grateful that she lived far enough away from London that she could wear trousers. In her room, she stripped off her dirt-stained clothes and rubbed at her skin with a damp cloth before dressing once more. This time, she donned a gown of light wool in a pale greyish-green that reminded her of silver foliage. She drew a brush through her short auburn hair and released a twig that had somehow become tangled in there.

      Clean, and almost civilised appearing apart from her bare feet, she padded down to the dining room. Breakfast was a casual affair, always taken in the kitchen at the worn oak table. Dinner was held in the room painted a deep green at a polished table that only sat six at most.

      Fern paused at the doorway, her two uncles already within. Their bodies angled towards one another as they discussed their day while they waited for her. They were an unconventional household. The spinster of nearly thirty years old, living with two older gentlemen. One uncle by blood on her mother’s side, and the other an uncle by bonds of love. Or whom society euphemistically referred to as her uncle’s good chum.

      Of average height and lean, Ambrose had the Reid family red hair (which had faded to a burnished gold as he aged), styled in an elegant fashion, and sparkling hazel eyes. He sat at the head of the table. To his right was George Hawkins. A barrel-chested man with a luxurious beard streaked with silver.

      Once the heir to a viscount, George lived a quiet life as a dead man. Thankfully, not actually dead, as Fern loved him dearly, and the Fates had snatched too many loved ones from her grasp. George gave up his wealth and a title for love. His hate-filled family declared him dead, held a modest funeral (closed coffin, since it was weighted with rocks), and his younger brother became the heir and viscount.

      “Ah, just in time.” Ambrose smiled as Fern took her seat beside him.

      “Mrs Bentley had a firm grip on that knife she loves when I came in earlier and she hurried me along.” Fern flicked open her napkin and draped it over her lap. She inhaled the aromas wafting from the meal laid out on the table. Butter slid over potatoes sprinkled with rosemary and left a golden trail. Fat, fluffy dumplings were piled on another plate and were begging to be smothered with gravy.

      George stood to carve a leg of lamb and picked up the meat fork and knife. “I’m surprised you’re not camped out with that plant.”

      Fern had briefly considered the idea, but there was no point. Nature had decreed it would only bloom by the light of the moon, and prising open the petals to satisfy her curiosity would ruin its delicate beauty. “It won’t open until after dark. I can wait.”

      “Your mother had no patience at all. Once, an aunt wrote to say she had a small gift for Delfie. Unable to wait until our aunt visited, she set off on foot to collect it. Delfie was six years old, and our aunt lived twenty miles away.” Ambrose chuckled at the memory of his younger sibling marching off across the countryside.

      Fern’s mother had rushed through life headlong, eager to experience all she could. A trait Fern had inherited. Although she had learned a small amount of caution over the years. “I have no patience with people. Plants are different.”

      By the time they had finished dinner, dusk had fallen outside. Before full dark settled over the countryside, George fetched three wooden chairs from the greenhouse. While he had been born into nobility like Fern’s father, he also preferred to use his hands. In George’s case, he had a natural talent for woodwork and had crafted the outdoor chairs so that Fern could enjoy the garden.

      Ambrose fetched cushions covered in canvas from a chest by the back door. He picked a thick one and placed it on the chair where George would sit.

      “For all his size, he likes something soft under his bottom,” he murmured and winked at Fern.

      Fern had gathered woollen blankets from inside to ward off the night chill. While it was spring, the air lost all warmth once the sun disappeared.

      Ambrose disappeared into the house and returned carrying a tray. “Hot chocolate for you, beloved niece, and a special coffee for George and I.”

      Fern settled on her chair and held her mug in two hands. She enjoyed the spicy aroma of the brew before taking a sip. Ambrose made the best hot chocolate with a secret blend of spices that he refused to divulge. While their special coffee had a not-so-secret ingredient—a liberal pour of whiskey.

      The three of them sat in companionable silence, lost in their thoughts under a sky scattered with stars. The night deepened around them, and like a diva making her grand entrance, the moon rose from behind the trees. When the silver orb reached its highest point, Fern set her mug down on the ground and got out of her chair to kneel on a cushion before the lunanavis like a worshipper before an icon.

      The buds unfurled with a whisper. One by one, the petals peeled wide open until they were nearly horizontal. The dark-grey outer concealed a creamy inner that reflected the moon’s radiance. While Fern had studied drawings of the plant in bloom, it paled in comparison to the wonder of seeing it before her eyes.

      “It’s beautiful,” she murmured in a voice tinged with wonder. “The petals are like points on a compass rose.”

      The flowers were breathtaking. Each one a perfect compass rose, with eight petals pointing to the cardinal and ordinal directions. In the middle of the flower jutted a tall and slender stalk of some three inches that seemed to be made of silver. The stalk was attached to the plant’s unseen ovary, hidden in the base of the flower. It had no visible stigma to collect pollen, since it was fertilised in an unusual way—moonlight.

      “Lunanavis. Luna for moon. Navis for ship or navigation. The plant’s name reflects its compass rose-like appearance and lunar blooming cycle. It is said there is a spell that can be brewed with the needle-like stalk that will point to whatever the seeker desires.” Fern recited the passage about the plant contained in one of her botany books.

      “It is a wonder. What a shame its blooms are so fleeting and cannot be enjoyed inside,” Ambrose said.

      “That’s why they’re so valuable.” George leaned forwards in his chair.

      “I am a monster, that I must cut down such a marvellous thing to line our pockets.” Beside the plant sat a basket and a cloth. The fabric was draped over a pair of secateurs in a similar way to how an executioner would hide their axe behind their back. Once the moonlight had pollinated the flower, Fern would snip the blooms from the shrub. Then she would use a knife to cut away the entire pistil.

      “The filthy world of commerce destroys the natural world in order to meet the shallow demands of greedy people. I shall turn that into an essay for the Midnight Chronicle,” Ambrose mused from his chair.

      “People need to eat and have roofs over their heads. How do you do that without cutting down a few trees or roasting a delicious leg of lamb?” George had a more practical approach to life.

      Fern considered how to meet the needs of people without losing the beauty all around them. “We find the balance. While it pains me to pick the blooms, I will leave those from the third night to set seed, so that I can propagate more plants.” But she wouldn’t make too many plants available. There was another sort of balance. While the plant remained rare and difficult to grow, it ensured a small and highly valuable market for its needle-like stalk. If Fern sold too many seeds or juvenile plants, she would increase the supply of pistils.

      As minutes elapsed, accompanied by the hoot of a hunting owl, three blooms fully opened. The petals glowed with the moon’s caress, and the stalk reflected a metallic glint. Nature was truly wondrous.

      “Father should have been here to witness this. Life’s not fair.” Tears burned in Fern’s eyes. With a corner of the blanket, she wiped them away.

      “No. It’s not fair. It’s like a game of cards. You can only play the ones you are dealt, and sometimes, the Fates stack the deck against you.” George reached out to squeeze her shoulder.

      “Both your parents should have been here to see this. But I have no doubt that Rowan and Delfie are looking down on us tonight.” Ambrose’s clear voice carried on the still air.

      It comforted Fern to think her parents were reunited in death. But it hurt to navigate life without their love and guiding presence. Why couldn’t they have been together on her side of the veil? Why was she deprived of two loving parents, while others who were cold and heartless, lived on?

      “None of us know how much time the Fates will gift us. That’s why we grab hold of the good we find in this world.” George fixed a long stare on the man who had walked beside him for more than three decades.

      “I shall remind you of that next time you claim I have hogged all the blankets.” Ambrose winked at George, and the large man’s shoulders heaved in silent laughter at some private joke.

      “I am grateful to have both of you. It eases the loss of Mother and Father a fraction.” Fern had an abundance of love for the couple. They were a splendid example of a long-lasting romance that had weathered the many storms life threw at them. The challenges and prejudices they faced could have made them bitter. Instead, they made them stronger.

      Ambrose rose from his chair and tugged the blanket closer around his shoulders. “While the flowers are gorgeous to behold, unless they are going to start singing or dancing, I am off to my bed. I need a few hours of beauty sleep before I greet the morning.”

      George also stood and collected the empty mugs. He paused beside Fern. “Are you going to stand guard all night or go to bed as well?”

      “I will stay a little longer before I must cut the flowers.” Fern almost whispered the last three words, worried the plant might hear her and snap its blooms shut and sulk.

      “We shall see you at breakfast, then,” George said.

      They said their goodnights, and the two men returned to the house. Silence draped itself around Fern. On her cushion, she hugged her knees to her chest and stared at the luminous petals. Invisible to her eye, moon dust settled on the stalk and its stigma to pollinate the flower. If she gave the pistil to a magic caster or alchemist to brew her a potion to point to her heart’s desire, who or what would she find?
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      When a chill settled in Fern’s bones and wouldn’t budge, and her eyelids grew heavier, she realised the time had come to harvest the rare blooms. She slid one hand under the fabric bundled in the basket and lifted out her secateurs. Still, her hand hesitated, reluctant to pluck what had taken years to form.

      “This will keep us in cheese for a month,” she reminded herself.

      They needed to eat, and the flowers would enable that. Reassuring herself that the plant would have many more flowers in the months and years to come, Fern cut the three open blooms before she changed her mind. Then she placed them in the basket and draped the fabric over them.

      “I shall see you tomorrow night,” she whispered to the six remaining closed buds.

      Back in the house, Fern toed off her boots and made her way to her study with its view of the garden. The shelves were full of leather-bound books, and delicate botanical drawings were pinned to the walls.

      She set the basket down on her desk and ensured the curtains remained tightly drawn so that no light would ruin the nocturnal flowers. Then she lit two candelabra and placed them on either side of her desk. The unique scent of the blooms filled the small room. A salty odour, as though they had been drawn from the ocean, but with an underlying tang of lemon.

      Before reaching for her sketchbook and pencil, Fern drew a deep breath of the refreshing fragrance that reminded her of a long-ago trip to the ocean with her father. The aroma would go in her notes about the plant. Pulling back the cotton, she placed the flowers before her and drew, capturing every intricate detail of the moon-kissed structures.

      She lost herself in her work. First drawing the flowers. Then she preserved one bloom between sheets of parchment in the press. Finally, she drew out a sharp knife and carefully sliced the pistil free from the two remaining flowers. They were laid on a plate to dry in a dark vented cupboard. The flowers were bound with string and hung upside down in the cupboard above the pistils. Every part of the flower would be sold to those who brewed potions with the rare ingredients.

      Satisfied with her work, Fern blew out the candles and sought her bed for a few hours’ sleep.
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      The next morning, Fern startled awake as the sun thrust its way between her curtains.

      “No! The flowers!” Thinking she had nodded off at her desk, she flung out her arms, ready to defend the nocturnal blooms with her body. Only to discover she was wrestling her blankets.

      Having been rudely jolted from sleep, she didn’t see much sense in lying in bed. Once dressed, she padded down to the kitchen. She paused on the threshold to the heart of their home. Nobles could have their cold dining rooms with footmen standing sentry. Fern and her uncles preferred to have breakfast in the kitchen, with its row of mullioned windows overlooking the garden that caught the morning sun and the slate floor soaking up the warmth.

      George sat at the old oak table in the middle of the kitchen, nursing a large mug of coffee as he read the newspaper.

      Mrs Bentley stood at the range. “Take a seat, my dear. Your uncle will serve.” She used a wooden spoon like a conductor used a baton and pointed from Fern to table to Ambrose, who stood by the window watching birds splash in the small pond.

      “Ready to serve, Mrs B.” Ambrose turned and slid his hands under two plates. One was deposited in front of Fern as she took her seat. The other plate was placed before George.

      Fern picked up her cutlery and used her knife to lift the slices of bacon aside to reveal a bright-yellow egg perched on a thick slab of toast.

      As they ate breakfast, conversation roamed over several topics. They settled on the one subject where George and Ambrose disagreed and which resulted in gentle argument. George, ever the pragmatist, was a student of science. While Ambrose, with his more romantic soul, championed the cause of alchemy and magic.

      “The annual census of dragon numbers has been published, and yet again, there are fewer than last year. Tell me, George, what is responsible if not some malevolent magical force?” Ambrose waved a buttered crumpet at the column on one page of the open newspaper. The list detailed sightings in each district.

      George snorted and lowered his cutlery. “Simple. Overhunting by humans, accidents, loss of habitat, and disease. There’s no need for any of your fanciful ideas about curses. The creatures serve no practical purpose whatsoever, and their time on this earth has simply run out.”

      Fern chewed her toast and couldn’t decide if she sided with Ambrose or George. The child within her was fascinated by dragons and found the idea of their very existence magical, just like Ambrose did. The botanist within her agreed that more mundane reasons were probably behind the dwindling numbers. Sometimes, a plant reached the end of its lifespan and sank back into the ground. Like annuals that only enjoyed one summer basking in the sun.

      George swallowed a mouthful of bacon before continuing. “If dragons truly were magical like you insist, why don’t they just conjure up a solution to their problems?”

      Ambrose blew out an exasperated sigh and set down the remains of his crumpet so he could gesture with his hands. “Magic, like all things, has its limits. Perhaps dragons cannot cure whatever ails their species themselves, but need someone else to do it.”

      “If the three witches can’t come up with a cure, then your scaled friends are doomed.” George huffed, the sound laced with scepticism.

      The three witches were a trio of local sisters who could cast magic and who bore an uncanny resemblance to the crones from Macbeth. Fern wondered if anyone in government had sought their advice about the dragon problem. Probably not.

      She mulled over the slow disappearance of the majestic creatures, that had first been noticed some years ago. It seemed as though magic and science were two ends of a see-saw. As factories rose with chimney stacks stabbing the air and belching coal smoke, dragons were lost from the sky and returned to the earth.

      “Couldn’t we find balance in this, like we discussed last night with commerce and nature? There must be a way for science and magic to co-exist. Otherwise, we lose something when one seeks to erase the other,” Fern said.

      George took a deep drink of his coffee before speaking. “Such is the way of the world. Science pulls back the curtain from things once considered magical or mysterious, and we discover the rational explanation behind it. Like how salt added to pork gives us bacon. As a child, you thought bacon was magic. Now you are older, and you know it is created by a scientific process.”

      Ambrose shook his head at his partner and tsked under his breath. “And when everything is rational and scientific, what a cold and uninspired world we shall live in. Don’t ever let go of magic, Fern, no matter what men like George say. Or how much they try to sway you with bacon.”

      Fern liked bacon and was thankful that some inventive person discovered that salted pork, once thinly sliced, became the most delicious thing to eat. She also marvelled every time she heard the heavy wing beat of a dragon in the distance. Why couldn’t scientific discovery and the wonder of magic both have a place in their world like they did in her heart?

      That made her think of chocolate-covered bacon. That would be both scientific and wondrous.

      After breakfast, Fern headed out to her greenhouse that hunkered along one side of the embracing wall. She collected her leather gloves, a trowel, and a wheelbarrow. With her favourite tool in hand she set to work, kneeling amongst the vibrant flora as though she explored a miniature jungle. The sun warmed her back as she carefully weeded around delicate plants and ensured they had room to grow and flourish. Over-exuberant shrubs were given a light prune so that every plant had its chance to thrive. A camellia with yellowing leaves needed a drink of water mixed with Epsom salts.

      As she worked, Fern’s thoughts lingered on the breakfast conversation. “Why can’t magic and science work together?” she asked an aquilegia with blooms the colour of strong coffee.

      Just then a shadow passed overhead, causing her to look up. A dragon flew high above. Its body was the size of a large carriage, and pale-blue scales on its belly blended with the sky and clouds. Only its movement and the slight difference in hue made it visible. Powerful wings carried the creature towards the surrounding forest. Fern paused, transfixed by the sight.

      Regardless of what George believed, how could anyone say such a creature was only flesh and blood? There had to be something magical about their very existence. She couldn’t recall the last time a dragon had been spotted so close to the village. Possibly not since her father died.

      Sadness trickled through her that dragons would soon be lost from their world. Why did no one seem to care? While the annual census noted the decline in numbers, no scientists were investigating the reasons why. They were too busy playing with electricity and the new-fangled steam engines.

      “Perhaps George is right,” she said to the retreating shape. “The time of myth is over, and the era of industry will take your place.”

      Why did that idea make her eyes mist with tears? She blinked them away. There was nothing else for it. She would have to figure out why dragons were disappearing, using the same process she used with a sick shrub. That meant identifying any pests that might be attacking the root or leaves, and finding the ideal spot and conditions to allow it to thrive. Dragons might simply need relocating to a new home that better met their needs, or a bit of fertiliser.

      “I will ask Ambrose for books on the topic.” Flora was her area of particular interest, but she would branch out into fauna if it meant saving the rare creatures.

      As the day wore on and Fern laboured in the extensive garden, sweat and grime trickled over her muscles. When the sun moved past its zenith and nudged into late afternoon, she decided it was time to move indoors.

      “I need a bath,” she muttered as she sniffed one armpit, then peeled off her gardening gloves to examine dirt-streaked hands. The callouses and roughened skin of her palms were a far cry from the delicate, pampered hands expected of a young woman of her breeding. But they were a testament to the life she had forged for herself.

      Fern toed off her dirty boots at the door and entered the kitchen on her stocking-clad feet. Mrs Bentley and her oldest daughter, Alice, were busy preparing dinner. The housekeeper turned and waved the ever-present large knife at Fern’s head. “You’ll be needing a bath.”

      Mrs Bentley might be small of stature but no one, not even George, crossed her. Especially when she was wielding the knife.

      “That was exactly my plan, Mrs Bentley. I will get the bath down if you’ll start heating water, please,” Fern said, as she walked towards the narrow door to the laundry attached to the kitchen.

      The laundry had the same worn slate floor as the kitchen and one square window set in the middle of the wall. The old glass allowed light to penetrate, but it presented a distorted and bubble-filled view if you tried to peer through it. In one corner of the room stood the enormous wooden barrel with a crank attached that turned paddles to agitate the washing within. It was an ingenious creation devised by George that made the arduous task of laundry slightly less back-breaking. Next to the barrel was the mangle, a piece of equipment that could have been stolen from a torture chamber. The metal rollers squeezed water from clothing and sheets before they were hung on the line to dry in the sun.

      A tin bath hung on a hook on the wall beside the door. Since it wasn’t heavy, just bulky, Fern stood on an old ladder-back chair to fetch it down. She set the bath under the square window. Next, she found a bar of soap in the cupboard and a clean towel, laying them out on the chair she had positioned next to the tub.

      Alice carried hot water from the kitchen and poured it into the tub.

      “I’ll go upstairs and fetch some clean clothes,” Fern called to Mrs Bentley as she headed across the kitchen.

      “Oh no you won’t. Sit yourself down right there. Alice will fetch you a dressing gown.” Mrs Bentley commanded her daughter when she returned the empty pot.

      “I shall take over from Alice filling the bath, then.” Fern grabbed a hand towel and folded it into quarters, ready to insulate her hands against the hot handles.

      “Sit. Down.” Mrs Bentley enunciated each word slowly and didn’t need the knife to convey she wouldn’t be defied.

      “I feel useless,” Fern complained as she dropped into the closest chair, unwilling to risk the ire of the older woman.

      “Your sort are supposed to be useless.” The housekeeper chuckled.

      “Noble or dirty?” Fern wasn’t sure which sort she was in her current state.

      “Both. I’ll not have you dropping dirt on my freshly beaten rugs and swept floors. What would your uncle say if he saw you carting water for a bath?” She set another pot to boil.

      Fern’s Uncle Ambrose would expect her to help. Therefore, Mrs Bentley must mean her other uncle—her father’s older brother…the earl. “Given the earl has declared me persona non grata, he wouldn’t say a word since I no longer exist to him.”

      The housekeeper stared at her for a long moment, then she laughed. “Get away with you.” She flapped the cloth in her hands, as though Fern was an errant chicken in need of shooing out of the vegetable patch.

      Alice soon returned with the robe and carted pots back and forth between the kitchen and washhouse. Fern studied the dragon census and swallowed her guilt at not helping.

      “All done,” Alice announced some time later.

      “Thank you.” Fern set aside the newspaper and shut herself in the washroom before shedding her dirty clothes to the floor. She sighed as she stepped into the steaming tub and settled her long frame into the small space. The first thing she did was immerse her head to wash the sweat from her scalp.

      Her mother and Ambrose both had flame-red hair. In Fern, the red had been tempered by the dark and earthy colouring of the Oakbys. As a result, her hair was a deep brown shot through with auburn. For convenience, she kept her hair cropped short, and it curled by her nape. Short hair meant she didn’t have to manage fancy hairstyles, and it was less annoying when working outside in all sorts of weather.

      Once her hair was washed and rinsed, Fern turned her attention to the rest of her. The water had gone tepid and murky with soil by the time she climbed out and dried herself, checking her arms for any sign of sunburn. She had been cursed with the Reid family pale skin that burned easily, and she grew an aloe vera plant to soothe any angry patches she discovered after too long outside. Satisfied that she didn’t need to break a leaf today for the healing sap, she slipped into the dressing gown and padded back through the kitchen.

      “You look as red as Mr Reid’s hair.” Mrs Bentley chuckled as she opened the oven door to check on dinner.

      “Blasted skin. I wish I had the darker colouring of Father and you, Mrs Bentley. Then I wouldn’t burn so easily,” Fern grumbled.

      “If you didn’t burn, you would never come back inside.” The older woman winked.

      Fern laughed. The housekeeper had a point. She was happiest outside, and only the wrath of the sun drove her inside. “I could always start carrying a parasol like a proper lady?”

      Mrs Bentley and Alice both snorted in laughter, and even Fern chuckled at the idea of her behaving proper.
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      Fern skipped through the kitchen into the main part of the house and then headed up the stairs to her bedroom. From the open wardrobe, she selected a fresh dress. One of plain cream muslin, which had no embellishment apart from a row of tiny lavender heads embroidered along the hem. She didn’t wear trousers all the time but enjoyed the freedom to choose whatever clothing suited her mood and activity.

      Returning downstairs, still with bare feet, Fern entered the cosy parlour at the front of the house. Ambrose sat in a chair, catching the last of the fading sun. A large book was open on his lap.

      “Ah, my favourite person!” Ambrose greeted her with a theatrical flourish.

      “I thought George was your favourite person?” She wondered what it took to remain devoted to someone for over thirty years. How many arguments had erupted and been resolved over the decades? Her only experience had proven love to be a shallow and fleeting thing.

      A rare frown crossed Ambrose’s handsome face. “Not currently. He used my periodical to squash a spider. Which ruined both the spider’s day and my reading material. After your bath you look positively radiant, as though you are ready to attend a ball. Just like Cinderella.” He put a bookmark on the page and closed the book to give her his full attention.

      “No dance outside of our village would admit me, even if I possessed a magical gown.” Fern flopped to the sofa closest to her uncle and tucked her feet up under her in yet another scandalous behaviour of hers—bare feet on the sofa. Once society had painted her as a fallen woman, she decided to lean into the reputation.

      Ambrose’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Isn’t it freeing though, when you no longer give a fig what a bunch of stuffy old matrons in London think?”

      Once, as a wide-eyed debutante, she had thought her world revolved around what those matrons thought of her. Then the illusion of love had shattered that regard.

      “I find trousers freeing.” Fern circled a patch on the arm of the sofa with a fingertip.

      Ambrose chuckled. “Trousers are far more practical, if unseemly, to walk the thorny path you have chosen. But George and I worry that you might be lonely stuck out here in Drake’s Bend.”

      Fern snorted. “I don’t have time to be lonely. My occupation keeps both my mind and hands busy. That is more than most noble women can say.” Her muscles ached with the weariness of a day’s labour in the garden. If she fell into bed exhausted each night, she didn’t have time to consider if her life lacked anything else.

      “Mind, body, and soul, Fern.” He touched his head, torso, and then moved his hand to the left side of his chest. “What of your heart? Do you not wish to find a special someone?”

      She had. Once. It did not end well. “I have tasted love and found it a bitter fruit.”

      Ambrose’s keen hazel gaze fixed on her, and he rested his chin on one raised hand. “You loved, but you were not loved in return by that…cad. When you find a love such as your father and Delfie had, or George and I…” His voice trailed off, and a faraway look entered his eyes. “Well, you face obstacles together. You do not use the other person in such a cruel fashion.”

      “What is done is done, Uncle, and I can’t regret it. What sort of life would I have led as a noble wife, anyway? My sole occupation would be embroidering handkerchiefs and breeding. Reading a horticultural magazine would have been the closest I would have been allowed to gardening. My days an empty parade of shallow social events. No, I rather think Lord Talbot made the best choice for both of us.” She had read the newspapers. Indeed, in those first months when the wound to her heart was raw, she couldn’t help herself. She devoured every detail of the highly anticipated wedding of the man she once loved to a ridiculously wealthy and haughty woman. Then her replacement exceeded all expectations by producing an heir, a spare, and a girl in just five short years.

      “You should have friends your own age.” It seemed her uncle was not done with the topic.

      Fern squirmed on the sofa. “I have many friends in Drake’s Bend.”

      That loving but sharp gaze never wavered from her face. “You know what I mean. The trio, as bewitching as they are, are not the sort of friends I mean. You are young and should be off having wild adventures with a group of friends.”

      “Firstly, I rather think one wild adventure was quite enough, thank you. Secondly, a group of friends? I’d struggle to find even one. We both know that no well-bred woman could dare to be seen with me, or she would be tainted by the stench of scandal that will always cling to me.” When her uncle, the earl, had sponsored her debut in London, Fern had been surrounded by new friends. But it transpired those relationships were as delicate and easily damaged as camellia petals.

      Before Ambrose could muster an argument for her venturing beyond the village’s boundary in search of companions, Fern jumped to her feet. “I like the friends I have in the village. None of them judge me for either my behaviour or trouser wearing.”

      Ambrose arched a pale reddish-blond eyebrow but let the matter rest.

      After a quiet dinner, George placed a mug of hot chocolate in her hands, and Ambrose shooed her out of the dining room. It was her routine to spend the evenings in her study, engrossed in the latest horticultural news from around the world while the two men played chess or backgammon.

      Tonight, their conversation about dragons declining in numbers sparked a memory. She pulled down a bundle of her father’s old notebooks. The books detailed his travels around the world and his botanical findings. Sorting through them, she found the last one that had been beside him on the desk at the time of his death.

      Fern read and re-read her father’s journals, hoping for some clue as to what happened that fatal day. Hope burned inside her that one day, she could clear her father’s name. Others believe he took his own life by drinking a poisonous concoction, unable to carry on without his beloved wife. Fern suspected another hand had slipped the toxin into his tea.

      If only she could prove it.

      Opening the cover, she traced a fingertip over the drawing on the front page—a dragon curled around a rowan tree. Not just any sub-species of rowan tree either, but the rare Sorbus celmsgeul. Its scientific name drawn from two old words. Cèl, meaning mystic or hidden, and sgeul, or story. Commonly, it was known as the kelmsgale.

      That tree had been the reason her father had settled in the quiet little village. At its heart stood an ancient specimen that had seen kings rise and fall. The tree was the last of five that had formed a natural nemeton.

      Tucked into the notebook was a large sheet of folded paper. Fern laid it on the desk to reveal a map of England. Over its surface, her father had drawn the known stands of kelmsgales in a deep-green ink. Trees were painted over in silver as they died or were cut down. Now, the map seemed to identify ghosts as silver spectres lingering near waterways and lakes. Only a few vibrant specimens, further away from populated areas, were left.

      Notes were scribbled in the accompanying book. Some were cryptic, as though he feared who might be peering over his shoulder. Fern couldn’t shake the belief that there was a connection between her father’s death and what he had been studying. The particular type of rowan had always fascinated him, and they had tried, unsuccessfully, to grow seedlings.

      “Dragon numbers diminish, as do the kelmsgales. Did Father find a connection?” Fern traced the outline of the remaining tree in Drake’s Bend. Once, it and its companions had grown at the edges of the village green. Five trees like the points on a star.

      She turned to the back of the notebook, and just before the blank pages, an ugly scar marred the book. Four pages had been torn out. The jagged stubs of paper jutted up like broken twigs.

      George thought they were simply pages where her father made a mistake and he tore them out and tossed them on the fire. Ambrose entertained Fern’s more fanciful idea—that whoever poisoned her father took the pages with them.

      But what secret about the kelmsgales had been worth her father’s life?

      She turned back to a coded page she couldn’t decipher and studied the neat script as she drank her hot chocolate. When letters and symbols marched across the page in tune to her weariness, Fern folded up the map and closed the notebook, putting it back on the shelf.

      “I wish you had confided in me, Father,” she murmured to whatever ghosts might linger in the room.

      She called out goodnight to her uncles on her way past the drawing room, where the two men engaged in an intense game of backgammon. Then she made her way up the staircase to her bedroom.

      As she undressed and climbed under the blankets, Ambrose’s words drifted through her mind. You should have friends your own age.

      Yes, she admitted from under the security of a pile of blankets. She would like one true friend. Someone who understood her, and who didn’t judge her against the ridiculous standard that some man had come up with. But any such person would have to be as damaged as her, and she wouldn’t wish such a fate on anyone simply to fill the void in her life.
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      The next morning over breakfast, the family discussed their plans for the day.

      “I’m going to see Ben. I need a part made for the trolley I’m building,” George said. Ben was the local blacksmith, and the trolley was something Fern had requested to make it easier to move larger potted plants in her greenhouse.

      George might have been born noble, but he had the soul of an inventor and liked nothing better than to use his hands to create things. A trait much appreciated by their household.

      “I have an article to finish writing for the Midnight Chronicle,” Ambrose said as he sipped tea. He earned a small income by penning articles and stories for the seditious periodical that gave a voice to those who society tried to silence.

      Fern munched the last piece of her toast and then licked her fingers. There was much she wanted to get done today. “I’m off to see the Moray sisters. The cuttings I have for them now have enough growth to plant out.”

      “Let’s reconvene at supper time.” George gulped the last of his coffee as he rose from his chair. He claimed a swift kiss from his partner and then strode out the door.

      Fern followed behind, slipping out the kitchen and heading for her greenhouse. There, she carefully placed three pots in her basket and used an old shawl to stop them from banging against one another. She had received the cuttings of a rare blue rose by post, and had managed to get them to strike. The stems now had sufficient leaf and root that they could be planted in a sheltered spot.

      With the plants secure, she walked back through the garden and out the side gate to the packed dirt yard before the stables. Then she wandered along the drive and past the smaller cottage that housed the Bentley family of six. The Bentleys took care of Nemython House and its residents.

      Fern’s home occupied the south-west corner of Drake’s Bend. Rowan Oakby had purchased the home thirty years ago and brought his bride to the village surrounded by dense forest and lush meadows.

      In no hurry, Fern closed her eyes to listen to the lyrical birdsong as she trod the familiar road. She played an old game, taught to her by her father. Drawing a deep breath, she tried to identify the sweet fragrances swirling in the air.

      “Phlox, sweet pea, and alyssum,” she muttered before opening her eyes and scanning the greenery for the wildflowers.

      A deep-pink sweet pea clamoured over a willow fence and turned its face to the sun. Phlox of the palest pink and white alyssum were scattered among the taller grasses at the side of the road that bordered the river. The waterway meandered through the middle of the village, and Fern approached the southern bridge. Her footsteps rang out on the wood as she crossed over to follow the road on the other side.

      Not far along the east bank, bordered by the river on one side and the forest on the other, were the picturesque cottages occupied by the three sisters. Two dwellings with white-washed walls nestled close to each other, and were enclosed by a stone fence. The garden was a riot of spring colour and greenery, with flowers and vegetables grown alongside each other. Chickens scratched in the dirt, weeding and fertilising as they searched for insects and seeds.

      Fern walked up the path and found the trio sitting on a bench in the sun. The Moray sisters were affectionately referred to as the three witches, given their similarity to the crones in Macbeth. They all possessed the ability to cast magic, and they used their skills to help the locals in different ways.

      Despite the warmth in the sun, the women were wrapped in woollen shawls of muted purple, navy blue, and an earthy green. Their hair had turned a pure white, and their faces were lined with years of knowledge and experience. No one knew exactly how old they were, since there was no one to ask as they were by far the oldest residents of the village. They were rumoured to be triplets, and while similar in appearance, they were still different. As though the lives they had lived and decisions they had made had altered identical clay to produce three different pots.

      “Good morning!” Fern called out as she approached.

      “Did you see the dragon yesterday, Fern? I think it was the largest we’ve had hereabouts in five years,” Nona said. The eldest of the three, or she certainly acted as the oldest, Nona was also the tallest. Which meant she barely came up to Fern’s shoulder.

      Before Fern could answer, Decima, the middle sister, shook her head. “It’s been longer than that. It’s ten years since Drake’s Bend last saw one of such a size. Why, three men could have ridden on its back with space between them to lay out a picnic.”

      The third and youngest crone, Morda, with the milky gaze of blindness, let out a sigh. “I remember as a wee girl when they were a common sight in the skies around Drake’s Bend. Back then, some used to land right on the village green to bathe in the river. We children would sit on the bridge and watch.”

      “That must have been a marvellous sight.” Fern sat on the grass at their feet as the women reminisced. How she would love to see a dragon paddling along the river. She wondered what ducks made of such much larger companions. “It’s a shame they no longer sun themselves in the village.”

      “It’s not just dragons disappearing. My hands don’t hold as much magic as they once did. I can hardly summon enough motes to light a candle these days.” Nona stared at her arthritis-gnarled hands.

      Motes were the base material of magic. Nona once explained to Fern that just like dust motes, teeny wisps of magic danced in the air. Those with the gift could both see the golden motes and pluck the glowing specks from the air and mould them to do their bidding. If you were powerful enough, and could gather enough of them, spectacular things were possible.

      “I’m not sure you were ever the brightest flame, Nona.” Morda cackled and slapped her sister on the back.

      Ten years ago, Morda, who was gifted with the sight, had taken Fern’s hand and plucked a mote from the air to cast a vision of what awaited her in London. The crone had warned Fern to guard both her heart and her tongue. Advice she had disregarded. Never again would she ignore the warnings of the old women.
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      As the women spoke of old memories, a faded one rose to the surface of Fern’s mind. Her mother’s face, laughing as she helped her young daughter dig in the soil. Sadly, no amount of magical motes was powerful enough to bring back lost loved ones. Fern breathed out the lingering sadness left by her memory and smiled at the banter as the sisters bickered back and forth. Under the teasing, they obviously cared for each other deeply.

      “Wait until the kelmsgale flowers. Then we will be able to harvest enough motes to last us through winter,” Decima said.

      The flowers of the kelmsgale were said to release a pollen that contained tiny specks of magic. Except only those with the gift could see the phenomenon. The witches would collect motes in jars and store them on shelves to use when needed. Fern wished she could see both the amazing spectacle of the rare tree exhaling magic with its flowers, and the specks trapped like fireflies in jars.

      “I have the blue roses for you, Nona.” Fern lifted the scarf from around the pots and cuttings in the basket. “They should put down good growth over summer and will flower in another year or two.”

      “You are a treasure, Fern. Help me up, and we can find the best spot for them.” Nona leaned on her cane.

      Fern stood and took the old woman’s arm, helping her to her feet. Nona was the healer of the trio. She had asked Fern to try to obtain a blue rose because of the healing properties of the hips left after the rare blooms had dropped their petals. It had taken her many months to barter with the gardener who protected the only blue rose in England, Rosa caeruleus. The canny horticulturists had demanded an equally rare specimen from Fern in exchange for five lengths of stem. She had sent him the sole cutting of the lunanavis she had managed to grow. Fortunately, all five cuttings she had received in exchange had struck roots and then tiny leaves had sprouted. Two were now growing in Fern’s garden, the other three were for Nona.

      “I think against the cottage would be a good spot. They will receive plenty of sun, and the stone will keep their roots cool.” Fern gestured to the lush border that ran the length of the larger cottage that Decima and Morda shared. “If I place them either side of the kitchen door, you could give them a little extra water in the morning.”

      Once they decided on a spot, it didn’t take her long to have the cuttings in their new home. Morda and Decima approached as she finished. Morda reached out a hand and Fern took it.

      The old woman leaned in close, her head barely reaching Fern’s chest. Her bony fingers tightened in the fabric of Fern’s sleeve as she tugged her lower. “You are nearing a fork in the road, child. If you want answers, you must walk a dark and dangerous path.”

      The seer’s words rippled cold through Fern. She had so many questions. Primarily which path would lead her into the dark so she could avoid it? She placed her dirt-stained hand over a gnarled one and managed a smile as she asked, “Is the other path one of ease and comfort? Because I’d rather take that one if it’s an option.”

      Decima and Nona chortled behind them while Morda tightened her grip on Fern’s hand. “Nothing worthwhile was ever easily won. You, Fern Oakby, would never be content with luxury and laziness.”

      Fern kissed a wrinkled cheek. “You are probably right about that, Morda.” But she wouldn’t object to a little occasional luxury.

      Waving goodbye to the sisters, Fern carried on along the road with her now-empty basket, and over the northern bridge into the centre of the village with its row of shops. She purchased a few items Mrs Bentley had requested from the general store, and with a full basket, she wandered to the village green nestled in the curve of the river.

      Fern’s gaze was drawn to the kelmsgale tree. The ancient specimen stood tall by the river. Its boughs spread out, and its dense leaves offered shelter from sun and rain. The tree flowered for only a few days once a year in late summer, with golden blooms shaped like a cupped hand and similar to a magnolia. The village always celebrated the event each year, but it was some months away yet.

      As she walked past the stumps that were all that remained of four other kelmsgales, recent conversations weighed on her mind. The diminishing dragon numbers. The loss of kelmsgales. The witches losing their magic.

      For millennia, dragons and magic had been an integral part of life, not just in Drake’s Bend, but across England. The thought of losing such wondrous things saddened Fern deeply, even if George and others said it was natural. As science and industry rose and made England great, dragons and magic receded like the tide.

      She tried to convince herself that George was right. As science explained more about how their world worked, the veil of mystery was pulled aside and magic retreated from whence it came. Like a spider startled by a curtain being flung open and throwing a dark room into light.

      She approached the tree and sat with her back to the rough bark, facing the river. The old sentinel was the heart of their village. Her father had estimated it to be at least five hundred years old. Now, it was the last one left for many miles.

      The spring breeze teased tendrils of her hair. Tilting her head back, Fern gazed at the bright-green foliage. She tried to imagine the days gone by when entire families of dragons had bathed in the river before climbing up the bank to sleep in the circle of ancient trees. It was, after all, how the village came by its name. The area was so called because of the dragons who frequented this particular curve in the river.

      Or they did. Decades ago.

      While those in London marvelled at modern advancements and machines, Fern mourned what was lost in the wake of progress. Why couldn’t there be a way to safeguard precious flora and fauna, even as they marched onwards through the nineteenth century? If scholars were so enlightened and intelligent, surely they could determine how to preserve the most magical parts of their world so future generations could also marvel at them?

      It struck her as odd that the kelmsgales seemed to wither and die alongside dragons. But that didn’t make any sense—fauna did not affect flora in such a manner. How could the old tree have any responsibility for the loss of dragons or vice versa? Not unless the creatures were stripping the trees to nubs, or destroying their roots. Or perhaps the trees were poisoning the dragons. But there was no evidence of any of that. Nor would dragons of old have lounged under the spreading boughs after swimming in the river if the tree were toxic to them.

      Nor did any of it explain the waning of magic. While the pollen released some motes into the air, it augmented the natural magic already floating around, unseen by most of the population. It wasn’t like the flowers were the only source of magical motes. Wasn’t it?

      Then an idea made her sit bolt upright. What if there was a connection? Could the slow fading of magic be responsible for the death of both the trees and mythical creatures?

      An image shimmered in her mind. Her father’s notebook with its drawing of a dragon curled around a rowan. But what if they were only two sides of a triangle, and the third was magic?

      “Had you made a similar connection, Father?” Fern whispered to the silent tree.

      But even if Rowan Oakby had been investigating the loss of the kelmsgales and however they might be impacted by dragons or magic, how could that have resulted in his death?

      “Who would murder someone over a tree?” she murmured to her father’s spirit, wherever it might linger. There was one mystery science still couldn’t explain—what happened once a soul left its mortal remains?

      Not finding any answers to her multitude of questions among the rustle of foliage or the burble of water, Fern picked up her basket and wandered home.
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      The next morning, a stack of mail awaited Fern when she took her place at the kitchen table. A steady flow of correspondence came to their corner of rural England. Mostly Fern received orders from head gardeners of grand estates who needed a rare plant to grace their master’s garden or conservatory. Sometimes, they ordered seeds or cuttings to grow on themselves. Such as when she exchanged the lunanavis cutting for stems of the blue rose.

      Other requests were from apothecaries and alchemists who required the rare and sometimes dangerous plants she grew as ingredients for their spells and potions. Occasionally, botanists who had known her father wrote to enquire if she would consider selling his collection, or part with a specimen the scholar simply had to have.

      And sometimes…somebody reached out with an intriguing flora-related problem that had flummoxed their staff. Today, one such letter was nestled among the orders. She mulled over the short paragraph written in a neat hand devoid of any flourishes.

      “What are you staring at so intently, Fern?” Ambrose asked.

      She waved the thick paper through the air. “Lord Warrington asks me to investigate a patch of dead ground cover and hedging on his estate. Apparently his head gardener has replaced both, more than once, but they continue to expire. He wants it fixed urgently before some fancy house party next month. I will head out there today.”

      “His estate isn’t too far away. A two-hour ride at most, is it not?” Ambrose said.

      George huffed. “It’s going to rain this afternoon. Be prepared to stay overnight. Even Warrington wouldn’t throw you out during a storm.”

      “I’ll pack what I need.” Her fingers drummed against the worn wooden table as she made a list in her mind of what to take. The other letters could wait until she returned, either later that evening or tomorrow.

      After a hearty breakfast, Fern went to her study and grabbed a thick journal of her father’s that detailed sicknesses and pests that blighted plants in their district. In her room, she surveyed her wardrobe with a critical eye. She caressed a silk gown, a relic from her season in London. Closing the wardrobe door, she reached for a pair of sturdy trousers, a practical linen shirt in a deep cream, and a tweed waistcoat.

      A small, rebellious smile twitched at the corners of her lips as she considered the scandalised expressions her attire provoked outside their secluded community. She had little patience for the superficial constraints of their society, and today was no exception.

      “Stodgy old biddies can tut all they like. I won’t be bound by their antiquated notions of what I can wear when there is honest work to be done,” Fern muttered.

      With nimble fingers, she secured her shirt cuffs and buttoned up the waistcoat. She grabbed a swirling, long woollen coat from the hook behind her door. It would offer some protection from wind and rain if George’s prediction of a storm transpired.

      Next, she packed a change of clothes, in case she got dirtier than usual on the job. Satisfied with everything she had shoved into her voluminous satchel, Fern headed back down the stairs and through the kitchen. She hoped Lord Warrington had deep pockets to pay for her time and expertise.

      Before heading to the stables, Fern detoured to the greenhouse to grab her favourite trowel. Then she did up the buckles on the bulging leather satchel as she passed through the garden gate to where her mount waited.

      Fern had a particular love for the dark bay mare that George had acquired for her some years earlier. With a swirling white mark that started above her eyes and curved down over her nose, and one white sock, she had a gentle temperament. But she was still a mare and possessed a strong opinion about many things, which endeared her even more to Fern.

      William Bentley, the oldest son of Mrs Bentley, had saddled up the horse.

      “Thank you, Will,” Fern said as he passed her the reins.

      Her uncles had come out of the house to see her off. George legged her up and patted the mare as though he would miss the horse more than Fern.

      “Do you really think it will rain?” Ambrose asked George as he stared at the clear sky.

      “The last of the cheese says it does before nightfall.” George stuck out his hand.

      “Throw in the last of the walnut loaf and you have a deal.” Ambrose shook the offered limb to seal their bet.

      Fern swallowed her laughter, waved goodbye, and tapped her heel against the mare’s sensitive side. The horse popped into a rhythmic trot as they headed along the road and away from the village, then she urged the mare into a steady canter.

      As she rode, Fern pondered what might be causing the problems at Warrington Manor. The unexplained death of the ground cover and hedge was either something plaguing the plants or the soil. Possibly there was a third option—deliberate sabotage, but people rarely committed crimes against shrubs.

      At the halfway point in her journey, Fern slowed the mare to a walk and approached a creek that curved close to the road. The water flowed gently, and the bank was low enough for the horse to wade in for a well-deserved drink. Fern dropped to the ground and led the horse over the lush grass before tying the reins in a knot so the mare didn’t stand on them.

      While the horse bent her head to drink deeply from the pristine water, Fern walked up the bank a few paces to where a tree had been hacked down at shin height and left a comfortable place to sit. She traced a fingertip along the concentric circles. As a child, her father had told her how the story of a tree was contained inside it. The rings revealed the age of the tree, growing conditions, and even recorded events that affected the surrounding environment. But sadly, the story was only visible once a tree was felled.

      “Why were you cut down, my friend?” she asked the stump.

      There were more rings than she could count, and the tree had to have been over two hundred years old. There didn’t appear to be any evidence of disease at the outer edges. Firewood, perhaps. Travellers might have made camp, and cut the tree down to keep them warm at night and cook their supper.

      Curiosity nibbled at her to name the tree. It would seem odd to others, but she had to know why the quiet sentinel was reduced to a low piece of rustic furniture. Pushing aside the grass by her boots, Fern searched for clues. The cut had weathered but there was no sign of rot. She guessed it hadn’t been more than a year since someone took an axe to the tree. The bark appeared too similar to many other aged trees, with the grooves and gnarls earned over the passage of time. Her gaze settled on a nearby mound of grass. It might hold dead leaves from the tree that could reveal its identity.

      Fern needed to see leaves, flowers, or fruit to aid in identifying a plant. George could look at a piece of wood, run a finger along the grain, and do the same. Fern thought his ability unnerving. To her, it was like recognising someone by reading entrails, since he had to study the inside of a tree.

      Getting off the stump, she knelt on the ground and pushed aside the tufts of grass. As her hands parted the thick stalks, her fingertips skimmed a thin branch. Closing her grip, she tugged it free, hoping a few leaves clung to it still. A gasp caught in her throat as
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