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      I think it appropriate that Gnome Henge, being my first children’s book, I will dedicate it to Katerina, my first granddaughter.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Biff, where are you?’ Tiff called, looking around, trying to spot her twin brother.

      She looked up into the branches of their favourite tree, then under the mulberry bush. Biff wasn’t anywhere. Then in the back corner of the yard she spied the mushroom house – the cubby house they had carved out last spring. She climbed up its curved stairs and poked her head through the doorway.

      ‘There you are. What have you been up to?’

      ‘Nothing, but I don’t feel too good. I think I’m going to be sick.’

      ‘You ate all that honeycomb, didn’t you!’ It was more of a statement than a question. She’d seen all the sticky crumbs stuck to his shirt.

      ‘I did it for you,’ Biff groaned.

      Tiff folded her arms. ‘You ate all the honeycomb? For me?’

      Biff nodded. ‘I did it so you wouldn’t get sick too.’

      Tiff screwed up her face at his logic. ‘I reckon the honeycomb has gone to your head.’ She slouched in her chair and picked up her book.

      Biff groaned again, but Tiff wasn’t taking any notice. Biff gave up. ‘What are we going to do today?’

      ‘I thought you were sick? You should go and see the herbalist.’ Tiff turned her page and continued reading.

      ‘No way! She’ll want to feed me that thick, green potion.’ Biff sat up. ‘It’s yuck. It’ll make me sick.’

      ‘Then it won’t matter, as you’re already sick.’

      ‘And she’s got warts.’ Biff forced a smile. ‘I’m starting to feel much better now.’

      ‘See, even the idea of going to the herbalist is enough to make you better.’

      Biff had nothing to say to that. He looked around their cubby. He saw that the drawings stuck on the wall had curled-up edges, and there were leaves all over the floor, piled up in the corners. He must be really bored – or sick – if he was noticing how untidy the cubby was getting.

      ‘I’m bored,’ he said, but Tiff ignored him. ‘What are you reading?’ he asked. ‘And don’t say ‘a book’.’

      ‘It’s a bunch of tales about these creatures called ‘humans’. They live far away and do really funny things.’

      ‘Why are you reading fantasy? I thought you liked history and love stories.’

      Tiff put the book in her lap and frowned at him. ‘I have never liked love stories. And as for “fantasy” – these humans are supposed to be real. So it is history … sort of.’

      ‘I’ve never seen one.’ Biff shrugged.

      ‘Do you believe in witches and goblins?’

      ‘Of course⁠—’

      ‘Ever seen one?’

      ‘Umm, no, but⁠—’

      ‘I rest my case.’ She flicked her long, red hair back and continued reading.

      Biff considered his next words. ‘I’m bored.’

      They heard tapping from below. Biff looked at Tiff, who looked back at him meaningfully, as he was closest to the window. When he didn’t move, Tiff rolled her green eyes. She put her book down, careful to save her page with a dandelion bookmark, and stomped to the window. It wasn’t really a window – just a square cut into the curving ‘roof’ of the mushroom.

      Tiff turned with a weird look in her eyes and sat back in the chair without a word.

      ‘Well, who is it?’ Biff asked.

      Tiff looked at her brother. ‘It’s a royal messenger!’ she whispered. ‘I think you’re in BIG trouble this time.’

      ‘Me?’ he squeaked. ‘How do you know it’s a royal messenger?’

      ‘Royal hat, royal uniform, royal staff … and there’s a beetle with a royal saddle standing on the path.’

      The tapping came again – a little louder, a little longer, and perhaps with a bit more agitation.

      ‘I don’t think royal messengers like to be kept waiting.’

      Standing up, they both took a deep breath and looked out the window.

      ‘Hello,’ they called down in unison.

      The royal messenger looked up, his hat almost slipping off his head. ‘Finally. Good morning. You are Miss Tiff Stardancer and Master Biff Stardancer, I presume?’ he said, seeing the twin red-heads.

      ‘We are,’ they replied.

      ‘Very good. Then, by royal decree,’ he glanced at his scroll, ‘you have both been summoned to attend an audience with the king’s exchequer tomorrow morning on The Village Green. Good day.’ He about-turned and started to walk away importantly – tapping his staff with every swaggering step.

      ‘Wait. What did we do?’

      Being a royal messenger had its perks. One of those perks was not to have to wait when a subject was questioning a royal decree. He continued to swagger back to his waiting beetle.

      ‘I am unaware of what you have done,’ he said out loud. ‘Suffice to say I do know what you will do.’

      ‘What is that?’ they asked together.

      The royal messenger climbed into the saddle and looked down his nose at them, which was difficult to do, since they were high up in a cubby house in a mushroom. ‘The youth of today. No imagination … and no ability to do what they’re told,’ he muttered under his breath. He shook his head and tsk-tsked before gently tapping the beetle’s antennae. The beetle lurched off, the clickety-click of the its legs on the cobblestones fading as it scuttled away.

      ‘What have you done this time?’ Tiff glared at her brother. She crossed her arms and tapped her foot, awaiting an answer.

      ‘Me? Nothing … I think.’ Biff screwed up his freckled face, thinking hard.

      ‘You’re always up to mischief. Was it taking the parsnips from Farmer Dabber again?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Letting Judge Feather’s pet fireflies out again?’

      ‘Not again, nope. And you were with me the first time, so don’t get all high-and-mighty on me.’

      ‘Technicalities.’ Tiff thought hard, slumping back into her chair. ‘Well, there’s only one thing to do.’

      Biff scratched his head. ‘What’s that?’

      ‘Dig out some fine clothes to wear for tomorrow, silly.’

      ‘I’m not sure I have fine clothes,’ Biff complained, his pointy ears drooping.

      ‘For you, dear brother, anything clean will do,’ she giggled.

      

      After supper, and once Tiff was sure her clothes for tomorrow were in good repair, she went for a stroll. She liked watching the sun set and seeing the first stars come out, and the best place to view it was by the stream to the south, where she could sit on the rocks and dangle her feet in the cool water.

      The fairy kingdom, ruled by King Rubadubba, was a joyous place, a place full of magic and wonder. Fairyland, one of the many realms of Mythland, was bordered to the east by wild and barren hills, where trolls and goblins roamed. The western border had rugged mountains with giants and other nasty creatures. The great forest to the north was ruled by the aloof elves, and in the far south, at the extreme edge of Fairyland, was the ocean.

      Perhaps one day she’d follow the stream to where it met Crystal Lake and, beyond that, the ocean. Tiff had never seen the ocean before and wondered if Humanland was on the other side of it. Of course, her brother would have to come too. They rarely went anywhere without each other. They both loved Fairyland, but if the stories she read had any truth to them, there were even far bigger and more wonderous things to see.

      ‘We’ll just have to find out for ourselves,’ she said to a passing butterfly.

      ‘You’ll need wings first, though,’ it squeaked back.

      The path to the stream skirted around the base of Ferny Hill, with the Forest of Needles on the right going down to the lake shore. As Tiff walked along the path, she heard a noise coming from the ferns to her left. Stopping to investigate, she heard the noise again, a bit further back, deeper in the shadows.

      Suddenly, she turned and bolted into the edge of the forest behind her and to her right, leaving the path and stopping behind a large tree. It was dark, deep within the wild woodland. She dared go no further as she didn’t want to get lost. Tiff counted to ten to herself then silently crawled away, slowly moving back to the path but angling slightly north. When she was a few steps from the path, but still hidden by the forest undergrowth, she stopped.

      Tiff carefully picked up a small pebble. She aimed randomly across the path and threw it. Then she collected another pebble while she waited.

      Sure enough, she saw the ferns opposite twitch. Tiff tossed her second pebble a bit further from her last one. The twitching of ferns angled towards the new sound. With utmost care, she crawled out from her hiding spot and quickly crossed the path, ducking under the ferns. Silently, she followed the source of the movement in the ferns.

      Pretty soon, she could see the backside of Biff as he crawled under the ferns. Her third pebble hit him squarely on the bottom. He leapt up with a yelp, more out of surprise than pain.

      ‘That’ll teach you for trying to sneak up on me,’ Tiff sniggered.

      Biff scurried to her, joining his sister, looking sheepish. ‘I was practising. Can’t outwit you, sis.’

      ‘Of course not. Especially when you tried the very same thing last week.’

      As they sat, they heard approaching footsteps on the path.

      ‘Shh,’ they said to each other, ducking down behind the thick ferns.

      Two adult fairies walked side by side, heading towards the village square. Their wings were shiny, catching the last rays of the afternoon sun. Biff and Tiff recognised Judge Feather talking with the baker, Mister Greenleaf.

      ‘Magic in the kingdom is fading, I tell you,’ Mister Greenleaf was saying. ‘Flying is becoming a chore. There are things I could do years ago with nary a thought; now, it’s a real struggle.’

      ‘To be sure.’ The judge nodded. ‘I hear the other realms are just as bad.’

      Already their voices were fading. ‘With access to the … dimensions cut off, they … forgetting ... their … of belief is … powers magic … Underworld … Humanland.’

      Humanland! Tiff pricked up her ears when she heard the name. What does far-off Humanland have to do with magic in the realm? But no matter how much they strained their ears, Biff and Tiff could make out little else.

      Biff looked at Tiff. ‘What was all that about?’ he asked when the men had moved off.

      ‘Magic fading?’ Tiff shrugged, unsure. ‘I wonder what “access” is cut off, and to where? And what this has to do with magic? Or Humanland?’ Her green eyes went round. ‘I didn’t like the sound of “Underworld” either.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Trolls and goblins come from the Underworld, along with all manner of nasties,’ she said.

      ‘Maybe tomorrow we’ll find out at the summoning?’ Biff suggested.

      ‘Maybe. Though what we have to do with all this is beyond me.’
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        * * *

      

      The Village Green was a lush expanse of moss in the centre of the village, surrounded by a cobbled lane. In the middle was a massive circular stone. Steps that had been carved around its edge by some forgotten hand centuries ago led to a flat top. It was the ideal stage to conduct events such as this.

      Much to Tiff and Biff’s surprise, they were not the only ones who had been summoned to see the exchequer; many of their friends, and lots of other young fairies – all around the same age group – were also in attendance.

      ‘Well, this answers one thing,’ Tiff confided to her brother.

      ‘What’s that?’ Biff asked.

      ‘With this crowd, it wasn’t anything you did.’ Tiff winked. ‘This time.’

      A few more minutes passed, and the crowd grew.

      Soon, a carriage arrived, pulled by a pair of multi-coloured beetles, the sun shining off their gleaming backs. The coachman, an aged fairy, nimbly alighted and opened the carriage door with a flourish.

      Clothed in bright red and blue striped silks, the exchequer stepped down from the coach and climbed the stairs. He had a golden staff in his left hand, which he used like a walking stick. A delicate filigree of twisting vines was carved up its length, finishing at the top with the Royal Standard.

      ‘Good morning, all,’ the exchequer spoke loudly, waiting for the many conversations and whisperings to fall silent. ‘As you will know, the summer solstice is approaching, and
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