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        Come away, O human child!

To the waters and the wild,

With a faery, hand in hand,

For the world’s more full of weeping than

you can understand.
      

            
        ‘The Stolen Child’, WB Yeats
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            Changes
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         Today my life is going to change forever, thought Anna sadly as she put on the pink satin dress she had to wear for her mum’s wedding. The cosy routine of just the two of them living in the quaint two-bedroom terraced house in London’s Notting Hill was about to end.

         ‘Anna.’ She could see her mum hesitate for a fraction of a second. ‘Promise me that you’ll be okay. I want us both to enjoy the wedding and look back on it as a day to remember.’

         Anna nodded meekly, though she knew in her heart that nothing would ever be the same again.

         ‘Doug really likes you, Anna, so please just give him, and us, a chance!’

         Anna said nothing as her mum squeezed her hand. Mum marrying Douglas meant moving into his big house in Kensington. Anna would be living miles away from all her friends and would have to take the crowded Tube to school every day.

         ‘Be happy for me, Anna. Please be happy for me today of all days!’

         ‘I am,’ whispered Anna, ‘honestly I am.’

         Her mum smiled. ‘You look so pretty.’

         ‘And you look beautiful,’ said Anna, taking in her mother in her cream silk suit with her shimmering dark eyes, flawless skin and black hair pulled back softly from her long thin face. Glancing at her own hazel eyes and freckles in the mirror, Anna knew they didn’t look in any way alike.

         ‘Here’s a special present to say thanks for being the best daughter and flower girl ever,’ murmured her mum, passing Anna a blue box. Inside it was a gold star bracelet and earrings.

         ‘I love them,’ declared Anna as her mum fastened the bracelet onto her wrist.

         The wedding was small with only close family and friends gathered together in a hotel overlooking the river to witness the marriage ceremony and enjoy a fancy meal afterwards.

         Anna sat beside Douglas’s two sons, Greg and Peter, who were much older than her.

         ‘I guess we’re related now,’ joked Greg. ‘We’ll be your step-brothers.’

         Anna swallowed hard, realising she was part of a strange new family now.

         She had laughed and hugged and posed for photos till her heart ached. She had smiled as Douglas kissed her mother and her mum had shown off her glinting gold wedding ring.

         Tomorrow she was going to stay with her dad for a whole month while Mum and Douglas went on honeymoon, travelling around South America. Anna had begged, cajoled, argued and promised to be good – anything to try and persuade her mum to change her mind and let Anna come with them. But Mum and Douglas had been resolute.

         ‘You and your dad are always going on and complaining about not seeing enough of each other, well now while I am away the two of you will have plenty of time together.’

         Mum had arranged for Anna to travel with Kate, her mum’s friend, after the wedding and go and stay with her dad, who was now living in Ireland. Ever since the divorce, Anna had seen less and less of her dad as he was often away working. They’d never spent more than a few days or a week together, and now Anna had to spend a whole long endless month with him. It was so unfair, but no one cared what she thought or felt about it!

         ‘I don’t want to go to stay with Dad!’ She was still protesting angrily when they left for the airport.

         ‘Please, Anna, just try to make the most of it,’ urged her mum as they met up with Kate and said their goodbyes at Heathrow. ‘It’s only going to be for a few weeks while I’m away.’

         Anna blinked hard, trying not to cry as her mum and Douglas walked off together to check in for their flight to Brazil.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Betwixt and Between
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         Her dad was waiting for her, his tall, lanky figure standing in the middle of the crowd at the arrivals hall in Dublin Airport.

         ‘Anna!’ he shouted as he rushed towards her, flinging his bony arms around her and hugging her close in welcome.

         ‘Hi, Dad,’ said Anna, feeling suddenly shy and awkward with him.

         ‘Kate, thanks for keeping an eye on Anna for us on the flight. Roz and I both appreciate it.’

         Kate smiled at them both and said, ‘I was happy to help and it was nice to get to chat with Anna.’

         ‘Good time at the wedding?’ asked Dad vaguely as he took one of Anna’s bags and searched for his car keys in the pocket of his jeans.

         ‘It was wonderful,’ replied Kate. ‘Roz looked beautiful and the wedding went smoothly – without a hitch!’

         Anna said nothing. She had no intention of discussing Mum’s wedding in the noisy airport terminal.

         ‘If you want, I can drop you home, Kate, before Anna and I head out west,’ offered Anna’s dad.

         ‘Thanks, Rob, but I have my own car here,’ said Kate, giving Anna a hug. ‘Bye, Anna. Have a great holiday!’

         As Anna watched her mum’s friend walk away, she suddenly felt very alone, even though she was standing next to her dad. ‘How was yesterday really?’ he asked, his shoulders tense, and his eyes hidden behind a pair of dark sunglasses. ‘You okay about it?’

         Anna said nothing for a moment. Then she lied, ‘I’m fine, just fine about it all. Mum looked great – really beautiful.’

         ‘Your mother is a beautiful woman,’ her dad said thoughtfully. ‘I’m glad she’s happy.’

         Anna swallowed hard. She was still angry with her mum who, despite all Anna’s pleas and protests, had gone away for weeks to South America with Douglas, while she was stuck with her dad! There had been no place else for her to go except to stay with him and his new partner, Maggie, and her little brother who she’d hardly ever met.

         ‘I was a flower girl and had to wear a disgusting pink dress,’ she offered.

         ‘Anna, I’m sure you looked pretty as a picture.’

         Anna really didn’t want to talk about it and took out her phone and put in her ear buds, trying to find some sounds, some music to fill the silence between them. Her dad looked unsure, like he wanted to say something else to her but didn’t know where to begin.

         They stopped for a sandwich and she could see her dad begin to relax and unwind, telling her about Jack, her half-brother.

         ‘He’s changed so much since you saw him last. He was only a baby then. I can’t wait till you meet him. He’s bright and intelligent, just like you! And Maggie’s a great mother.’

         Mum’s a great mother, too, thought Anna bitterly. The more her dad chattered on about his new family, the more Anna felt alone, like an outsider entering into something where she didn’t belong.

         ‘You know, Roz getting married again, and letting us have you come and stay here for a whole four weeks with us while she’s away is great. It’s so much better than those stupid short visits, or the odd weekend or a few days here and there together during the holidays. Clock watching drives me mad! At last, we’ll finally be able to spend some time with each other, be like a proper family again. Maggie’s excited too. This summer is going to be fantastic for all of us.’

         But it’s not my family, thought Anna as she stared out the car window, feeling lost and empty.

         Green fields, stone walls, blue sky, the big flat top mountain, spiky hawthorn, seagulls, orange flowers, all whirled together. She felt dizzy, in a swirl of colour and sensations. She was so out of place.

         ‘We’ll be there in a few minutes. You can just about see Fairy Hill over there.’ Dad pointed out an old, white-washed farmhouse in the distance, with its gabled windows, nestling in the rolling tumble of greenery; it was where he and his brother and sister had grown up.

         The car slowed and swung onto the gravel of the driveway, a big dog running up along beside them.

         ‘Here we are!’ said Dad, beaming. ‘Home.’

         Anna took her time opening her seatbelt, picking up her backpack off the floor. She felt like an alien visitor who had landed in some strange, far-off country as her dad lifted her case from the back seat. The last time she had visited here was when she was about seven and her granny was still alive.

         Maggie was standing in the doorway with a small boy beside her, the big dog now at her feet, wagging his tail to greet them.

         ‘Anna! You’re warmly welcome.’ Maggie caught Anna in a big embrace, her plump, freckled arms wrapping tight around her. She smelled of apple shampoo and baking, but Anna felt so awkward wrapped in her hug. ‘Rob’s been waiting so long for this day, for you to come and visit us,’ said Maggie as she moved away from Anna.

         ‘And this is Jack,’ said her dad, swinging the small boy with the curly fair hair up into his arms.

         Anna was conscious of two inquisitive blue eyes staring into hers as the boy’s mouth opened wide in a huge laugh when her dad jigged him up and down.

         ‘Hello,’ said Anna, feeling her throat tight and her heart pounding against her chest. The last time she’d seen her half-brother he’d been almost bald, sucking a dummy, drowsy and sleepy in a buggy as she, Dad and Maggie strolled together around London’s Regent’s Park and had lunch in the café there.

         ‘This is your big sister,’ joked her dad. ‘You must always look up to her. Do you hear, scallywag?’

         Anna could sense the two pairs of adult eyes watching her, trying to analyse her reaction to this new sibling. She felt a hard lump in her throat, not wanting to give in to the feeling of utter misery that washed over her. She wished with all her heart that she was back in London instead of standing here trying to think of something nice to say.

         ‘Jack’s got so big since the last time I saw him,’ she finally managed, pasting a smile on her face.

         ‘He’s a proper little brother now,’ said her dad, hugging them both.

         The dog was pushing up right beside her too, sniffing at her leg. Anna felt suffocated.

         ‘Don’t worry, he won’t bite,’ teased her dad. ‘Bailey just wants to be patted.’

         Nervously Anna touched the big dog’s head with her fingers. Bailey lifted his big eyes and stared at her.

         Just then, up on the roof, Anna noticed a group of magpies, perched, watching them all intently. There was three, four … seven of them, like a line of black-and-white soldiers, all with their heads cocked, peering down. Anna didn’t think she’d ever seen so many of them together like that.

         ‘Come inside,’ urged Maggie. ‘You must be tired. Would you like a drink, something to eat?’

         ‘Juice and a biscuit would be fine,’ said Anna.

         The house was different from the last time she’d seen it, brighter – the old, dark brown furniture gone. Now it was all higgledy-piggledy as her mum would call it: a big blue couch with a red rug thrown over it, an assortment of various armchairs clustered around the open-plan sitting room with its view of the fields beyond. Looking around the room, she suddenly noticed that there was no television or games console. Maybe it was under something or hidden. A large, scrubbed wooden table filled half the bright, painted kitchen. Jack’s toys covered the floor.

         ‘Isn’t this place great?’ sighed her father.

         Mum would hate it, thought Anna. Hate the mess and the clutter and the fact that nothing matched. As she tried to eat a large homemade flapjack, Bailey, the dog, pushed his large body in front of her.

         ‘Just give him a nibble, a few crumbs, Anna. It’s a lot easier than trying to get rid of him.’ 

         The black nose snuffled in her lap as she let three small pieces of the delicious mixture lie there.

         ‘There you go. Now out of here!’ warned Maggie, giving the dog a shove towards the back door.

         ‘What kind of a dog is he?’

         ‘He’s a Golden Labrador. Bailey might look big, but I promise he wouldn’t hurt a fly,’ said Maggie.

         Anna wasn’t used to dogs. She’d always wanted one, but keeping a dog while there was no one home for most of the day wasn’t fair.

         ‘Jack’s mad about him.’

         Hearing his name, her small brother came and sat up beside her, waving a small green plastic dinosaur.

         ‘Dinosaurs are his thing,’ added Maggie. ‘That red box is full of them. He plays with them all day.’

         Anna put a little bit of a flapjack near the dinosaur.

         ‘Billy likes it,’ said Jack, licking the crumbs from his own fingers.

         ‘Would you like to see your bedroom?’ offered Maggie, once Anna had finished her flapjack. ‘It gets the early morning sun and the window seat is a great place to curl up with a good book – that is if you like books and reading.’

         Anna realised almost at the same time how little the two of them knew about each other – even what they liked and didn’t like. This woman, who now shared her father’s life, was an utter stranger to her.

         ‘I do like books,’ she said, ‘but I’ve only brought two with me.’

         ‘Well, there’s a library and some lovely bookshops in town. We won’t let you run out, promise.’

         The bedroom was bright and cheerful with a yellow-and-white-printed duvet, a cream-painted wardrobe and chair and a sanded floor with a rainbow-coloured rug.

         ‘You can see the sea and the mountain Ben Bulben if you lean out the window a bit,’ said Maggie.

         ‘Thanks. It’s lovely.’

         ‘We both want you to be comfortable while you are staying with us. It means a lot to your dad. You know how much he misses seeing you.’

         Anna stared at the painting on the wall above her bed. It was of a child sitting staring into a rock pool, his toes touching the water.

         ‘What with work and Jack it isn’t easy for your dad to get away to see you as much he had hoped.’

         Anna said nothing. Funny, in the reflection in the water the boy looked different and had wings, barely visible, but definitely there.

         Maggie noticed her looking at the painting. ‘Do you like it?’ she asked. ‘It’s called “Betwixt and Between”, what’s real and unreal.’

         ‘It’s very different. Did you paint it?’

         ‘No, I believe your granny painted it. My work is mostly ceramics, pottery, messy stuff! That’s why I have the barn outside as my studio. If you like, I can show you how to throw and make something.’

         ‘Thanks. That’d be great.’ Anna looked at Maggie’s freckled face and fair, almost non-existent eyelashes with her tumble of mad wavy hair and decided that, despite her mother’s words and thoughts on the particular subject of Maggie Harrison, she herself might actually get to like her.

         * * *

         That night, lying in the darkness, listening to the wind in the trees, as a wobble of moonlight sneaked through her curtain, Anna considered her situation. She had a three-year-old brother that she just had to get used to, her father’s girlfriend, a dog that kept licking and following her, and she was stranded in the middle of nowhere while her mum was off in some exotic location, without a care in the world. Anna checked to see if her mum had at least phoned or messaged her, but not a word. She was so angry and upset with her mum for abandoning her, even though she had promised that marrying Douglas wouldn’t change anything! Mum had absolutely lied because it had changed everything. She tried to message her best friends, Rachel and Emma, but the stupid phone wouldn’t work as there was no proper signal.

         Anna tossed and turned, unable to sleep, her brain racing, going over things and wondering how she had ended up here. In the half-darkness, she stared at the painting and suddenly it seemed to stir, the wings on the boy in the reflection giving the very slightest flicker. How weird. Anna sat up and stared and stared at it, but it didn’t move again. It must have been her eyes playing tricks. She really needed some sleep. Then, just as she was beginning to slip off, there was a bang as something hit off the window. Anna jumped out of bed, wide awake now, her heart thumping. As she peered out into the black, she caught a glimpse of a black shape, a bat flitting away in the darkness. How she wished she was back home in London. Frightened by the painting and the weird noise at the window, she pulled over the curtains and curled up under the duvet, shutting it all out as she tried to sleep.
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            Fairy Hill
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         Tik, Tik, Tik … The silence of the morning was broken by the sound of a blackbird right outside her window, staring in at her, as if trying to get her attention. The sun streamed onto her bed as Anna stretched lazily.

         There was a low mumble of noise from the kitchen and pulling on her sweatshirt Anna went out to get something to eat. Dad and Maggie were sitting at the table with two big bowls and some coffee.

         ‘Good morning! How did you sleep?’

         ‘Not great,’ she yawned. ‘A horrible big bat banged into the window.’

         ‘There are bats, but they’re harmless,’ Dad explained. ‘They don’t usually bang into things. Maybe it was a young one. They help keep the insect population down.’

         ‘There’s toast or cereal or I can do an egg for you,’ offered Maggie, jumping up from the table.

         ‘This homemade granola with fruit and yogurt is good,’ beamed her dad, ‘if you want to give it a try.’

         Usually, back home, breakfast was just white toast and chocolate spread eaten in a rush but this did look enticing.

         ‘Help yourself,’ said Maggie, passing Anna a blue pottery bowl from the dresser.

         ‘How about a walk around the farm and the fields after breakfast?’ suggested Dad. ‘We could go down by the lake. Do you remember it from when you were younger?’

         ‘Only a little bit,’ admitted Anna.

         ‘I suppose you were only six or seven when we used to come to stay here with your granny. She was so happy to have time with you, Anna. She really was.’

         ‘We got eggs from the hens.’ The memory came flooding back to Anna of carrying a small bucket with eggs. She could picture her granny, her hair in a bun walking beside her, showing her the hens and the cows and the sheep.

         Anna wished that she could remember better that last time the three of them had been together staying here, Mum and Dad still happy, before the fighting and arguing began.

         ‘Go and get dressed,’ urged her dad, ‘and I’ll give you the tour.’

         Anna liked walking around the farm with her dad.

         ‘You used to play there,’ he reminded her, pointing out the old barn, ‘but I’ve converted it into a studio for Maggie’s pottery.’

         The barn was now painted white, with a big new window that overlooked the courtyard. Inside, it was neat and tidy with two large dressers displaying Maggie’s pottery and ceramic work.

         ‘We’ve enlarged your granny’s vegetable garden and planted a much bigger herb garden. We’ve all kinds of plans to grow more vegetables and to produce our own solar power.’

         Anna could see a few sheep grazing in the distance and beside them was a field of bright yellow flowers. ‘That’s rapeseed,’ explained Dad. ‘I sell it to a local factory where they use it to make oil.’

         ‘Dad, are you a farmer now?’ asked Anna.

         ‘No, I’m still an engineer,’ he said. ‘The sheep are my neighbour’s, but I let him use the field. Living in Fairy Hill gives me the best of both worlds.’

         ‘Why is the house called Fairy Hill?’ Anna asked curiously.

         ‘Legend has it that this was once a fairy place. Your granny said there used to be a really big fairy ring where the fairies gathered somewhere here on the farm, and the local people tell tales of a secret fairy fort, deep in the woods, where the fairies would hide away. That is, if you believe in those things!’

         ‘Dad, do you?’

         ‘No,’ he laughed. ‘Science and fact are more my terrain, but your granny definitely did. She used to talk about the fairies sometimes, warn us to be good and not upset them.’

         ‘Where is the fairy ring?’ Anna asked, excited for the first time since arriving at the farmhouse. ‘Can I see it?’

         ‘I’m afraid it’s long gone,’ explained her dad. ‘When we were kids I searched and searched with Liam and Grace for signs of a circle of stones or grassy ring or mound, but we never found a trace of it.’

         ‘Have you any idea what happened to it?’

         ‘My grandfather John apparently got rid of it and ploughed it up. He wanted to clear the field and sow barley. It caused huge upset at the time, especially with my grandmother. She wouldn’t speak to him for a week or two for she believed that it would bring bad luck upon them.’

         ‘And did it?’

         ‘I don’t know, but there were stories of the new crops in the field failing.’ Her dad shrugged. ‘This part of the country is full of old stories and superstitions about the fairies. They are part of the landscape. One of our teachers used to tell us that there was a door for the fairies hidden in Ben Bulben – the mountain we could see from our classroom window.’

         ‘I can’t imagine that ever happening in London,’ giggled Anna.

         ‘I’ve lived all over,’ Dad said, ‘but there is no better place in the world than here. That’s why after your granny died, Liam, Grace and I just couldn’t sell the house. We rented it out for a while and then I decided last year to buy the place and move back.’

         ‘Did Mum like it here?’ ventured Anna.

         ‘Your mum was very fond of your granny. They got on well. She liked coming to visit for a few days, but Roz could never settle to living somewhere like this. It’s far too quiet and remote for her.’

         As they left the farm, Dad took them up by Starling Lake, a small lake almost hidden by rushes and reeds, with a swan floating in the distance.

         ‘It’s a real beauty spot but you can’t swim there,’ he warned. ‘It’s more dangerous than it appears. A young boy drowned there years ago. If you want to swim, the beach is only about ten minutes’ walk away.’

         ‘I can remember going to the beach.’ Anna smiled. ‘You were teaching me to swim.’

         ‘Come on then,’ he said as they fell into step together.

         Usually when Dad was in London they went to the cinema, galleries, and museums, and he’d taken her for weekends to Brighton, Bath, Edinburgh, Cornwall and Paris, but walking with him on the small beach with its mixture of grey stones and sand was so much better. They both paddled, and Anna’s cut-off jeans got soaked as Dad splashed and chased her.

         ‘I’m so glad that you are here, Anna,’ he admitted as they stood and watched the waves roll in. ‘I’ve been asking Roz for years to let you come and stay here with me, but she was always set against it and said that you were too young.’

         ‘Well, I’m thirteen now,’ Anna reminded him.

         ‘Exactly, so when I asked her again and she agreed, I couldn’t believe it. And Roz said that you could come here for a whole four weeks. I know your mum has gone off on this big honeymoon and that you are going to miss her, but I wanted us to have this time together.’

         Anna felt suddenly guilty about complaining so much about having to come to stay with him.

         ‘I know it’s very different compared to London, but I’m hoping that you will get to like it at Fairy Hill.’

         ‘Dad, I didn’t want to come at all,’ she admitted. ‘I just wanted to go away with Mum, but she said that she and Douglas wanted to be on their own.’

         ‘It is their honeymoon,’ he teased.

         ‘I guess, but it’s still not fair,’ she said angrily, staring out at the sea.

         ‘I know it’s a lot to take in, but having time together is important for both of us.’ Her dad gave her a big hug, his beard rubbing against her cheek.

         ‘Come on. We’ll go for a swim later when the wind is gone,’ he promised as they made their way back along the lane.
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            The Crows
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         For the first two days, Jack had been shy around Anna but now she couldn’t get rid of him. He came into her bedroom early in the morning, waking her. ‘Play with me, Anna, play, please, please, please,’ he begged.

         Anna had tried pulling the duvet up over head, pretending that she was still asleep, hoping that he would go away, but instead he would climb up onto the bed, right on top of her, and start playing with his toys.

         It was so annoying; he was like a shadow. All the time he wanted to sit beside her, so she had to help him eat and had to wipe up his spills and stickiness.

         Every day he dragged out his toys and they had to play a dinosaur game. He was clever and knew each one by name: Brontosaurus, Tyrannosaurus Rex, Stegosaurus and Pterodactyl.

         ‘I think he is going to be a palaeontologist when he grows up,’ beamed Maggie proudly.

         Anna was used to her own company so having a little brother constantly around her and under her feet was hard to get used to.

         Now she knew why most of her friends moaned and complained about their brothers and sisters driving them mad because Jack was really driving her mad. Every time she even just touched her phone he wanted to play with it as if it was a toy.

         ‘You can’t have it!’ she snapped at him, realising suddenly that Maggie was watching her as she grabbed it off him and hid it in the back pocket of her jeans.

         ‘Anna, try to remember that Jack’s only just turned three,’ Maggie warned. ‘All little kids want to play with new things.’

         It was hard going being stuck at Fairy Hill as everything was so different, even what she ate. Maggie was a vegetarian, which meant almost every meal was fresh and homemade with vegetables grown in the garden. Anna was more used to quick ready dinners and having takeaways with Mum. Then when Maggie and her dad were busy, she was just left to hang out on her own and play with Jack.

         ‘Anna, you just have to get used to things,’ urged her mum, phoning her from the poolside of the luxury hotel where she and Douglas were staying in Rio.

         ‘Why can’t you come home early?’ Anna pleaded. ‘Please … please. I want to go home.’

         ‘I can’t,’ said her mum as they finished the call. ‘You just have to make an effort, Anna, and try to fit in.’

         Upset, Anna ran outside and sat on the low stone wall. I will never fit in, she thought. Never!

         Bailey came out and sat on the ground beside her, putting his head over her knee as if understanding how she felt. She found herself patting him, rubbing his golden coat and head and ears over and over again as he sat patiently.

         ‘You are a good dog,’ she said, ‘the nicest dog ever.’ Though it was not as if she knew lots of dogs.

         Suddenly Bailey got up.

         ‘Do you want to go?’ said Anna as she followed him in the direction of the field at the back of the house and barn, where she could hear a loud machine noise.

         Bailey stopped, his ears pricked; her dad was busy using some kind of saw.

         ‘What are you doing, Dad?’ she shouted.

         ‘Just cutting down a few trees and some of this overgrowth,’ he said, turning off the saw. ‘I want to try to fix up this old shed and maybe use it as an office.’

         A shed! Anna could barely see it as it was all so overgrown; the mossy bricks and broken old tin roof were covered with ivy and thick briars and thorns.

         ‘But first I’ve just got to take this old hawthorn and holly out,’ said her dad, starting up the chainsaw again.

         Anna suddenly felt as if the field was tilting, the ground moving beneath her as she watched her dad begin to cut the top of the tree, the thin thorny branches falling one after the other to the earth.

         At the same time, Bailey gave a low growl, and Anna was suddenly conscious that in every tree and on nearly every branch there were black crows of all sizes, looking down at them.

         Anna felt uneasy for she’d never seen so many birds all gathered together like that, far more than the magpies she’d seen the day she’d arrived. They seemed agitated, cawing raucously, upset by the noise of the chainsaw.

         She didn’t like it either; the noise seared through her ears and head, and the dizzy feeling still swept over her as her dad kept cutting the tree.

         ‘I think that I’ll finish the job off tomorrow or the next day,’ he said, putting the saw down. ‘What about we all head to the beach for the afternoon? It would be nice to cool down and have a swim.’

         ‘I’d like that,’ said Anna, relieved that he had stopped work. She noticed that all the crows suddenly took off like a huge, black, angry cloud, flying away over their heads towards the nearby woods.
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         ‘I’ve arranged a family barbecue on Saturday,’ announced Dad, ‘as I want everyone to get to meet my beautiful daughter.’

         ‘Dad!’ said Anna, nervous at seeing so many relations after such a long time.

         Maggie spent the morning rushing around making salads and baking a meringue and strawberry dessert. Anna helped to put out the plates, cutlery and paper napkins on the tables. A curious robin watched her as she picked some wildflowers to go in the pretty jugs on the tables. Everything ready, Anna had changed into a white, embroidered crop top that she had bought in Greece last year and put on her new star bracelet and earrings.

         First to arrive were her Uncle Liam and Auntie Maria.

         ‘Good to see you again, Anna!’ said her uncle, introducing her to Hugo and Hannah, her five-year-old twin cousins, and their little brother Adam who immediately ran off to play with Jack.

         ‘Don’t you look beautiful!’ said her Aunt Grace, hugging her tight as they met in the garden. ‘All long and leggy and grown up since the last time we met.’

         ‘Thank you.’ Anna smiled.

         Her Aunt Grace was lovely. She worked as a doctor in a big hospital but always remembered to send Anna cards and presents. She and Uncle Kevin had two boys, Conor and Brian.

         ‘Anna, come and say hello to my cousin Ted and his wife, Liz, and my wonderful Aunt Lily,’ called Dad. ‘Lily is your granny’s sister,’ he reminded her.

         ‘Oh, how you’ve grown and changed since the last time I saw you!’ said the old lady with her hair pinned up in a pink and purple clip. She smiled and patted Anna on her arm. ‘You do know that you have a great look of Jane, your grandmother. You have the very same colour eyes and narrow little nose.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Anna, blushing. No one had ever told her that she looked like anyone in the family and here was this grey-haired old lady saying it for the first time.

         ‘How are you finding it here in Fairy Hill?’ Lily asked, her hazel brown eyes searching her grand-niece’s face.

         ‘It’s much quieter than home, but I’m getting used to it.’

         ‘It was great to have your dad and Maggie move back in here last year and to have family living in the homeplace. You know this is a very special house. Your granny and I grew up here. Oh how she loved this place and never, ever wanted to leave. It has a magic of its own, don’t you think?’

         ‘I suppose.’

         ‘Jane always felt it. Even when your grandad William died, she stayed here on her own. She said that the fairies would look after her, take care of her. Your granny always had a great belief in them, you know.’

         Anna had no idea what her grandaunt was talking about.

         ‘The sidhe …’ said Aunt Lily, keeping her voice low, ‘the fairies. How else do you think this house got its name so long ago? The family connection with the sidhe has always been there as far as I can tell.’

         ‘Mum,’ warned Ted, suddenly appearing at her side. ‘Don’t go filling Anna’s head with your old stories and superstitions!’

         ‘I’m going to bring Anna out to chat to Jenny and the two boys,’ offered Liz.

         ‘We’ll talk again,’ whispered Lily. ‘You’ll come and visit me, won’t you?’

         ‘Yes,’ promised Anna. ‘I will.’

         ‘You and Jenny should get on; there’s barely a year between you,’ said Liz, leading Anna over to her three cousins before disappearing off to chat to Aunt Grace.

         ‘You had plaits the last time I saw you,’ joked Jenny, a tall girl with long blonde hair and braces.

         ‘Are you coming to live here with Rob?’ quizzed her younger brother Ronan.

         ‘No.’ Anna found herself blushing again. ‘I’m only staying for a few weeks.’

         ‘I’m sorry. Ronan’s always full of questions,’ apologised Jenny. ‘He never stops.’

         ‘I am not,’ said Ronan, crossly, going off in a huff to join the others who were kicking a ball.

         ‘Do you live near here?’ Anna asked, curious.

         ‘We’re only about fifteen minutes away,’ replied eleven-year-old Matt, who looked a bit like his sister but had brown hair.

         ‘You must come over,’ offered Jenny. ‘Can you ride?’

         Anna hesitated.

         ‘She means a horse,’ laughed Matt. ‘Jenny’s obsessed with them.’

         ‘I went riding twice two years ago when I was at summer camp but it was a bit scary.’

         ‘Get your dad or Maggie to bring you over to us and I’ll get you up on one of our horses, a nice quiet one,’ promised Jenny.

         Anna was tempted. It would be great to hang out with someone her own age and not have to spend all her time with Jack.

         The little kids all ran around playing, taking turns patting Bailey, who was the most patient dog ever. He ambled around wagging his tail and sitting quietly at people’s feet.

         She met Maggie’s weaver friend, Eva, and her son Ryan, who was in the same school as Matt, and old Mr Murphy, from the farm next door.

         Dad cooked veggie burgers and kebabs and sausages on the barbecue and everyone helped themselves to the salads and potatoes. Afterwards, there was a massive game of hide-and-seek with all the kids joining in. Anna had to pretend that she didn’t know where Jack, Adam and Brian were, even though Bailey was sitting patiently near the low stone wall across from the barn on guard.

         ‘You have to come over to our place,’ Jenny offered again, as it got dark and the party finally broke up. ‘I’ll get Mum to phone your dad to arrange things.’

         ‘I’d like that,’ admitted Anna, hoping that maybe they could be friends.

         Anna stood watching the moon in the perfect sky gazing down at them. She’d really enjoyed the barbecue far more than she expected. Everyone wanted to talk to her and make her feel welcome. Usually when Mum had friends in, Anna would disappear to her bedroom on her own to watch television or Netflix after saying a quick hello, but at Fairy Hill everything was so different.
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            Deep Waters
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         Curious after talking to Aunt Lily, Anna had searched on the internet, trying to find out all about the sidhe, the fairies, fairy rings and fairy forts, wondering if what the old lady had told her about there being some kind of connection between the fairies and her family and this house were true. But from what she could see it was just a load of old stories and legends. Yet she couldn’t help but go exploring, hoping to find some signs of the old fairy ring or clues to its existence at Fairy Hill. After hours of tramping around the fields looking, Anna was disappointed as there wasn’t a trace of any kind of circle or ring. Her dad was right that it was just an old superstition.

         The weather had got really hot and most days she went to the small beach near the house with Maggie and Jack. Sometimes her dad came too. She was getting used to swimming in the sea even though it was much colder than she was used to when she went on holidays with her mum.

         Maggie and her dad were both busy on Friday afternoon and just as Anna began to head to the beach on her own Jack kicked up a fuss, begging to be allowed to come with her.

         ‘Want to go beach with Anna,’ he said stubbornly. ‘Beach …’

         ‘Would you mind taking him?’ asked Maggie.

         Anna said nothing. She’d been playing with Jack most of the morning and wanted a break.

         ‘I’d take him myself but I’ve got to try and finish this order. I know he can be a bit of a handful at times, but once he has a bucket and spade and some sand he’s happy.’

         ‘Okay,’ said Anna, although she had been looking forward to just lazing down on the beach. She felt she could hardly refuse. Now she was stuck with her brother for the afternoon.

         The minute they got to the beach, Jack ran straight to the water’s edge, splashing and paddling, begging her to join him.

         ‘Not yet,’ she laughed. ‘You play on the sand for bit and we’ll go in later.’

         She passed him his bucket and spade and, spreading out the blanket, took her book from her backpack. Spending so much time with Jack had certainly not been part of the plan of coming to stay with her dad. Okay, he was a really great kid, but she was definitely not a babysitter! But Maggie and Dad just expected her to help take care of him.

         ‘Anna, don’t you know that’s what big sisters are for?’ Dad had teased her when she’d tried to talk to him about it two days ago. It stopped her in her tracks as before Jack had come along she had been an only child with no responsibility for anyone … a one and only.

         But now blood and genes and Dad had formed an eternal link between her and Jack that could never be broken for he was her little brother, well technically half-brother, but her brother nonetheless – something she would just have to get used to. The sun was hot on her head and she pulled on her baseball cap.

         ‘Anna, play now pleeeease,’ pleaded Jack.

         ‘In a while,’ she promised, watching as he began digging a hole in the sand and then went back and forth to the water’s edge, filling and emptying his bucket again and again. It was funny how little kids could entertain themselves with anything.

         As the sun got warmer a few more people appeared, two families and a crowd of older girls who ran at full tilt shrieking into the water, the shrill sound piercing the stillness. Anna stretched out in the sun, closing her eyes, lulled by the heat with the hazy sound of the beach and the waves all around her. Suddenly she became conscious of a change for she could hear no voices, just the sound of the waves rolling in and out. As she sat up everything seemed to shimmer before her and she realised that she couldn’t see Jack. His bucket and spade were on the sand, but there was no sign of her brother. She raced to the water’s edge where a few kids were splashing around but he wasn’t there.

         ‘Jack! Jack!’ she yelled, seeing him paddling along, way out in the shallow water. ‘Jack, come back! Don’t go out that far!’

         Panicking, Anna ran straight into the sea after him, hoping he wouldn’t slip or fall into the waves. Relief washed over her when she realised that there was a young woman standing in the water near Jack who had taken hold of his hand. ‘Please bring him back in,’ she called, splashing in her T-shirt and shorts through the rolling waves towards them.

         But the woman didn’t seem to hear her, not even turning back or acknowledging her. She kept on moving further out into the water with Jack by her side. What was she doing? Why didn’t she bring Jack back to her?

         The tide here was deceptive as Anna had discovered. One minute the water was only to your ankles and knees, before suddenly the sea bed shelved dangerously. The water was no longer shallow and safe and in a few seconds you could be out of your depth and caught in a tidal current, with the waves lifting you off your feet and pulling you out to sea.

         The woman had a hold of Jack’s hand now, but instead of bringing him back to the beach was lifting him up in the waves, moving further away from the shore. Fear gripped Anna as the water was getting much too deep for him. In another few seconds her little brother could be swept away by a wave.

         ‘What are you doing?’ shouted Anna, hoping that the woman swimmer could hear her. ‘Please bring him back here to me!’

         As Anna moved closer she could see the woman’s hair was sleek and long and dark and wet, floating around her like a cloak, her eyes huge and dark, her face pale and ghostly white. She did not bother to answer Anna.

         ‘Away,’ Anna thought she heard the stranger whisper with the waves. ‘He’s coming away.’

         ‘Away. Away.’ The waves and water seemed to echo the words and the woman turned and began to float further out with her brother.

         Anna was suddenly filled with a terrible sense of foreboding and she made a mighty lunge through the waves towards the woman, reaching out for Jack and pulling him towards her.

         ‘It’s okay. I’ve got you,’ she said as Jack clung on to her, wrapping his arms around her neck. Moving her legs and feet in the water, Anna gripped him tightly, trying to calm him down. It was as if Jack had only just realised where he was.

         ‘Thanks for holding on to him,’ said Anna, floating, waiting for the woman to say something, but instead, as a bigger wave rolled in, the woman, like some kind of sea creature, lowered her head and dived down deep under the foaming water and disappeared. Shocked, Anna watched, treading water, looking all around her, waiting for the woman to re-appear, but she didn’t …

         ‘It’s alright. I’ve got you,’ she reassured Jack as she swam back towards the beach with him. Suddenly she felt pain as she scraped her foot and she was glad to feel the sand and stones of the beach beneath her feet.

         Overcome with relief that Jack was safe, Anna wrapped him up in the beach towel to dry. ‘Never go into the water on your own!’ she warned him firmly. ‘Ever.’

         Jack nodded. Anna could see that he was upset and she cuddled him close to her. She knew in her heart that Jack had done nothing wrong. It had all been her fault for not taking proper care of him.

         Sitting on the rug, they shared the cookies and juice that Maggie had packed. The whole time Anna was watching to see if the woman had come out of the water, but there was no sign of her, only out in the distance a dark seal’s head bobbing up and down in the waves, watching them.

         ‘Come on, Jack. Let’s build a castle,’ she coaxed, and they played together in the sand.

         ‘Thanks for minding him, Anna,’ said Maggie when they got back home. ‘I hope he was okay on the beach and not too much trouble?’

         Anna was tempted to blurt out the truth about what had happened, but Maggie would kill her if she knew she hadn’t been watching Jack in the water.

         ‘Jack was playing down near the water and he went out a bit too far,’ she said lightly, ‘but I got him and he’s fine.’

         ‘Don’t tell me that you let him play down by the water on his own?’ asked Maggie accusingly.

         ‘I was only a little bit away,’ replied Anna guiltily. ‘I thought he was okay.’

         ‘You do know that little kids can drown in only a few inches of water,’ Maggie reminded her sharply.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Anna said, trying not to cry.

         ‘Anna and me made a castle,’ interrupted Jack, ‘a big one.’

         ‘You are lucky to have such a good big sister to play with you,’ said Maggie, softening her tone.

         Anna just nodded, knowing full well that she was not a good sister, but a selfish, irresponsible one who couldn’t be trusted to do anything.

         After dinner, desperate to tell someone about what had happened, Anna phoned her friend Rachel, who was on holidays in Cornwall with her family.

         ‘It was awful. I thought Jack was going to drown,’ she explained tearfully.

         ‘It’s not your fault,’ said her friend. ‘You’re not used to small kids and you’re not a nanny or his childminder.’

         ‘But Jack could have drowned.’

         ‘Well, he didn’t,’ said Rachel simply, ‘so try to forget it and have a good time.’

         All night Anna kept thinking of Jack paddling out hand-in-hand with that woman, remembering the cold look in her eyes as she disappeared under the waves. Nearly losing Jack had made her realise just how important her little brother was becoming to her.
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         A nna had slept badly. She’d had a terrible dream about Jack and the dark seal. Then she had tossed and turned, nervous about going to Jenny’s for the day and getting up on a horse.

         ‘It’ll be fun,’ her dad reassured her as they drove to Jenny’s family farm. ‘You’ll have a great time.’

         ‘But I don’t know her,’ Anna protested in vain.

         Her dad ignored her. He was determined they would have a good time together. ‘Jenny’s family, and now you two have the perfect chance to get to know each other better.’

         Jenny and her mum, Liz, welcomed them into the big pine kitchen. Dad, who was in a rush, only stayed long enough to gulp down a quick mug of coffee before heading off to a meeting in town.

         ‘Come on down and see the stables,’ urged Jenny, excited. ‘I’m dying for you to meet Molly, the mare I’ve picked out for you.’

         ‘Anna’s not going riding in those good new trainers,’ interrupted her mum. ‘Run and get your spare boots and she can wear them and grab a riding hat for her too.’

         Jenny’s old riding boots fitted Anna perfectly. She just had to get used to wearing them as they walked across the yard and down to the field where a few horses milled around, heads bent eating grass.

         ‘I’ve got Pippin and Molly saddled and all ready for us,’ said Jenny, in a rush to get riding.

         The two horses stood patiently outside the stables waiting for them. They were both really big: one black with a white patch on its head, the other, a light chestnut-coloured one, looked a little smaller and quieter. Nervously Anna patted the pony while it snuffled her hand with its nose.

         ‘Give Molly these,’ suggested Jenny, passing Anna some oats from a bag she had stuffed in her pocket.

         Anna was scared that Molly might bite her as the big horsey lips moved and scooped up the treat.

         ‘No more till after our ride,’ Jenny teased the pony. ‘Now let’s get going.’

         Anna stared at the horse. It suddenly seemed far too tall for her to reach.

         ‘Do you need a hand to get up?’

         Before Anna could reply Jenny had caught her foot and given her a whoosh up onto the saddle.

         ‘Put your feet in properly and I’ll adjust the stirrups slightly.’

         Anna held on to the reins, patting Molly’s mane, trying to get used to being so high and the feeling of being on another living creature’s back.

         ‘Don’t be scared! She’s as gentle as a lamb,’ said Jenny, swinging herself up easily onto Pippin. ‘I’m going to give you a tour of the farm.’

         Anna had to concentrate fiercely to balance as Molly began to clip clop along with a gentle rhythm. Jenny chatted away to her and they turned down a wide lane, edged with pink flowers and tall spiky orange ones.

         ‘I’m going to show you the calves’ field, the meadow and pastures and the big milking parlour.’

         As they rode along, it was clear that Jenny’s family farm was much bigger than Fairy Hill.

         ‘My dad’s family have farmed here for years,’ explained Jenny. ‘Dad took over from my grandad before he died. They built a smaller house for him and Granny, and we moved into the big house.’

         Everywhere Anna looked and in every field there were cows, heads down eating grass.

         ‘We’ve over a hundred and fifty cows that need milking twice a day! So Dad’s kept busy.’

         As they crossed the edge of the wide field Jenny urged Pippin on and her horse began to canter. As Molly tried to follow, Anna clung on, terrified.

         ‘Help!’ she yelled and gripped on tightly to the reins and Molly’s mane, trying not to fall off.

         ‘Whoa, slow down, girl,’ ordered Jenny, and she turned back and pulled up Molly.

         They reached a grassy meadow and Molly pulled her head down and began to chew the grass.

         ‘Do you mind if I give Pippin a bit of a run? I’ll be back in a few minutes.’

         Anna watched enviously as Jenny pulled up her horse’s reins and with a few gentle kicks of her heels urged her horse to canter along the bottom of the field.

         ‘It’s just you and me, Molly.’ Anna patted the horse’s neck, relieved that she was happy to stay standing and grazing.

         ‘That was great,’ Jenny beamed. ‘Give me time and I’ll have you cantering too.’

         Anna couldn’t imagine ever being brave or skilled enough to do that.

         On the way home Jenny quizzed her about life in London. ‘I’d love to go there sometime and see Big Ben, the Tower of London and the London Eye. It must be great to live in a big city with so many things to do.’

         Listening to the muffled thud of the horses’ hooves and bees buzzing in the hedgerows, Anna was struck by the difference in their worlds. It was strange, but she was enjoying the countryside.

         ‘I love London but coming here has made me realise that it’s nice to have a change.’

         ‘You’d go mad if you were stuck here all the time,’ said Jenny. ‘Believe me!’

         They had just turned the corner when they spotted Jenny’s grandmother, Lily.

         ‘I’m just gathering some wild rosehips and berries for making my special cordials. It’s lovely to see you again, Anna. I hope my granddaughter has been taking good care of you.’

         ‘I’ve been showing her all around,’ said Jenny, ‘and I’m going to teach her how to ride.’

         Lily nodded approvingly. ‘No better teacher for Jenny’s been riding since she could sit in a saddle.’

         ‘Well, would you two ladies like to join me for a nice cool drink and a biscuit?’ she offered.

         They left the horses back to their paddock, taking off their tackle and storing it. Anna gave Molly a pat of gratitude on the back for taking it so easy with her.

         Lily warmly welcomed them into her white-painted bungalow. ‘Would you like apple juice or a glass of my own lemonade?’

         ‘Lemonade, please,’ they both said in unison.

         ‘Well, it’s lovely to see you two girls are getting to be friends,’ said Lily, with a smile, ‘and to have Anna back in the old house in Fairy Hill where, like generations before her, she belongs.’

         Lily told them stories about Jenny’s dad, Ted, and Anna’s dad when they were younger.

         ‘They were cousins, but when those boys got together one was as wild as the other.’ She laughed.

         Anna found it hard to think of her sensible, logical dad ever being wild.

         ‘It’s good to have Rob and Maggie back living in Fairy Hill and seeing them doing up the old place a bit, but I hope that they are not making too many changes to some things,’ Lily sighed. ‘Because they … well, they may not like what might happen.’

         ‘Granny,’ said Jenny, throwing her eyes up to heaven.

         Anna had no idea what Lily was talking about. Why would people not want her dad to modernise the old house and farm? Was the neighbour, old Mr Murphy, complaining about it?

         ‘I’m afraid that,’ Lily added in an almost whisper, ‘the sidhe do not take well to change. I tried to warn Rob when they first moved back but …’

         ‘Granny, we’ve got to go,’ interrupted Jenny, jumping up and carrying the plates back into the kitchen.

         ‘Anna, do say that you’ll visit me again.’

         ‘Of course,’ Anna promised as they said goodbye.

         ‘Gran is one of those old ladies who loves to talk about the old days and the old ways,’ explained Jenny as they walked back to the farmhouse. ‘She is always showing the old family photo albums and the family tree to any relation that comes to visit, but I’m afraid that she can be a bit daft at times and say silly things!’

         ‘I like her.’ Anna grinned, noticing her dad’s car parked in the yard. ‘Thanks for the lesson, Jenny. You made riding today easier than I thought it would be.’

         ‘Will you come back again in a few days for another ride on Molly?’ coaxed Jenny.

         ‘I’d love to,’ beamed Anna, keen to see Jenny again.
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         The next day, Anna walked down by Starling Lake and she held her breath as she watched a big grey heron standing at the water’s edge. The breeze caught its feathers and it stared intently, suddenly darting its long neck and head into the water, plunging down and catching a glinting silver fish. The whole scene was mesmerising. Anna stood frozen, watching it, trying not to move and frighten the bird away. The heron moved along by the bank and darted its long neck down again to catch another fish that squirmed and wriggled momentarily. The great heron hunter stood proud once again, perfectly still on its long legs, surveying the dappled water.

         Anna had not meant to scare or startle it, but for some reason the heron suddenly rose up and slowly flapping its large wings it took off up into the air, moving above the rushes and reeds, disappearing to another part of the lake.

         Anna walked on, watching the reeds bow and dance in a ripple all along the lake’s edge. She was surprised to see a figure crouched there, intent on staring into the water amongst the tall rushes – a boy with dark hair.

         ‘Sssshh,’ he whispered, gesturing for her to stay still.

         Anna had no idea what he was looking at. She bent down too, peering into the water, where a speckled fish, with eyes wide and fins slowly moving, seemed to hover near the boy’s cupped hand. Anna leant closer, but suddenly the fish, sensing a change, turned and managed to get away despite the boy trying to grasp it.

         ‘You scared it!’ he said, annoyed. ‘You shouldn’t have moved.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Anna apologised.

         ‘No matter! There are plenty of them in the lake,’ he said, standing up and stretching.

         He was a bit taller than her, thin and long, his hair black and straight, his eyes a deep brown, in grey trousers and a washed-out looking shirt.

         ‘I didn’t mean to disturb you,’ Anna said, ‘but I didn’t realise there was anyone else down here.’

         ‘I live here,’ he said quietly.

         ‘I’m over on holiday, staying up at Fairy Hill.’ Anna found the words tumbling out as she introduced herself to the boy. ‘Do you know it?’

         ‘Everyone hereabouts knows Fairy Hill.’

         ‘I’m Anna, by the way. Anna Quinn.’

         Her words hung in the air, and for a few seconds the boy said nothing, as if making up his mind about bothering to talk to her.

         ‘I’m Daniel.’

         She was conscious of the fact that he was staring at her, his eyes searching hers.

         ‘If you want, I can show you around part of the lake?’ he offered.

         Anna nodded, delighted to have found someone her own age that lived nearby.

         Daniel showed her where a kingfisher had built its nest, and the place where the frogs spawned in the spring and the tadpoles learnt to swim, and a murky, muddy part where a great eel lived that was said to be a nearly half a century old and could never be caught.

         Anna found herself telling him about staying with her dad and how her mum had gone on honeymoon to South America and how much she missed her friends.

         Daniel said little as they walked. Instead, grabbing a tall reed, he calmly showed her how to make a whistle.

         ‘Phwweehh’! She laughed, trying to blow the reed and get it to work. He made it look so easy.

         Glancing at her watch, Anna suddenly realised the time. ‘I’ve got to get home,’ she explained. ‘Maggie will be annoyed if I’m late back for lunch.’

         Daniel said nothing, despite her hope that he would arrange to meet her again.

         As Anna turned towards the path, she looked back to thank Daniel, but he had already taken off, disappearing amongst the tall rushes.

         Anna liked him. She couldn’t explain it but somehow she felt strangely drawn to him, though, in truth, he had said little for she was the one who had done most of the talking, rabbiting on about things. Still, Anna hoped that they would run into each other again, soon.
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         Anna was bored stiff. Jack was in bed and her dad was stretched out on the couch, reading a book.

         ‘Let’s leave him in peace,’ said Maggie, with a laugh. ‘How about having that pottery lesson now?’

         Anna followed Maggie over to the studio with its two pottery wheels, large kiln and drying racks.

         ‘These must be so hard to make,’ said Anna, admiring the beautiful coloured clay bowls, plates and jugs.

         ‘It does take a bit of practice,’ said Maggie, ‘but once you learn how to use the wheel properly, Anna, you can make a bowl or plate and design it the way you want.’

         ‘Maybe I could make a present for Mum.’

         ‘I’m sure Roz would like that.’

         ‘What do you do with all the things you make?’

         ‘I mostly sell them in craft shops or farmers’ markets or online. People even come here to buy,’ explained Maggie. ‘The bigger pieces like that hen sculpture are for showing at an exhibition in the autumn.’

         Anna was beginning to admire Maggie, who was full of ideas. She thought of her mum racing to get on a crowded Tube to work, while Maggie had only to cross the courtyard.

         ‘Now let’s get you started,’ encouraged Maggie, passing Anna a clay-spattered apron.

         Maggie then slipped in behind the second wheel and slapped a mound of clay on to the central part. The machine started to turn as her hands cupped the wet clay and seemed to shape it, like magic. Maggie splashed some water on the wheel and the clay began to take the shape of a jug.

         ‘Anna, now you have a try,’ urged Maggie, passing a lump of damp clay to Anna.

         Anna held the clay in her hands, cupping it like Maggie had done.

         However, she must have made the wheel go too fast for the clay immediately flew off in all directions with water and clay everywhere.

         ‘Take it easy,’ said Maggie, trying hard not to laugh.

         The next time Anna went so slow the clay didn’t budge and just sat there; faster next and it splattered and flew off again. It was a disaster. Splodge … the clay had wobbled and fallen off again.

         ‘It happens to everyone,’ Maggie reassured her. ‘Throwing is not as easy as it looks.’

         Anna finally managed to keep a hold of the spinning clay as it changed into a kind of wonky shape. ‘Slow the wheel right down and then stop it and I’ll take it off for you,’ instructed Maggie.

         Anna’s final attempt at a clay pot looked like something a little kindergarten kid would make.

         ‘You’ll do better the next time,’ encouraged Maggie. ‘Now, let’s call it a night and go back next door.’

         ‘How did you learn to make such beautiful things?’ Anna asked, sipping a mug of hot chocolate.

         ‘I studied ceramics and design at art college and then worked in potteries and studios all over. That’s how I met your dad. When we moved back here from Stockholm, I couldn’t believe it when he said it was high time I had a studio of my own. I know it’s a bit quiet here and not as much fun as London, but you are always welcome to stay with us whenever you want,’ said Maggie gently.

         ‘Thanks.’ Anna knew that Maggie was trying to be nice, trying to make friends with her, just like Douglas was always doing … trying to play happy families, but she still missed her family like it used to be.
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         Homesick and lonely, Anna had gone searching for Daniel down by the lake a few times, disappointed when there was no sign of him.

         Then, when she least expected it, he appeared while she was walking back up to the house, having had a quick swim down at the beach. It was so embarrassing as she looked a right mess, her hair streeling wet, wrapped in a towel, her skin goose pimpled with the cold. Yet, there he was standing in front of her.

         ‘Hello,’ she said, surprised, when Daniel fell into step with her as she made her way home. ‘I have to get changed.’

         On nearing the house, he slowed.

         ‘Do you want to come in?’ she offered.

         ‘I’ll wait here for you,’ he said, standing outside the gate near the hedge with its bright pink flowers.

         ‘I won’t be long,’ she promised.

         She had never changed so quickly, her hair only half-dried so she pulled it up with a clip. She managed to avoid Maggie and Jack, who were in the kitchen making stuff with playdough. She ran back outside, suspecting that Daniel might have disappeared. But he was still there, waiting patiently for her. ‘You look better,’ he said with a laugh, ‘warmer.’

         ‘Thanks!’

         They began to walk, Daniel leading the way, heading towards the woods. The mossy path deadened the sound of their feet as they walked amongst the forest of oaks, ash, birch and pine. It was quiet there except for the calls of the birds high above them and the startled flap of the wood pigeons’ wings. The sun shone weakly through the leaves in a spatter of light and shadow that covered them as Daniel pointed out to her where the robins had their nest and the hidden place in the ferns where the fox had her lair and the badger had his underground sett.

         Anna peered nervously for she feared she might disturb these creatures and she laughed, delighted, as a pair of squirrels darted up the trees beside them, skittering and playing together. She took out her phone and took a photograph or two.

         Daniel showed her the winding brook where the deer and her fawn often came to drink.

         ‘The water here bubbles crystal clear,’ he declared, scooping it up in his hands. ‘Try it.’

         It was so cool, and feeling thirsty Anna leant down and scooped up handful after handful of the water that ran over and between the little rocks and stones. She had never tasted anything quite like it. As Daniel stood to one side, Anna took a photograph of him, a tall shadowy figure near the clear water.

         ‘What are you doing?’ Daniel demanded.

         ‘Just taking a photo, if that’s okay! Will you take one of me?’ she said, passing her phone over to him.

         ‘What is this?’ he asked, studying her phone, turning it up and down and over, looking at it strangely as if he had no idea what it was or how to use it!

         Anna thought he was messing around, making a comment on the make of her phone. ‘You just press this,’ she said, grabbing it off him and showing him the camera button before handing it back and smiling as he took the photo.

         ‘This certainly is a very small camera,’ he murmured, tentatively touching the screen.

         ‘It’s not the best phone camera but it usually works pretty well.’

         After nearly an hour, they stopped.

         ‘I like it here because folk don’t disturb you, ’tis only the birds and the squirrels and the wood creatures,’ declared Daniel, sitting down on a long broken tree stump.

         As they sat there in silence, he patted the bark gently as if it were some kind of pet.

         ‘This mighty oak was felled in a storm.’

         ‘You must know this wood well.’

         ‘Every tree and trail,’ he said proudly.

         ‘I suppose you live near here?’ she pressed, curious.

         ‘This is my place.’

         ‘I’ve lived all over, in a few places,’ Anna admitted ruefully. ‘Here in Ireland with Mum and Dad when I was very small, then we moved to Germany for a year or two. My dad is an engineer and his work takes him all over. Then we moved back to London and when they got divorced there was just Mum and me. We lived in St Albans for a short while after that but moved back to the city again as Mum preferred to be nearer work. When I go back from here, I’ll be moving again, into a bigger house this time, with Mum and my stepfather, Douglas, in Kensington. It’s in another part of London.’

         ‘How strange for you,’ said Daniel slowly, his face pale and intense. ‘I could never move from here, never leave it.’

         ‘Most people have to move some time.’ Anna shrugged. ‘Nothing ever stays the same.’

         Daniel was silent and she felt that she had somehow upset him and needed to make amends. ‘But this place is beautiful. I can understand how my dad wanted to come back to live where he grew up. He and Maggie are really happy here.’

         Anna grew conscious that the sunlight was changing, realising that they had been in the wood for far longer than she’d intended – the time just slipping away.

         ‘I have to go,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘Dinner will be ready and they will be wondering where I’ve got to.’

         Looking around, Anna had no idea what direction to take to head for home as the trees and leaves and greenery enfolded them and she realised just how easy it would be to get lost there.

         ‘I’ll take you,’ said Daniel, as if reading her thoughts.

         She followed his striding figure along the path, neither of them talking. Trying to remember the winding paths and landmarks, Anna was relieved when she saw the roadway that led to the house.

         She turned to say goodbye, but Daniel had already disappeared; all she could see along the trail was a rabbit darting into a tall clump of ferns.

         ‘Thanks!’ she yelled into the air, hoping that he could still hear her. ‘I had a great time.’

         * * *

         Jack was already in his pyjamas.

         ‘Where were you?’ asked Dad, annoyed. ‘I was just about to go out looking for you.’

         ‘I was in the woods. I’m sorry but I forgot the time. I didn’t realise how big they are and how far I’d gone and then I was trying to find the path back.’

         ‘You shouldn’t go into the woods on your own, especially when evening falls.’

         ‘I wasn’t on my own, Dad. I was with a friend I’ve made and he knows the woods.’

         ‘Who is this friend?’ Dad pressed. ‘Is he a local or a summer visitor?’

         ‘Daniel lives around here somewhere, as far as I know.’

         ‘Funny, I don’t know the name and I know most of the kids and families around here,’ said Maggie, with a slight frown, ‘unless he’s one of the Brady boys. Maria and Pat have five of them to contend with, eating them out of house and home.’

         ‘Anna, I don’t have a problem with you enjoying the freedom of staying here and doing your own thing and making a few friends,’ interjected Dad, ‘but dinner and meals are family time and we expect you to be here for them.’

         ‘Okay. I’m sorry.’

         ‘Enough said,’ soothed Maggie. ‘There’s spinach cannelloni for dinner.’

         Jack scrounged a piece from Anna’s plate.

         ‘Come on, you pasta monster,’ teased Dad, scooping the little boy up in his arms. ‘It’s time for bed.’

         When her dad left the room, Maggie turned to Anna. ‘Your dad worries about you,’ she said softly, ‘just as he worries about Jack.’

         Lying in bed later that night, watching the stars appear in the dark sky, Anna kept thinking about Daniel. She took out her phone to look at the photograph of him, but there was absolutely no sign of it! There was the little rushing brook and the stones and trees but Daniel was not in it. She checked through her photos again. She must have missed it. But his picture was definitely gone. The photo he had taken of her was terrible and all out of focus, as if a child like Jack had taken it or someone who’d never used a phone before. It was weird that he had made such a mess of it. Maybe he just wasn’t into photos.

         Something about Daniel was definitely different. Most boys she knew usually just talked about sport or computer games, but all he seemed to care about was the lake, the woods and the wild. She couldn’t explain it, but she was glad that they were friends.
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         ‘Come on, I’ll buy you an ice cream,’ promised Anna, taking Jack with her to the local shop to get fresh bread and milk for Maggie. It was hot, and as they walked along the quiet back roads to the tiny village they passed the old school that had closed down years ago. Three bicycles were propped outside the small grocery shop, the young riders inside standing at the counter.

         ‘Ice cream,’ Jack reminded her, making straight for the ice-cream cabinet and pointing at the picture of an expensive cone with nuts.

         ‘I’m not buying you that. What about this orange one? Or a chocolate and vanilla penguin?’

         ‘Penguin,’ pronounced Jack, and Anna grabbed it and a vanilla and salted caramel one for herself, before getting a large carton of milk and the loaf of bread.

         As the boys ahead of them counted out their money, she let Jack have his ice cream. Having paid and put the things in the shopping bag, Anna realised that Jack wasn’t standing near her or anywhere in the shop and she rushed back outside.

         ‘Did you see the little boy that was with me?’ she asked the boys, who were standing around, chatting in the sunshine.

         ‘He’s with your friend,’ murmured the boy sitting on the bike, ‘that other girl.’

         ‘What other girl?’

         ‘The one that was with you. They went up that way.’

         Anna walked quickly. What girl was the boy talking about? She hadn’t seen anyone. She was in big trouble if Jack wandered off. But how far could he possibly get?

         In the distance, two figures shimmered in the sunshine, and Anna ran after them. Jack was engrossed in eating his ice cream, with a girl about Anna’s age walking alongside him. Maybe she was one of the neighbours.

         ‘Hey, wait for me!’ Anna yelled. It only took her a minute or two to catch up with them.

         Jack turned around, puzzled. The girl stopped too, and Anna froze.

         It was the weirdest thing ever for the girl looked so like Anna that they could be twins. She was even wearing the same blue-and-white striped T-shirt. The girl might look like her and be acting like her, but Anna sensed immediately that she was not a friend.

         ‘Jack!’

         Her little brother looked at her and then back at the girl. Anna could see the bewilderment in his small face, unsure of what to do.

         Suddenly Jack dropped his ice cream and, upset, bent down, trying to save it.

         Anna was beside him in an instant.

         ‘Thanks for catching him for me,’ she said breathlessly, trying to be friendly to the girl, but she said nothing. Anna noticed that her face was a paler image of hers. And she felt her vision suddenly shimmer in the sunshine. The girl’s eyes were cool and unfriendly as she began to move away.

         ‘Who are you?’ Anna asked shakily, as held Jack’s hand. ‘Are we related?’

         The girl said nothing … not a single word.

         The whole situation was bizarre. It was the strangest thing, looking at a duplicate – a clone of herself – standing before her eyes. No wonder Jack had gone with her.

         Jack was upset about his ice cream and Anna bent down to comfort him, offering him her own ice cream. ‘Here, you can have mine,’ she said, opening it for him.

         By the time she looked up again, the girl had vanished and Anna could see no sign of her. She was tempted to try and see where the girl had gone, but she was stuck with minding Jack.

         That evening, at dinner, Anna quizzed her dad. ‘Dad, do we have other cousins or relatives living around here who have a daughter about my age?’

         ‘No, there’s just Liam and Ted and their families,’ he replied. ‘Jenny is the nearest to your age. Why?’

         ‘It’s just that I saw a girl today who looks really like me, almost identical.’

         ‘We might have a few distant cousins, but I promise there is no one your age who looks anything like you around here!’ he said.

         Anna stared at her plate. Instead of being reassured by this news, she suddenly felt fearful of the strange girl and whatever she was up to. If anyone knew who she was it would be Jenny. She’d ask her the next time she saw her.
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         Anna had gone riding with Jenny again and was gradually learning not to be afraid and to relax while Molly moved through the sun-splashed lanes and fields.

         ‘I told you that I’d teach you to ride,’ said Jenny, smiling as the horses walked along side by side.

         ‘Molly is so sweet and gentle to put up with a klutz like me.’ Anna patted the chestnut’s neck.

         Jenny had asked Anna to stay the night, and Anna was sleeping on a camp bed in Jenny’s room.

         The two of them stayed awake for hours, laughing and chatting in the dark.

         ‘Jenny, is there a girl in your school or living around here that looks really like me?’ asked Anna. ‘I mean, so like me that we could nearly be twins?’

         ‘No!’ said Jenny, with a laugh. ‘I think I would have noticed that.’

         ‘Are you sure? Maybe she lives nearer town and is in my year in school?’

         ‘No, there is no one like that, unless maybe she’s on holidays.’

         ‘It’s so weird, but I saw her the other day when I went to the little shop in the village,’ explained Anna. ‘She was even dressed like me. I know they say that everyone is meant to have a double somewhere in the world, but she was absolutely almost identical to me.’

         ‘Sounds kind of freaky,’ said Jenny, ‘but honestly I really don’t know who she is.’

         ‘It is really freaky,’ laughed Anna, trying not to give in to the strange feeling she had about the girl.

         ‘Will you two ever hush up?’ warned Jenny’s mum, coming in to them. ‘Jenny, you know well that your dad has to be up early in the morning for milking.’

         Maggie came to collect Anna mid-morning, and Anna was pleased when Maggie suggested Jenny should come over to stay with them next week. ‘I’m sure you two girls would enjoy a sleepover in our place.’

         ‘Thanks, Maggie,’ said Anna, as they drove down the bumpy laneway. She realised that Maggie was going out of her way to help her enjoy her stay.

         ‘Bit of company … we all need some,’ said Maggie simply. ‘You must miss your friends.’

         They were just about to turn out onto the main road when they spotted Anna’s grandaunt, Lily, walking with a big bunch of wildflowers that she had gathered.

         ‘Hello,’ she said, with a delighted grin, as Maggie rolled down the window to chat to her. ‘How is young Anna getting on? Have you been riding with Jenny again?’

         ‘Yes, it’s fun, though I’m not much good.’

         ‘Having fun makes everything a lot easier,’ said Lily.

         ‘Maggie, would you and the children like to come and have afternoon tea with me on Sunday?’ she offered then.

         ‘I’m afraid, Lily, that I have a stall at a summer fair on Sunday,’ apologised Maggie, ‘so we can’t.’

         ‘Well then, maybe Anna can come on her own, if it’s all right with you and Rob.’

         ‘I’m sure Rob could drop you over,’ offered Maggie.

         ‘That would be lovely,’ said Anna.

         ‘She’s a bit of an odd bird,’ warned Maggie as they drove home. ‘Just remember to take everything she says with a pinch of salt!’

         Maggie had left early on Sunday with a big wooden box of wrapped pottery, some bunches of honeysuckle and a few pots of strawberry jam to sell at the fair, kindly leaving a pot for Anna to take to Lily’s.

         ‘Your grandaunt is very partial to Maggie’s jams,’ declared Dad as he dropped Anna at the cottage.

         Lily was all dressed up in a floral blouse and a skirt, with gold and green dangly earrings.

         ‘I do so love having visitors.’ She welcomed Anna in, patting the big squashy couch for her to sit on. ‘Now tell me all about yourself and London.’

         Anna found herself chatting easily to the old lady, telling her about the different parts of London, about the shops and cafes and places she went to, and how she and Mum did all kinds of things together.

         ‘We are like two musketeers … going off on holidays and adventures, having picnics in the park and midnight feasts on Saturday nights. I mean we were like two musketeers …’ she trailed off, ‘but now that Mum and Douglas are married, I suppose it will all be a bit different.’

         Anna could feel Lily staring at her, as if she could see inside her and tell what she was thinking.

         ‘I’ve only been to London a few times, but what a city. The National Gallery and the British Museum … why, they would take your breath away, and the Tower of London and Hampton Court … such history, so many stories down through time. You must feel it, Anna?’ There was a strange intensity in the old lady’s eyes, the fine lines around them betraying her age.

         ‘My dad loves the British Museum. He always brings me to whatever exhibition is on when he comes over,’ said Anna. ‘And we go on the London Eye as my mum won’t go because it makes her dizzy.’

         ‘History and the past are important,’ Lily said then, ‘and there is no getting away from them.’

         Anna wasn’t sure what was meant by this and there was a moment of awkward silence.

         ‘Do you want to come and give me a hand with the tea?’ Lily asked after a while.

         Anna was beginning to hope that Jenny might be invited too, but the tea tray was only set for two.

         The kitchen was neat and tidy, the presses painted a buttery cream colour with pretty paintings of flowers and plants all over the walls. Lily had made tiny little sandwiches, some filled with chicken and mayonnaise, others with tomatoes and salad from the garden, and there were mini cupcakes.

         ‘I love baking, but these days I have so few people to bake for,’ the old lady sighed. ‘That is why I always so enjoy hosting afternoon teas.’

         ‘It is all delicious,’ said Anna, as she helped herself to another lemon cupcake.

         ‘Do you remember the last time you visited here?’ Lily quizzed, putting down her china tea cup

         ‘Do you mean for Granny’s funeral, when Mum and I stayed at the hotel in town?’ asked Anna, as memories of the church and the graveyard and the meal in the big dining room afterwards came flooding back. She and Mum had had to leave first thing the next morning.

         ‘No, before that,’ Lily prompted. ‘When your granny was still alive and was over the moon to have you staying with her.’

         ‘I do remember Granny and coming to stay in the house with her.’

         ‘Fairy Hill is certainly not a place you would ever forget,’ said Lily with a nod. ‘Your granny and I had such good times, growing up there. Our father worked night and day on that farm. In those days we had our own milk, cheese and butter, and hens for eggs and our own potatoes and vegetables. Back then, people were more self-sufficient, though it’s good to see people are starting to want to grow things again. I have some photographs of when we were younger if you would like to see them?’ she offered, getting up and going to the shelf to retrieve a bulky, leather-covered book.

         Sitting down on the sofa near Anna, she opened the heavy, beige-coloured photograph album with its sepia and old black-and-white photographs.

         ‘This is one of the few photos there is of my father, your great-grandfather John, standing outside the house. He didn’t like the camera one bit, so we have very few of him.

         ‘Is he the one that destroyed the fairy ring?’

         ‘Who told you that?’

         ‘My dad.’

         ‘It was before I was born,’ sighed Lily, ‘but people, as you know, can sometimes be wrong.’

         ‘Wrong?’ Anna pressed.

         ‘Sometimes things are not what they seem …’ The old lady trailed off.

         ‘Do you think the fairy ring might still be there?’ Anna asked, leaning forward

         ‘It’s gone,’ her grandaunt said sadly. ‘Well, that’s what they say.’

         Anna sensed that Lily was holding something back as she turned over the page of the photo album.

         ‘You can see that over the years Fairy Hill hasn’t really changed that much. This is one of my father and mother, and your granny Jane when she was only a baby. They went to a photographic studio in Sligo to have it taken.’

         Anna pored over the photos of her great-grandparents with their baby in a long white robe, all looking very straight-laced and serious.

         ‘There was just one more family portrait taken in the studio.’ Lily pointed it out. ‘There’s your granny and me in matching dresses, and our brother Tom. He must have been nearly four there.’

         ‘Look at my hair … I was full of curls then,’ said Lily, with a laugh.

         Anna got a strange feeling looking at the old photograph with the boy with his dark, curly hair and big eyes. She could see immediately that he bore a great resemblance to her own little brother. The hair was different but otherwise he looked very like Jack. He seemed to have very pale skin and his eyes were distant, not smiling and laughing like his sisters. He looked almost bleached away in the old photograph. There was another photograph of Tom on his own, standing in front of Fairy Hill staring right out at her. In this one he looked different from how he looked in all the other family photos, but Anna couldn’t quite work out why she thought this.

         ‘I didn’t know you and granny have a brother. Dad never mentions him.’

         ‘That’s because poor Tom died young. It was all so sad and near broke my parents’ hearts. It was all a bit strange, a mystery,’ confided Lily. ‘He was well one day and then sick the next, and he just got sicker and sicker. In normal circumstances Tom would have been the one to inherit the farm just as our father had, but when Tom died then Jane was next in line. When she met your grandfather, William, it was a match made in heaven as his family farmed only a stone’s throw from here. Everyone was so happy when they married and took over the house and farm. Jane loved Fairy Hill and would never have left it.’

         ‘I know. Dad told me that.’

         Lily spent the next hour showing Anna more photographs and it was as if she were giving her the gift of her family, a family she knew rather little about. There was one of her great-grandmother Sarah all dressed up to go to a wedding, and another one of her down by the water, paddling with the children.

         ‘Now, this one is of your Granny Jane and Grandad William on their wedding day,’ said Lily.

         ‘Granny looks so beautiful,’ murmured Anna. She was surprised as she could see the strong resemblance between her and her grandmother but she never thought of herself as beautiful.

         ‘I told you that you two were alike,’ teased Lily.

         ‘We really are,’ said Anna, gently touching the photograph, tracing the line of her grandmother’s hair and face, but it was her eyes … it was like looking into her own eyes.

         ‘I remember,’ said Lily, ‘the sun shone and there was a meal in the white hotel down near the beach. I was Jane’s bridesmaid and had to wear an awful blue dress.’

         ‘I had to wear a terrible pink one for Mum’s wedding!’ said Anna. ‘It really was not my kind of dress!’

         Anna laughed at the photos of her dad with his sticking-up hair and crew cuts, and in his school uniform standing beside Jenny’s dad, Ted.

         Lily carried on with her stories about the family. ‘The two of them were in the same class and like everyone else went to the old national school in the village. Your granny and I went there too, along with all the families from roundabout. They finally closed it down and built a big new school nearer town.’

         As Lily paged through the album Anna saw a photo of Uncle Ted and Aunt Liz’s wedding, her granny wearing a big white hat, and then came a photo of Jenny’s christening and ones of Jenny and her brothers dressed up in red and green Christmas outfits. The last photos in the album were of her Granny Jane and Lily sitting in the garden in Fairy Hill, two old ladies wearing sun hats and smiling for the camera like when they were little girls.

         ‘We had a lovely picnic down on the beach that day, just like when we were children. That was before your poor granny got sick …’ Lily’s voice trailed off and then she took up the story again. ‘We were so happy then back in the old places and the old house. Fairy Hill draws people to it. It drew your father back from his travels and in the future it will draw you back too, Anna.’

         Anna couldn’t ever imagine actually living in Fairy Hill, whatever about coming to visit it.

         ‘The place has always cast a type of spell on the people who live there. It’s something to do with the fairies who have been living there for generations and will be there long after us,’ said Lily.

         ‘Fairies?’ laughed Anna. Was her grandaunt teasing her? It was weird to hear a grown-up talk about fairies as if they really existed.

         But Lily wasn’t smiling. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I know it may sound strange to you, but believe me they are all around us if you only have eyes to see and recognise them. They are everywhere – in the mountains and hills, forest and woods, fields and farms, and rivers and lakes.’

         Fairies! How could Lily really believe in them? But Anna could see Lily was being serious, not joking or lying.

         ‘Did you ever see one?’ asked Anna, curious, despite not quite believing all Lily’s talk.

         ‘Of course,’ whispered the old lady. ‘Just a glimpse. Every now and then you see them: a soft wing, a small face, a flash of tumbling hair. It is hard to explain, but you can get a sense when they are close. Mostly it is to help when they are needed, but sometimes I’m afraid they can be a hindrance, a bit of a nuisance.’

         ‘A nuisance?’

         ‘Well, they sometimes come when they are not wanted,’ explained Lily. ‘They mean no harm to anyone, but at times I fear they can be a dangerous enemy if they do not get their way or are thwarted or upset by something or someone. That is why you and your family must take care …’

         Anna did not know what to say. Maggie had warned her about Lily and her stories but she could see the old lady really believed what she was saying. She felt relief as she heard a car outside. Her dad had come to collect her. As she got ready to leave, she took out her phone. ‘Can I take a photo of the two of us, please?’

         ‘Of course, my dear,’ said her grandaunt, reaching for her handbag and beginning to apply a quick swirl of coral lipstick to her lips.

         ‘I’ll get you a copy printed and send it to you for your album,’ promised Anna.

         As they were leaving her dad hugged the old woman gently. ‘Lily, thanks so much for having her to tea.’

         ‘It was my pleasure and hopefully Anna and I will see each other a bit more while she is here.’

         ‘I’d like that,’ agreed Anna, realising as she said it that she meant it.
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         That night it began to rain and continued on the next day, the heavy raindrops pounding on the windows and roof. Anna looked out at the fields and mountains enveloped in low, grey mist.

         ‘I’m afraid it’s down for the day,’ sighed Maggie, who was bringing Jack over to play with a friend. ‘You are welcome to come with us.’

         ‘No thanks. I’ll stay here with Dad,’ Anna said, waving them off.

         Curled up on the window seat, Anna watched the rain stream down the windows in rivulets. She had finished her book and sent a few message to friends on her phone, but it was boring, stuck inside with nothing to do. Even Bailey was fed up, asleep in his bed as the rain poured down.

         Her dad took a break to make them both a toasted sandwich.

         ‘You okay?’ he asked.

         ‘There’s nothing to do here.’

         ‘Well, how about reading a book? Your mum says that you are a great reader.’

         ‘True, but I just finished my book.’

         ‘Maybe go grab another one up in the attic then,’ he offered. ‘There are stacks of them up there.’

         ‘Up in the attic?’

         ‘Come on. I’ll show you.’ He led her up the narrow winding stairs, almost hidden behind the linen cupboard. ‘The key is on a string just above the door.’

         The old door creaked as he pushed it open and they stepped inside. It was dusty, cluttered and overcrowded with junk. Ancient cobwebs trailed from the roof beams overhead and across the window. Anna was on high alert as she’d hated spiders ever since she was a little girl.

         ‘It’s a bit of treasure trove cum junk room up here, but you are bound to find something to read,’ said Dad. ‘You’ll have to root around.’

         Anna had never been up in an attic before and she was trying to get used to the dull light from the small windows and the dusty, musty air all about her.

         ‘If you are okay up here, I’ll leave you to it,’ said her dad. ‘Just remember to lock it when you are finished. We don’t want Jack getting up here.’

         Anna stood alone in the attic, hitting away the layer of spider webs and dust above her head, as she took in the views from the two small, angled windows in the roof. It was still damp and grey outside, but she could just about see the lake and a glimpse of the sea, with Ben Bulben, the flat-top mountain, like a huge green shadow in the distance.

         ‘Ugh!’ She nearly jumped out of her skin, frightened by a big, black spider that almost dropped on her from the ceiling; she watched nervously as it scuttled across the window and disappeared back up towards the roof. Three or four dead flies were caught in its web.

         All around her were boxes and shelves full of old books. There was also a huge chest of toys, with GI Joes, Lego, a train set and a battered cardboard box of old board games, including Ludo, Snakes and Ladders, and Draughts.

         Two brown cases were stuffed with brightly coloured dressing-up clothes. Anna pulled out a red-and-white silk kimono, shook it carefully in case of spiders, and pulled it over her shoulders. There were cowboy outfits, a clown costume, three turtle costumes, Robin Hood, a faded pink ballerina tutu, a witch’s black cloak and a full scarecrow suit. Dad, Liam and Grace must have had great fun with them.

         Another big wooden chest was filled with satin, silk and lace material and a big, black velvet cape and long, blue spangled ball gown. Nestled in the corner, along with a sewing basket and scissors, was a soft white fluffy winter coat. There was also a huge tarnished silver mirror, a broken old rocking horse, a set of gold brocade curtains and Christmas decorations. And there were children’s books, hundreds of them, on the old bookshelves and stacked in piles. Talk about being spoilt for choice – everything from Enid Blyton books to Roald Dahl’s. Anna noticed a hardback set of classics: Little Women, Black Beauty, Huckleberry Finn, The Secret Garden, Heidi, Flight of the Doves and a book of Irish fairy tales and legends, exactly what she needed. Up here, with its secret library, away from everyone, Anna had found the perfect hideaway.

         She also unearthed a painted wooden box with the word Memories on it. Curious, Anna knelt down and opened it to find a treasure trove of postcards, letters, old theatre and cinema programmes, menus and old school copybooks. She found her dad’s history and geography copies, with a project on the Romans and another on Egypt and the pyramids; he had even done a design for building a pyramid.

         At the far end of the attic there was an easel and a rusty box of old dried-up oil paints, alongside a load of drawings and paintings that her grandmother must have done. They were signed in loopy writing, ‘Jane White’. She had painted poppy and corn fields and a twisted hawthorn tree at the edge of the water. Anna also noticed a picture of a swan floating on the water and a beautiful drawing of a shaggy, grey dog. There were piles of sketchbooks and canvasses and a series of paintings and sketches of the house in spring, summer, autumn and winter.

         One big sketchbook was entirely filled with pictures of birds and animals. Anna recognised a swan, a cormorant and a heron like the one she had come upon at the lake, along with rabbits and a squirrel. Her grandmother had been really talented at drawing, especially nature, and had captured every detail perfectly.

         There were also her granny’s diaries, a bundle of them tied up with a dusty green ribbon. Anna began to read about Jane finding an injured blackbird on her way home from school and trying to help it.

         As she turned the pages, she came upon a small coloured map her granny had drawn with Fairy Hill right in the middle of it all, and her school, Jenny’s house, the woods, Starling Lake and the beach all clearly marked, and … Anna couldn’t believe it … the fairy ring! There it was, drawn in very lightly in pencil. It was as if her granny had left a secret message for her to find.

         Just then the spell of the attic and all its treasures was broken as Anna heard a car in the driveway. Realising that she had been up in the attic for hours and that Maggie and Jack were back, Anna took the map to study later and closed the attic door firmly behind her.
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         Anna woke early the next morning. No one else was up yet. She pulled on her warm hoodie, jeans and trainers, and after a quick glass of water she let herself out the back door. Bailey, stretching, clambered to his feet to follow her. Anna was on a quest. She was determined to see if her grandmother’s map would show her where the fairy ring used to be.

         The birds’ chorus filled the air as the sun began to rise slowly in the sky. Bailey padded along beside her and they passed the barn and headed up to the fields behind it. Anna walked all around the vegetable fields but couldn’t see a thing. She went up by the old shed, and, turning to go up the hill, she suddenly saw an animal all alone sitting in the middle of the field. Bigger than a rabbit, it was a hare, not moving or making a sound, staring at her in the soft early morning light. Anna had never seen one before. She quickly grabbed hold of Bailey’s collar, not wanting him to scare it.

         The hare seemed to be gazing at her. Anna felt caught in a magic moment as they both gazed at each other. Suddenly the spell was broken and the hare gave a huge jump and took off, zig-zagging through the field of yellow flowers before disappearing amongst the ferns and bracken in the far field.

         Anna waited for Bailey to try to chase after it, but the dog stayed unusually quiet beside her.

         ‘Did you see that, Bailey?’ she whispered. ‘I think it was a hare.’

         Something made her want to follow it.

         Carefully she walked through the damp grass and around the field of tall yellow flowers, looking for any sign of stones or a slight mound, but there was nothing. The sheep barely glanced at her as she walked around the edge of the next grassy field. Where the hare had disappeared the ground was uneven, covered with dry bracken and ferns that came almost to her knees. She took out the old map to get her bearings. The fairy ring should be somewhere around here. Anna turned the map around, trying to figure out the directions. She seemed to be in the right place, but there was no sign of a fairy ring.

         Bending down, she found a stone or two covered in moss and lichen, but the area was wild. Gradually, with the sun starting to rise higher, the light began to change and she could see three, four more stones. They were barely noticeable; they only just stuck up from the ground. Anna pushed her arms and hands into the dry bracken and realised she could feel another stone and another hidden under the earth.

         Hardly daring to hope, she stood up and went to the edge of the field, realising that there was almost a half-circle of stones, not very well formed or defined and for the most part hidden. She went around the edge to the other side, finding amongst a clump of ferns a bigger stone. Under her foot she could feel the hard edge of another. It was some kind of circle. Could it be what was left of the old fairy ring that her granny had drawn on the map and Lily and Dad had talked about?

         Anna stood up on the low stone wall at the edge of the field to try to get a better look at it. As the early morning light touched the grass and earth she could just about see the curving formation of a ring – the fairy ring, it had to be. Somehow it had remained buried and hidden here over the years.

         As the sunlight spread and day broke Anna stretched up on her tippy-toes, trying not to overbalance and fall off the wall. Using a little bit of imagination, she could just about work out and trace in her mind the shape of the old fairy ring.

         She closed her eyes and for a fraction of a second heard a noise so soft and sweet, like singing, a whispering of voices in the grass and ferns around her, but as soon as she opened her eyes it was gone.

         She’d found the fairy ring. She had to tell her dad and bring him to see it. ‘Come on, Bailey!’ Anna called, as she ran for home.

         * * *

         ‘Dad, Dad! Come quick! I have to show you something!’ Anna shouted as she burst in through the kitchen door. Her dad was in an old T-shirt and shorts, making his usual early morning coffee in his special coffee machine.

         ‘I’m just making breakfast,’ he yawned, scratching his head. ‘Whatever it is, can it wait?’

         ‘No, it can’t! Please, Dad, you have to come now,’ Anna insisted. ‘You can have breakfast when you come back.’

         ‘What’s so important at this hour of the morning, Anna?’

         ‘I think I’ve found it.’

         ‘Found what?’

         ‘Please, Dad, just stop asking questions. I need to show you.’

         ‘Okay! Okay!’ he said, giving in. ‘Just let me get some shoes on.’

         The sun was higher now as Anna led the way, passing the fields of rapeseed and sheep.

         ‘There was a big hare, and it ran all the way towards here,’ she explained, standing among the ferns and dried-out bracken. ‘I followed it and it hid somewhere in here.’

         ‘Are we out searching for a hare?’

         ‘No! The hare just brought me here. It was while I was looking for it that I saw them … the stones.’

         ‘Stones?’

         ‘Look, Dad. There’s one!’ said Anna, pointing out a piece of mossy stone in the grass, ‘and there’s another.’

         ‘Yes. I see them.’

         ‘Dad, I think this is the place. I know you and Liam and Auntie Grace searched all over, but I found an old drawing of Granny’s in the attic. It’s a map of Fairy Hill and I think this is where the fairy ring was … is.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ asked her dad, peering around him.

         ‘Look at the map,’ she said, showing it to him. ‘I think this is the place Granny marked.’

         ‘Okay. I can see a few bits of rock or stones the same as you’d find in any field around here.’ Her dad didn’t sound convinced.

         ‘I know most of the stones are half buried or hidden in the grass and the ferns, but if you look really closely and touch them, you can see it,’ said Anna triumphantly. ‘They have to be part of the fairy ring.’

         Her dad said nothing.

         ‘Can you see the ring, Dad?’ demanded Anna. ‘You must be able to see it! See the shape of it.’

         She looked round her and had to admit that in the sunlight all she could see was a few partially hidden moss-covered stones.

         ‘I was up on the wall,’ she said, clambering up again. ‘It helped me to see it properly.’

         Standing on the uneven stone wall, peering around her, it all seemed different, changed from earlier.

         ‘It’s there … I’m just trying to see it again,’ she said, frantically looking around her.

         Her dad clambered up beside her. ‘This piece of land is far stonier than the rest,’ he said slowly.

         ‘Can’t you see it?’ questioned Anna, exasperated. ‘Even a small part of the ring?’

         Dad shook his head.

         ‘Listen, Anna. My mother drew that map when she was only a kid. Maybe she was making it up. You can see it’s drawn differently to how the other places really look.’

         ‘I suppose,’ agreed Anna, reluctantly.

         ‘Sometimes places can play tricks on us. One minute a field will look grassy and lush and then you step into it and nearly sink into the boggy mud, or find it’s covered in thistles. Or a field of crops look as if they are thriving, but up close they’ve got blight or rabbits or pests have destroyed them.’

         Anna jumped down and began to prowl around to find the stones again, trying to remember exactly where she’d felt the hard stone in the earth with her fingers. But it was useless. All she could see was dried-out grass, ferns, bracken and gorse.

         ‘This is the place, Dad. I know it is,’ insisted Anna. ‘Maybe that’s why nothing is growing here.’

         ‘Anna, I searched every inch of this farmland, trying to find the fairy ring when I was your age. For years I tried. It was like a proper quest, but the fairy ring is gone, that is if it ever even existed!’

         ‘But it’s still here,’ she said stubbornly. ‘I know it is. Granny and Aunt Lily both said it … and I believe them.’

         ‘Your granny was a wonderful person and you are a lot like her, Anna, but even though she was my mother, she had some really strange notions and set ideas about things. Aunt Lily, much as I love her, is a superstitious old lady.’

         ‘Dad, I know it’s here,’ said Anna. ‘I can sense it.’

         ‘Anna, believe what you want. The reason this field has gone wild and so overgrown is because it was too much for your grandmother to manage. But Maggie and I have plans for it.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘This is the ideal spot for growing more organic vegetables all year round in rows of grow tunnels using special solar panels. They could even supply the house and the studio with power too. We just have to clear the land first.’

         ‘You can’t do that, Dad. You can’t! Aunt Lily said that you shouldn’t go changing things …’ Anna trailed off when she saw her dad’s expression.

         ‘Believe me, I know what Lily thinks,’ said her dad, with a laugh, ‘but we just want to harness nature and use it to provide energy, which is important to me. Can you try and understand that Anna, please?’

         ‘Sure, Dad.’ Anna felt stupid. She’d let superstition and her imagination get the better of her.

         ‘Come on, no more chasing hares!’ he teased. ‘Let’s go home and get some breakfast.’
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            The Sleepover
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         A few days later, Anna was watching from the window, waiting for her cousin Jenny to arrive. Jack pulled at her, wanting her to play with the dinosaur farm she’d helped him to build. Three pterodactyls were sitting up in the hen roost, while a diplodocus was plonked in the barn with bales of hay.

         ‘Who drives the tractor?’ Anna asked him.

         ‘Billy the Brontosaurus,’ laughed Jack. ‘He’s my best dinosaur and he drives the tractor.’

         Without thinking, Anna pulled her little brother into a hug and began to sing the dinosaur song she’d made up for him.

         
            
        Old MacDonald had a farm
      

            
        E, I, E, I, O 
      

            
        And on that farm, he had a brontosaurus 
      

            
        E, I, E, I, O
      

            
        With a dino roar here and a dino roar there
      

            
        Here a roar, there a roar, everywhere a dino roar
      

            
        Old MacDonald had a farm
      

            
        E, I, E, I, O
      

         

         They sang it together for Jack had such a big imagination.

         Just then, Anna heard the jeep pull into the yard and ran out to welcome Jenny.

         ‘I’m afraid we’ll have to share the double bed,’ she said as she showed Jenny her bedroom. ‘Otherwise it’s the couches in the sitting room.’

         ‘Bed’s great!’ laughed Jenny, tossing her bag into the corner.

         ‘Why don’t you bring Jenny for a walk around the place?’ suggested Maggie. ‘Just be back for dinner.’

         ‘There are no horses or animals here, ’Anna explained, ‘but there’s the walled garden and the big veggie plot and we could go down by the lake if you want.’

         Jack wanted to come with them and went to grab Anna’s hand.

         ‘No,’ laughed Maggie. ‘You are letting the girls have a chance on their own without you in tow.’

         As the pair walked along, they picked sugar snap peas and a few gooseberries.

         ‘They’re sour,’ winced Jenny as they tried the gooseberries.

         Looking for something sweeter, both made for the nearby canes of juicy, ripe raspberries at the same time.

         ‘Will we go down by the lake? We might bump into Daniel,’ suggested Anna.

         ‘Who’s Daniel?’ asked her cousin curiously.

         ‘He’s just a boy who lives round here, but he’s kind of nice, big into nature.’

         Two families were down by the lake; a dad was trying to show his daughter how to cast a fishing line. The girls walked around the edge of the lake. The water was so clear you could see the bottom, with floating water plants and little fish darting around.

         In the distance a swan moved majestically, dipping its head every now and then, staying far away in the centre of the lake, all alone.

         Anna hoped to catch sight of Daniel, but there was no sign of him.

         Jenny quizzed her all about London and her school and her friends.

         ‘It sounds so cool,’ she sighed enviously. ‘I bet your school is humongous compared to the community school I go to in town. It’s for all the kids in the area but it’s still small and everyone knows everyone else and their business. You can’t sneeze without someone knowing about it!’

         ‘I suppose it is big,’ said Anna. ‘But I only know the kids in my classes and maybe a few others in my year. That’s all. Maybe being smaller and having more friends might be better.’

         ‘Your friend Daniel must be in my school? I must know him,’ said Jenny. ‘Is it Danny O’Reilly? He’s about sixteen and has got really bad acne. His sister Emily is in my year.’

         ‘No, that’s definitely not him!’ Anna laughed. ‘He’s about our age and has dark hair … longish.’

         ‘There’s definitely no other Danny or Daniel in the school,’ puzzled Jenny.

         ‘Maybe he doesn’t go to your school,’ Anna said, growing defensive about a boy she barely knew.

         When they got home, Maggie had made a curry with hazelnut brownies for afters.

         ‘I wish my mum could cook like this,’ Jenny said, savouring a third brownie.

         ‘Me too,’ agreed Anna.

         Her mum’s cooking was haphazard, at the best of times.

         ‘Would you girls like to come over to the studio for a while and let Jenny have a go at the wheel? Or maybe you have something else planned!’ offered Maggie.

         ‘Could we?’ burst out Jenny. ‘I’ve always been dying to try it.’

         Often after dinner when Maggie was working she let Anna join her in the studio. Anna was getting used to using the wheel, and Maggie had fired a plate and a bowl that Anna had made for her mum.

         Maggie patiently showed Jenny how to start, the clay flying in all directions.

         ‘Don’t worry, I was just the same,’ said Anna as she passed the clay back to Jenny.

         ‘It’s much harder that I thought,’ said Jenny ruefully. Tentatively she shaped the clay and started the wheel again. The two girls burst out laughing as the clay shot onto Anna’s lap.

         ‘Anna, you take the bigger wheel,’ offered Maggie, ‘and show Jenny again. I have to run inside for something. I’ll be back in a while and, mind, I want no mess.’

         ‘Sure,’ agreed Anna, delighted that Maggie was trusting them to use the studio on their own.

         After lots of throwing and giggles at Jenny’s various attempts, the two girls tidied up and headed back indoors.

         Later, as they lay on Anna’s bed, Jenny was still buzzing with all she had learned.

         ‘That was the best!’ she said. ‘Maggie is so good to let me use the wheel.’

         ‘Yeah, I really do like her,’ said Anna.

         ‘It must be hard having a mum and dad that are divorced, and then both of them with new partners,’ said Jenny thoughtfully. ‘I’d hate if my mum and dad were divorced.’

         ‘That’s never going to happen,’ Anna reassured her. ‘My mum and dad used to fight all the time and Mum didn’t want to move any more for Dad’s job. It was awful at first when they got separated, but I used to see Dad twice a week as he lived near us. Then he moved to Sweden for work so I had to get used to him being away. Now he’s got Maggie and is settled here so that’s good.’

         ‘And it’s good for me. I love having a girl cousin my age around,’ said Jenny, with a grin. ‘I just wish that you lived here or nearer instead of London.’

         ‘I still have a few weeks here, so let’s make the most of it! Tomorrow, Dad’s promised to give us a surfing lesson in the morning.’

         ‘Surf’s up!’ teased Jenny, jumping up on the bed and striking a pretend surfing pose.

         Anna jumped up too. Together, they pretended that they were riding big roller waves and they laughed like crazy as they each stood wobbling on a pillow and surfed on the bed.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 16

            Surf’s Up!
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         By mid-morning the next day, Dad had dragged them out of bed and driven to nearby Strandhill Beach – a surfers’ paradise. As Anna and Jenny wriggled and jiggled into the tight-fitting protective skins of their wetsuits, the sun was climbing high in the sky, but there were still some rolling waves crashing onto the sand – a perfect day for surfing.

         ‘We’ll stick to the quieter end where the waves are gentler. It’s safer for beginners,’ said Dad.

         Enviously, the girls watched a few guys who were way out riding the waves. Following each rise and fall and staying balanced on top, they made it look easy.

         ‘Uncle Rob, how long have you been surfing?’ asked Jenny

         ‘Since I was your age,’ he replied. ‘We are so lucky to have waves like this on our doorstep.’

         Anna felt a bit stupid as Dad made her and Jenny put the boards flat on the sand, lie on them, then jump up to standing and try to balance when they weren’t even in the water.

         ‘Hands and arms out straight and feel the board with your toes and feet and legs,’ he ordered.

         Finally satisfied they had the hang of that, he got them to carry the boards down to the water and lie on them in the shallows. It was harder than they’d imagined as, even in the shallows, the boards moved with the waves.

         ‘I nearly fell off that time,’ shrieked Jenny.

         Anna could feel the board wobble under her feet and it took all her effort to balance herself and not fall off as the board caught each movement of the waves.

         Jenny was already in the water and was getting back up again.

         Ten minutes later, Anna had fallen off for about the twentieth time.

         ‘It’s much harder than it looks,’ she said.

         ‘Patience,’ encouraged her dad, finally agreeing to let the girls out a bit deeper, instructing them to first lie on the board and paddle forward in the wave surge.

         The waves were faster and stronger as they went out deeper.

         ‘Do it again and again,’ he urged them.

         ‘That’s what my dad used to say when he was teaching us to ride,’ puffed Jenny, out of breath.

         Again, they fell off, the water all over them, and up their noses. Anna swallowed a big mouthful. But grabbing their boards, the two hauled themselves back up and tried again.

         After what seemed an age, Dad told them to try standing up slowly.

         ‘Watch and try to follow the wave. Don’t fight against it,’ he warned. ‘Just follow it and let it take you on its back.’

         Cautiously, Anna tried to stand and get her balance, the board slippery under her feet. As the waves came, she took a deep breath and tried to stay on board, lowering herself a bit.

         Suddenly her board flipped, tossing her into the surging drag of the waves. She fought to get her breath and stay afloat. Saltwater filled her mouth and throat and lungs and the noise of the sea claimed her. Disorientated, she was caught up in the swell and drag of another roaring wave.

         Time seemed to slow and she glimpsed a floating brownish shape in the foaming waves near her.

         Was it a patch of seaweed or maybe even a dark seal? Feeling afraid, Anna finally managed to push up to the surface, gasping for air.

         ‘You okay, Anna?’ asked Jenny who was floating closeby with her board.

         ‘Yeah.’ Anna nodded, fighting to get her breath back, and relieved to see that there was no sign of a seal.

         Determined not to give up, she paddled back out to try again, with Jenny by her side.

         This time, they both managed just about to stand up before a wave caught them and they were knocked over once again.

         ‘That was incredible!’ called Jenny, beaming. ‘Let’s do it again!’

         They did it at least another ten times until finally they both managed to stay upright for an amazing few but almost perfect seconds.

         ‘That was so cool!’ said Anna, laughing. ‘We finally did it!’

         ‘Come back in!’ Dad yelled. ‘You two have had enough for one day. Let’s go and have lunch.’

         ‘That was the best fun ever,’ declared Jenny as the girls shared a pizza. ‘Thanks, Uncle Rob.’

         ‘Do you want to have another go next week?’ he offered. ‘I’m free on Tuesday if it suits you both.’

         Jenny nodded, and Anna said, ‘Yes, Dad. Please. We really want to try it again.’

         Anna wished she didn’t have to say goodbye as they dropped Jenny back home, for she loved hanging out with her and they were already becoming such good friends.

         ‘I’ll see you on Sunday,’ said Jenny, with a wave, ‘at Ronan’s birthday party.’
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            Disturbance

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         The next morning Anna woke late, tired after all the surfing action the day before.

         ‘Where’s Dad?’ yawned Anna as she ate breakfast with Jack.

         ‘He’s up the back fields with the men. They want to get an early start on clearing the field for the solar panels and grow tunnels. It’s exciting for your dad seeing it take shape,’ added Maggie proudly.

         ‘Today! They are starting today?’

         ‘Yes, they brought a digger and equipment. I might bring Jack up to see it later.’

         Anna pushed away her bowl and ran to get dressed.

         ‘Where are you going?’ asked Maggie.

         ‘I want to see Dad and what’s going on!’ Anna called, taking off across the fields with Bailey at her heels.

         The noise filled the quiet of the summer’s day, and Anna could see the flash of the bright yellow machine at work digging up the earth and cutting through the grass and soil and stones. The noise seared though her brain like the grinding of a dentist’s drill as she watched in dismay. Then, faintly, Anna thought she caught another noise, coming from somewhere – the sound of singing, low and sad. She could see a big ancient mossy stone taken from deep where it had lain hidden under the earth and flung on the pile of uprooted grass and bracken and gorse.

         ‘Dad!’ she called. ‘Stop! Stop it!’

         ‘Anna, it’s okay,’ said Dad, turning towards her and trying to reassure her. ‘The men are just digging down so we can lay the foundations for the solar-powered greenhouse. Afterwards, the field will be returned to normal and things will grow back … I promise you.’

         ‘Dad, can’t you hear the noise?’

         ‘It’s just the digger,’ he shouted. ‘You should move away a bit.’

         With that, a big, black crow appeared and sat on the stone wall watching the men work. The crow’s head cocked to one side and its beady eyes followed exactly what the workers were doing. Within minutes, two, three and then more large crows had joined it. Anna felt a growing fear in her stomach, though she wasn’t quite sure why.

         A deep, low growl came from Bailey who, to her surprise, stayed standing right beside her instead of trying to chase the birds, like he usually did.

         Her dad was happy out but Anna couldn’t bear to watch the destruction anymore. She took off for a walk with Bailey, heading in the direction of the lake – and sanctuary.

         Watching the swan floating serenely on the lake calmed and soothed her. Of course her dad was entitled to do what he wanted with Fairy Hill. He was only trying to turn the old house and the land into a proper home for him and Maggie and Jack to live and work in. Growing food and generating their own energy was just part of the way they wanted to live. The field was just a field, nothing more, and she had to accept that and stop imagining things.

         ‘Anna!’

         She turned to find Daniel standing right behind her. She hadn’t even heard him approach.

         Uncertain, Bailey gave a low growl but wagged his tail when Daniel patted him.

         ‘Are you upset?’ Daniel asked, frowning with concern. He sat down beside her. ‘You seem a little sad.’

         ‘I am a bit.’ She wondered how he could be so perceptive. ‘I’m upset with my dad about something.’

         ‘You have had a disagreement with a parent. That is not good,’ said Daniel.

         ‘It isn’t his fault. It’s mine. All Dad did was to get the men to start work on digging up a field, which I think used to hold some kind of a fairy ring. I know it sounds mad but have you ever heard of a fairy ring?’

         ‘Yes, I have,’ he said quietly.

         ‘Did you ever hear of one at Fairy Hill?’

         Head down, Daniel played with a thin reed and he didn’t answer her.

         ‘You and your family are from around here,’ she pressed. ‘You must know about it.’

         ‘My family do not know of it.’

         ‘Maybe, if you ask them.’

         ‘I’m sorry but I cannot ask them,’ he said quietly.

         Daniel was strange, clamming up when she mentioned his family. Anna realised just how little she knew about him.

         ‘I’m always telling you about my family! What about yours?’ she blurted out, exasperated. ‘I don’t even know your surname or anything about your family. Do you have any brothers or sisters?’

         ‘It’s Middleton,’ he said cagily, ‘and I have two brothers and one sister.’

         Anna pressed on, even more curious. ‘Where do you go to school? Is it the big community one in town where my cousin Jenny Ryan goes? Do you know her?’

         ‘I do not know her or her school,’ said Daniel coldly. ‘And why are you questioning me like this?’

         ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to give you the third degree. I just thought that being a local you might have heard of the fairy ring. My Granny Jane used to talk about it. She believed in it.’

         ‘The problem is that your father doesn’t believe and you fear that he is digging where it is better not to dig.’

         ‘Oh Daniel, that’s exactly what I’m worried about.’

         ‘You are right to be concerned,’ he sighed. ‘Disturbing things can bring trouble.’

         She waited for him to laugh off the seriousness of what he was saying or to make a joke about it, but he didn’t.

         ‘You must be careful, Anna, careful for you and your small brother for they see and hear everything.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ Anna asked nervously. ‘And who are you talking about?’

         ‘The sidhe,’ he whispered. ‘That is who I am talking about.’

         ‘You mean the fairies?’ asked Anna. ‘Are you telling me that you believe in fairies?’

         ‘I have said too much.’ Daniel looked nervous and he stood up and started to walk off through the tall green rushes.

         ‘I’m sorry!’ Anna said, running after him. ‘I didn’t mean to go on at you.’

         But Daniel moved swiftly, and though she tried to see in which direction he was headed through the vegetation, there was no sign of him.

         Disappointed, Anna was turning for home when Bailey took off barking and chasing something through the reeds.

         ‘Come back!’ she shouted after him. ‘Bailey, come back here now!’

         At that moment, she and the dog were startled by a glimpse of white feathers and beating wings as a white swan rose majestically upwards from its hiding place and flew off towards the far side of lake. For Anna, it was one of the most beautiful things she had ever seen.
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            The Birthday Party
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         Anna was getting changed to go to the party in Jenny’s house when she realised that her gold star bracelet was missing from the blue box with her earrings. She searched the bedside table and the chest of drawers where she kept her clothes and the wardrobe, and under the bed in case it had fallen down there, but there was no sign of it.

         It was strange – some of the things in her room looked like they had been moved around, as if someone had been trying to find something. But how could it be missing when she was so careful about the bracelet and earrings? They were precious to her as she didn’t really have any other jewellery, just a few silver chains and some stud earrings.

         ‘Maggie, did you see my star bracelet by any chance?’ she asked. ‘I can’t find it.’

         ‘You probably didn’t search hard enough,’ said Maggie, busy wrapping Ronan’s birthday present. ‘It’s bound to be somewhere in your room.’

         Anna searched all over again from top to bottom, but there was definitely no sign of her mother’s gift.

         To be absolutely sure, she went around the house, the living room and the kitchen, checking in case it was somewhere there, and then she went over to where Jack kept his toys and started searching for it.

         ‘What are you doing?’ demanded Maggie.

         ‘I’m just trying to see if my bracelet is here with the toys.’

         ‘Why would it be there? Do you think that Jack took your bracelet?’

         ‘No, but maybe he just wanted to play with it, like he does with my phone and last week he took my toothbrush.’

         ‘Jack is not a thief,’ insisted Maggie defensively. ‘He does not steal things.’

         ‘I know that, but sometimes he borrows things and wants to play with them,’ Anna tried to explain. Then, ignoring Maggie, she carried on checking Jack’s toy box and emptied out the entire contents of his big dinosaur box on the floor, but there was no sign of the bracelet.

         Maggie stood over her, frowning at the mess. ‘I told you that Jack hadn’t got it. You probably lost it somewhere yourself!’

         ‘It was in my bedroom in the box where I left it,’ argued Anna hotly.

         She didn’t want to fight or have words with Maggie. All she wanted was to find her bracelet.

         ‘You should think before you start accusing your little brother of things he didn’t do,’ Maggie said coldly. ‘I know you are an only child and not used to having a brother or sister around, but you cannot go blaming poor Jack for something you did or didn’t do. It’s not fair.’

         Anna was stumped. She didn’t know what to say to Maggie without making things blow up even worse.

         ‘I’ll go and look for it again …’ She trailed off, trying not to start crying.

         Anna sat on the bed seething. Someone had taken her bracelet and nobody cared. Sometimes it felt like Maggie was being mean to her. Jack was always perfect. And she was always getting things wrong. Yet there was no point complaining to her dad as he would always take Maggie’s side, never hers.

         * * *

         Arriving at the party, Jack got all excited when he spotted the big bouncy castle in the field closest to Jenny’s house.

         ‘Want to go on that,’ he declared, running to get on it.

         Anna laughed as she joined Jenny on the castle, both bouncing as high as they could.

         ‘There is space for everyone,’ said Jenny, trying to keep a bit of order with all the kids on the big inflated slide.

         Jack had no fear and wanted to go on the bouncy castle again and again.

         ‘I’ve got to go and set up the party food out on the patio,’ explained Jenny. ‘Do you want to help?’

         ‘No, I’d better stay here with Jack,’ said Anna, not wanting to leave him on his own.

         ‘Come on, time for a break,’ she urged her hot and sweaty little brother as everyone made a big rush up to the tables. She and Jenny helped to pass round juice and cocktail sausages, chicken pieces, fresh baby bread rolls, cupcakes and brownies.

         Then it was time for the birthday cake, everyone loudly singing ‘Happy Birthday’ as seven-year-old Ronan blew out the candles and Uncle Ted took photos.

         Sitting in the sun surrounded by family, Anna was glad to be part of it all, in this place where everyone knew everyone and even a stranger like her was made to feel welcome.

         Afterwards, all the kids rushed straight back onto the bouncy castle while she helped Jenny to tidy up the leftover party stuff.

         Back on the castle, Anna realised she couldn’t see Jack anywhere; maybe he’d gone back towards the house to Dad and Maggie, but there was no sign of him there either. Maggie was sitting on the patio chatting with Lily and Liz. Jack was getting to be really annoying with all his disappearing acts, thought Anna, as she searched for him, yet again.

         ‘Where are you going?’ asked Jenny.

         ‘Jack’s run off again,’ sighed Anna. ‘He’s always doing that.’

         ‘Don’t worry. He won’t have gone too far. Dad and I made sure to lock the gate to stop the small kids going down anywhere near the animals,’ she reassured Anna as they walked around, searching together.

         Relief washed over Anna when she spotted her little brother at the very far end of the field playing with a cat. It was only a small black kitten with a splash of white at the tip of its tail. Jack seemed to be following it, laughing as he played with it and tried to catch it.

         ‘Kitty,’ he called, following the kitten.

         ‘Hello, little kitty,’ said Anna gently, bending down and trying to coax the animal over to them.

         The kitten had stopped and suddenly turned back towards them. As Anna reached out towards it, the kitten hissed and spat at her, baring sharp little white teeth and needle-like claws, its eyes flashing as it glared at her. Maybe it was wild, and didn’t want her near it.

         As if in answer, the kitten arched its back again and hissed loudly at her. Jack stepped behind Anna, scared.

         ‘That cat’s not one of ours,’ warned Jenny. ‘It must be feral, so be careful.’

         Anna felt a sense of unease as those strange kitten eyes stared at her. It was crazy. She had got herself in a state and was now just imagining all kinds of things. The poor animal was probably just scared of them.

         ‘Scat!’ shouted Jenny loudly at it. ‘Scat!’

         But, unafraid, the kitten stood boldly, eyes glinting in the long grass, watching them as the three of them headed back down to the bouncy castle.

         ‘Come on, it’s time to go home!’ called Dad as the sun began to sink in the sky.

         Jack was so tired he fell asleep in his seat in the back of the car, his small head resting against Anna’s arm. Feeling the weight of him by her side, Anna realised just how small he was, and she felt a wave of protectiveness wash over her. She was beginning to care about him and was determined never to let anyone hurt or harm him. From now on she’d try to be a proper big sister and watch her little brother like a hawk.
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         The August sun beat down as Anna noticed the visitor in a black baseball cap walking down the driveway. Fairy Hill might be off the beaten track but people still found their way to Maggie’s studio.

         Maggie was upstairs washing her hair, while Anna kept an eye on Jack. She didn’t mind helping, and was happy to let the person have a browse around and call Maggie down if she was needed. ‘Come on, Jack,’ she said, grabbing her little brother and going toward the studio door.

         Jack knew not to touch anything, and Anna gave him a piece of soft clay to play with as she put on the light for the display shelves. Outside, the young woman, dressed in a white T-shirt and black skinny leggings, was standing looking all around her, peering in the sitting-room window. The studio gallery was well signposted, so why was she snooping about the house?

         Bailey lumbered across the yard, lifting his massive head, nose quivering, and began to growl. He stood stock still, paws planted, blocking the path as a heavy rumbling sound came from deep in his throat.

         Normally Anna would have told him off him for scaring someone and put him back in the house, but his firm stance and the way his ears were lifted warned her.

         The young woman looked up. Her eyes, fiery and glinting, flew in Anna’s direction, as if searching for something.

         Bailey barked and barked protectively.

         Inside the studio, Anna held her breath, not daring to move, for even at a distance she realised that this woman looked a bit like the woman from the beach, younger maybe, her dark hair pulled back from her pale face. Anna knew then that she didn’t want her in the studio, didn’t want her near Jack! She quickly went and shut the studio door, turned the key and put up the closed sign. The windows were all shut except for the skylight in the roof.

         ‘Sssh!’ she whispered to Jack, hunkering down with him till they were hidden under the huge, wooden workbench. She took some of the clay and began to make a shape.

         ‘See, Jack. He’s a plant eater, with a long neck.’

         ‘Long neck!’ Jack laughed, dancing the dinosaur along the floorboards while the woman outside tried to open the door.

         Anna waited and then felt relieved as a few minutes later she heard footsteps move away and leave. When she ventured back outside the woman had gone. The yard was empty except for Bailey who was now barking madly at a black-and-white magpie that was hopping and jumping around the place, taunting the dog before flying up onto the tiled roof of the studio.

         ‘Come on, boy!’ said Anna as they went inside. ‘Leave that poor bird alone.’

         Maggie was standing at the range, wearing a pretty print skirt and a blouse.

         Anna said nothing about the tourist and not letting her in to see the studio.

         ‘We made a dinosaur,’ Jack blurted out, showing it off.

         ‘You were in the studio!’ Maggie’s voice was just that bit sharp.

         ‘Just quickly to get some clay for him,’ Anna lied.

         After dinner Maggie headed out to work in her studio. Minutes later, she returned, her face flushed and angry.

         ‘I don’t believe you, Anna. I really don’t believe you!’

         Anna looked up from the book she was reading.

         ‘The state of the studio! How could you?’

         ‘I only took a small piece of clay to make a dinosaur with Jack,’ Anna replied defensively. ‘We didn’t mean to make a bit of a mess.’

         ‘Mess? You call what you did a bit of a mess!’ Maggie shouted. ‘You’ve destroyed the place, and ruined some of my work!’

         Anna jumped up, angry. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ she said defensively.

         ‘Come outside,’ snapped Maggie, ‘and let your father see what you’ve done to my workplace!’

         Anna went with her, fearful of what she would see. Running towards the studio, she gasped with disbelief when she saw clay and dust and shards of pottery all over the wooden floor. Two or three bowls were completely broken into smithereens.

         ‘Anna!’ roared her dad, coming into the studio behind them. ‘Tell me that you had nothing to do with this!’

         ‘Dad, I promise … I didn’t do this. I wouldn’t do this.’

         ‘Why would you do such a thing?’ cried Maggie, picking up the fragments of the blue bowl. ‘Do you and your mother hate me this much?’

         Anna stood still, in the middle of the chaos as her father and Maggie both glared at her. ‘I should have known it was too good to be true, you offering to help mind Jack.’

         ‘Oh, Anna!’ said her father, putting his arm around Maggie.

         ‘I swear, Dad, I had nothing to do with it. I promise. I wouldn’t do something like this.’

         ‘You are such a liar,’ said Maggie, staring hard at Anna.

         Anna tried to defend herself and find an explanation. ‘It must have been that tourist that was snooping around the house and yard. Bailey growled and barked at her. She was acting so strange that I was afraid to let her in the studio … but I thought she’d gone.’ Looking at her dad and Maggie, Anna could tell they didn’t believe her. ‘It wasn’t me,’ she insisted. ‘I didn’t do it, honestly!’

         Her face flushed, Maggie turned away, disbelieving, and left the studio and went back towards the house. Anna’s dad stood there surrounded by the broken pottery, disappointment in his eyes. ‘I don’t know why you would do such a thing, Anna, deliberately try to hurt Maggie and destroy her work.’

         Surrounded by the mayhem, Anna had no idea what to say.

         ‘Maggie likes you. Did you know that? She thinks that you are a great kid and that Jack is lucky to have such a great big sister.’

         ‘Dad, why won’t you believe me?’ Anna pleaded then.

         But her dad turned away to grab the tall brush from the corner. ‘Do you know something, Anna, this is the first time since you were born that I’ve been ashamed of you.’

         Anna felt like crying and howling at the unfairness of it. She was being blamed for something she hadn’t done.

         ‘Get the brush and pan!’ ordered Dad. ‘The very least you can do is clean up the mess you’ve created.’

         Brushing up the dust and broken pieces, Anna stopped. There, lying under the shards and fragments of smashed pottery was a black-and-white feather … a magpie feather.
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         It was so unfair! Dad and Maggie were both barely speaking to her and still blamed her for what had happened in the studio. They would not listen to her attempts to explain and she could hardly blame them as it sounded too crazy for anyone to believe that a bird or some disgruntled tourist would wreak such havoc in a pottery studio.

         She had heard Maggie shouting at her dad last night when they were in bed. ‘You and Roz have raised a selfish spoilt brat and you’d better sort it out. I won’t let her away with it the next time!’

         Miserable and embarrassed, Anna had curled up under the duvet, wishing that she was back home instead of being stuck here where she was certainly not welcome. She looked at the painting of the child bent down gazing at the water, the very slight inkling of a wing to be seen on his shoulder. Even though it had been painted a long time ago, it reminded her of Daniel. Was it another message that her grandmother had left for someone to find?

         The next morning Anna waited until the others had finished breakfast before she got up. She was relieved to see that Maggie and Jack had gone off in the car as she spread honey on toasted brown bread. Dad barely nodded at her as he sat down to read the newspaper.

         ‘You’ve upset Maggie badly,’ he said quietly. ‘You need to apologise to her.’

         ‘But I didn’t do anything, Dad,’ Anna protested. ‘I swear that it wasn’t me. I would never damage any of Maggie’s work. I never would! Why would I do something like that?’

         ‘I’m not sure, Anna. You’ve always been a good kid, but this …’

         ‘Dad, I told you. It was either that woman or else a magpie got in to the studio.’

         ‘More of your stories,’ said Dad, exasperated.

         Anna stopped trying to explain herself. It all sounded so lame and preposterous, even to her.

         ‘Anna, just take responsibility for what you did,’ sighed Dad wearily. ‘Don’t go putting the blame on some stranger. Why would someone like that, out of the blue, decide to go into Maggie’s studio and damage and break some of her work? What possible reason would they have to do such a horrible thing?’

         ‘I don’t know … I don’t know,’ cried Anna tearfully, running out of the kitchen and across the yard.

         She went down by the herb garden and sat on the small wooden bench there. Bailey ambled down after her, stretching out in the sunshine, while bees buzzed around the flowers and plants. The dog’s brown eyes looked at her as if he understood her problem.

         ‘If only you could talk, Bailey, and tell them what really happened,’ sighed Anna, rubbing his coat. ‘You tried to warn me about that woman. You didn’t like her one bit either. The minute you saw her, you sensed she was bad, didn’t you?’

         Bailey didn’t say anything; he just yawned and put his head on his paws.

         I should never have come here, thought Anna, never have agreed to stay with Dad and Maggie. They didn’t want her here! The best thing would be for her to go back home to London, but there was no one there for her to stay with. She hated her mum for going off and leaving her, just dumping her on her dad! She didn’t care what time it was. She was phoning her. The phone rang and rang but her mum didn’t answer.

         She’d already phoned Jenny and left a voicemail, but her cousin texted back to say that she and her family had gone away for a few days to a hotel in Kerry, and she didn’t have much credit left. She’d be in touch with Anna when she got back.

         Feeling utterly miserable, Anna realised that there was no one to run to, or no place to go to, or no way to escape. She was stuck in Fairy Hill.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 21

            The Diary

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         Anna felt so lost and lonely and tried to keep out of everyone’s way. Jack had no idea what was going on and why everyone was angry with Anna. At least he still loved her and continued to follow her around like a little puppy, all excited, wanting to play ball with her, or hunt for insects and bugs.

         Anna was glad to escape up to the attic and spend time looking through her grandmother’s sketchpads and notebooks filled with pencil drawings and watercolour paintings of sea birds, the lake and the sea. She found her grandmother’s diaries. She had even sketched in those: the house, the barn, the shed, the lake and the beach. Some were just done in pencil, but others were in coloured pencils. Granny Jane had had a real ability for sketching wildlife, in particular: a fox, a family of rabbits, a wood pigeon, a squirrel and a curious robin sitting on a garden spade. She wrote about her friends and family, about her school and the day-to-day life on the farm: the frosty and snowy winter days, the spring with the new lambs and chicks, and the summer and autumn spent helping her parents to grow and harvest the vegetables and fruit, swimming on the beach and sleeping out under the starry sky. Every page, doodle and drawing made Anna feel closer to her granny and life in Fairy Hill.

         About halfway through one of the diaries, when Granny Jane was not quite twelve years old, a page grabbed Anna’s attention and she caught her breath as she read the words:

         ‘I found it! No one believes me but I saw it with my own eyes and even heard them singing a fairy song …’

         The accompanying sketch was small but quite detailed and clearly showed a ring of stones.

         Here was more proof that the fairy ring had once existed. Maybe her granny had written more about it or done more sketches of it. There was still a big pile of diaries, sketchbooks and notepads for her to go through, to discover more about her granny and these fairies called the sidhe.

         After lunch, Anna escaped down to the lake, bringing one of the diaries in her backpack.

         ‘What are you reading?’ interrupted Daniel, as he did one of his sudden appearing acts. He was leaning over Anna’s shoulder, staring intently at the diary in front of her.

         Heart beating fast, Anna wished he wouldn’t sneak up on her like that. ‘It’s just an old diary I found belonging to my grandmother,’ she said, putting it away carefully in her bag. ‘Hey, I haven’t seen you for ages. Did you and your family go away on holiday?’

         ‘Away? I would never go away from here!’ he said quietly. ‘This is where I belong.’

         For a moment, Anna thought he was joking. Then she looked at his eyes and could see that he was serious. ‘It’s just that I missed you,’ she said, and as she said it Anna realised how much she meant it.

         Watching Daniel, she could see kindness in his eyes. ‘Things have been awful these past few days! Someone or something got into the studio and broke some of Maggie’s pots and bowls, and she and Dad are blaming me,’ she confided. ‘I didn’t do it but no one will listen to me. I get blamed for everything. It isn’t fair, and now Maggie hates me.’

         ‘No one could hate you,’ said Daniel softly.

         ‘They do,’ she sighed. ‘They think that I did it!’

         ‘But you believe someone else was responsible.’

         ‘I thought it was a tourist I saw snooping about the place, but then I found a magpie feather when I was brushing up the broken stuff. Maybe a bird got in. I don’t know! Ever since I got here weird things keep on happening,’ she admitted, wanting to tell someone. ‘One day I nearly lost my little brother Jack on the beach. He went out too far in the water. There was this woman who had a hold of his hand, leading him out. One minute she was in the sea with him and then she disappeared into the wave and all I could see was this big seal. And then I met this girl who looked just like me at the shop. It was so weird, and Jack would have gone off with her only I managed to stop them. He’s always wandering off, he even followed a stupid cat the other day to the far end of a field, well, a kitten, but still; it was wild and it could have scraped or hurt him!’

         She waited for Daniel to tease and laugh at her, and tell her she was imagining it all, but instead he listened intently. ‘You think someone is trying to steal or take your brother?’

         ‘Oh no, I don’t think so.’ Anna shrugged, doubting herself. ‘It is probably just my imagination. Or maybe Jack is just the kind of kid who wanders off all the time and keeps getting lost.’

         But Daniel’s face was serious. ‘If you believe someone means him any harm,’ he said gravely, ‘you must be careful of your brother.’

         ‘Why would anyone want to harm Jack?’ said Anna, noticing a wary expression flitting across Daniel’s pale face.

         ‘Bad things happen sometimes to small boys, to children,’ said Daniel tensely. ‘One minute everything is good and then in the space of a few seconds, life can be changed, with everything stolen away.’

         Anna had no idea what he was talking about, but Daniel had retreated into his silent self and refused to say any more.

         Together they watched as a pair of delicate dragonflies hovered low over the water, their jewel-coloured wings flitting and darting across the lake.

         ‘Don’t you think they are the most beautiful creatures ever, shimmering in the light?’ said Daniel.

         ‘I’ve never seen them before,’ said Anna with a smile.

         ‘Dragonflies are as old as time – ancient,’ explained Daniel. ‘They have never lost their beauty and way of flying.’

         It didn’t matter that Daniel said things she didn’t quite understand and that he was so different from every other boy she knew, Anna really liked him.

         Already he had made her feel better, less upset with her dad and Maggie and their accusations.

         ‘I’d better go,’ she said, realising the time. ‘Or I’ll be in more trouble.’

         * * *

         Anna was relieved as the fight with her dad and Maggie had finally blown over. Dad refused to discuss it, but he had softened and taken her surfing again.

         On their way home, her dad had stopped near an old church.

         ‘This is the graveyard where your granny and grandad are buried,’ he explained. ‘I thought that you might like to see it. You seem to be interested in your granny’s diaries.’

         The graveyard was peaceful, quiet, surrounded by trees and shrubs with Ben Bulben looming protectively behind it.

         ‘It’s beautiful here,’ said Anna as she read her grandparents’ names, William and Jane Quinn, carved on a simple gravestone half-hidden in the tall grasses.

         ‘They are buried in the place they both loved,’ said Dad, ‘with the graves of family all around them.’

         ‘I wish that I’d seen Granny more and got to know her better,’ murmured Anna. ‘It’s strange, but I feel like I miss her.’

         ‘We all do,’ sighed her dad. ‘But it’s good to see her and your grandad William buried together and at peace. They loved each other dearly.’

         Nearby, Anna found her great-grandparents’ grave, John and Sarah White. Reading their headstone, she discovered that their son Thomas White, aged only four, was buried there too. ‘He was so small and too young to die,’ said Anna sadly. ‘Aunt Lily showed me a photograph of them all together when she was a little girl. What happened to him, Dad?’

         ‘I think it was something like TB or pneumonia or measles. Things were different then. Children died of all kinds of illnesses,’ explained her dad as they walked around the gravel paths and gravestones. Anna went up and down, studying the names and dates of all those that had lived and died in the shadow of Sligo’s great mountain.

         She found a lichen-covered gravestone with the name Middleton barely legible on it. It must be someone from Daniel’s family, which proved he was from around here – just like her family.

         ‘I have to go away for work for two days, Anna,’ said Dad when they got back in the car. ‘I want you to promise me that you and Maggie will try to get on while I’m gone.’

         ‘Sure, Dad,’ promised Anna.

         ‘I need you guys to take care of each other,’ he said. ‘No fights or upsets.’

         ‘Okay,’ said Anna, trying to reassure him, but wishing that he didn’t have to go.
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         Jack got upset seeing Dad with his travel bag and watching him drive out across the yard.

         ‘He’ll be back soon,’ promised Anna, and she took Jack’s hand to bring him down to the beach, with his fishing net and a bucket, to look for crabs in the rock pools.

         That evening after Jack had gone to bed, Maggie slipped over to the studio to work for a while. Bailey lumbered along by her side. ‘Give me a shout if Jack wakes or you need me,’ she called.

         Anna was glad to have the chance to use the computer to catch up with all her friends. Her mum had left her a big long message with lots more photographs. She was now on a cruise of the Amazon river and she and Doug looked so happy together. As Anna looked at the latest photos, she was suddenly conscious of a noise above her. Jack must have woken up. She ran upstairs to check on him.

         Peering into the bedroom, Anna could see Jack, curled on his side. Strange, he was still fast asleep, but she had definitely heard something. She could see that the light was still on in the studio and she hadn’t heard Maggie come in, so it wasn’t her. Maybe her dad had come back early for some reason. She looked out the window but there was no sign of his car.

         There it was again, a definite creak in the old floorboards. Anna held her breath. Was someone in the house, moving around? She peeped out the bedroom door and saw the elongated shadow of a thin figure on the narrow corridor. Fear gripped her and she darted back inside Jack’s room, staying as still as she could, hoping that whoever it was would go away. What should she do? It sounded like someone was in Maggie and her dad’s room, searching it.

         Jack stirred and moved, his eyes slowly opening, surprised to see Anna standing there.

         ‘Sssh,’ she whispered, sitting down carefully beside him. ‘We must stay very quiet.’

         He rubbed his eyes, confused, and began to sit up.

         Anna heard the noise move towards her dad’s study; the door always creaked. Her bedroom was across from it. In a few minutes whoever was in the house would be at Jack’s room. She had to get Jack out and try to alert Maggie to what was happening, but her phone was downstairs in the kitchen. There was no way they could get back downstairs without passing the person. They had only a minute or two before they were discovered.

         ‘Jack, listen, we are going to play a game of hide and seek and it’s our turn to hide.’

         Her little brother nodded sleepily. He loved playing hiding and never got tired of the game.

         ‘You must stay quiet as a mouse,’ Anna warned him as she helped him out of bed. ‘We have to find somewhere good to hide.’

         The only place she could think of was the narrow stairs to the attic. Quick as lightning, almost on tippy-toes, she got the key from above the door and pushed open the small door, closing it firmly behind her. The only light was the moonlight coming in through the window.

         ‘Put on the light,’ begged Jack.

         ‘No, the dark is much better for hiding,’ she whispered. ‘You have to remember to keep still and make no noise.’

         She could see Jack was beginning to be afraid, clinging nervously to her.

         ‘It’s just a game,’ she reassured him as she frantically searched for somewhere to hide her brother.

         The boxes of books, photograph albums, art stuff, old toys and clothes were no good. What about the tall, old-fashioned wardrobe? It would be too scary for Jack in there, and then she remembered the chest filled with old clothes, old silk, satin and patterned fabric. Quickly lifting up the piles of clothes, she popped Jack in under them, starting to cover him over with the layers of materials.

         ‘Not a peep,’ she warned. ‘And don’t come out, no matter what happens, until I tell you.’

         Jack nodded, as she pulled a silky sheet and Japanese-printed kimono over to hide him.

         Just then, she heard a light step on the attic stairs. She had planned to hide too by crouching down in the wardrobe, but there was no time for that as the door was already beginning to move. With every ounce of courage she possessed, Anna stood up and went towards the door.

         The shadowy figure of a woman with long streeling hair in a long dress of green and blue stood framed in the light of the doorway. She looked for all the world like a ghost, her skin almost see-through as she stood there.

         ‘Who are you?’ Anna demanded, trying to steady her voice. At the same time, she reached, ready to switch on the light, the single bare bulb that hung from the attic roof. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

         ‘The child … the child will come away with me,’ the woman seemed to say, trying to brush past Anna, but Anna spread-eagled herself across the doorway, blocking the way.

         ‘I don’t know what you are talking about,’ said Anna, hoping she sounded like she meant it.

         ‘The child!’ whispered the woman once more. ‘Give him to me.’

         ‘You have no right to be in this house,’ said Anna fiercely. ‘Get out and leave us alone.’ She got the strangest feeling as if the woman was trying to trick her somehow, even read her mind to discover where Jack was.

         Anna stared at the pile of books in a box on the floor, concentrating on each title, Little Women, Heidi, and The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.

         ‘There is no child here,’ she said slowly, taking a step back. ‘Search the place if you want, but you won’t find him here.’

         ‘You have hidden him,’ the woman accused her, all the while peering around the room.

         Anna tried to control the shaking and fear that overwhelmed her.

         ‘No. My brother went to Dublin with my dad to visit my aunt for a few days,’ she lied. ‘So it’s just Maggie and me here on our own.’

         The dark-haired woman’s eyes were doubtful, narrowed like slits, and Anna hoped with every fibre of her being that Jack would not stir or make a sound. ‘I only came up here get this,’ she said, grabbing hold of a faded copy of Heidi.

         ‘Away …’ the woman whispered, the veins standing out on her forehead and thin pale neck. ‘The child will come away with us.’

         ‘Get out!’ Anna shouted now, trying not to let her voice shake. ‘You have no right to be here … no right to cross our door.’ She quickly flicked the light switch.

         The woman gave a low sound like the whistling of the wind and then she was gone.

         Scared, Anna wasn’t sure if she was really gone. She ran all through the house, searching to see where she’d got to, but there was no sign of her. She locked the back door and pushed the bolt firmly across it. Sitting in the kitchen trying to calm down, she desperately wanted to call for Maggie, tell her what had happened, but it all seemed so unreal. She suspected that Maggie would not believe her, especially after what had happened in the studio.

         As time ticked on, Anna waited and then went back up to the attic.

         Checking and double-checking she was really alone, she crept over to where she had hidden her small brother and lifted up the layers of material. She was relieved to see Jack, curled up asleep on a purple and red brocade coat, his eyes with their long eyelashes firmly closed.

         ‘Jack, wake up!’ she whispered gently.

         ‘Did I win?’ he asked sleepily.

         ‘Yes, you did. No one could find you,’ said Anna as she smiled and gently stroked his little face. ‘You are the best boy ever at hiding, but it’s time to go back to bed now.’

         Jack reached out his arms and Anna managed to carry him back to bed, snuggling him up in his duvet.

         She lay down beside him, suddenly exhausted. She was filled with fear and a sense of dread for her small brother.

         * * *

         ‘Hey Anna!’ Maggie was standing over her. ‘Are you okay?’

         It took Anna a few seconds to realise where she was.

         ‘Jack woke and I came and sat beside him,’ she said. ‘I must have dozed off.’ A part of her wondered if that was really what had happened.

         ‘Is everything alright?’ Maggie asked, concerned. ‘It’s just that the back door was locked and bolted and I had to use my front door key to get in.’

         ‘Oh, I thought I heard a noise and was worried that someone was trying to break in to the house,’ admitted Anna. ‘So I locked it. We always lock everything in London.’

         ‘Why didn’t you call me?’ demanded Maggie. ‘I would have come immediately.’

         ‘I didn’t think of it …’ Anna trailed off lamely in reply.

         ‘It’s easy to imagine things in a place like this, but we are not like London here. We don’t have people breaking in,’ Maggie reassured her. ‘Besides, I didn’t hear or see anyone in the yard all evening, nor did Bailey, and you know what he’s like!’

         ‘It was probably just a bird or a bat making noise,’ Anna suggested, for she felt there was no point saying anything more to Maggie. There was no way she would believe her.

         ‘Anyway, away to your bed and thanks for keeping an eye on him for me.’
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         The next morning, after a sleepless night, Anna was sitting, staring into her cereal bowl.

         ‘Are you okay?’ quizzed Maggie as Anna toyed with her bowl of yogurt and muesli.

         Anna didn’t feel the slightest bit hungry and just wanted to escape the house and have time to think. She should have told Maggie about what had really happened last night, or perhaps she should have phoned Dad, but she knew deep down they wouldn’t believe her, and they’d say she had made it up. If only Mum was here, she’d be on her side. Anna thought about telling her mum, but she and Douglas were on a cruise and calls were not getting through. The more Anna thought about it, the more she realised how far-fetched it all sounded.

         As soon as she could, she grabbed her rain jacket and set off across the fields. The grass was still damp and a scared field mouse ran across in front of her. She had no idea what was happening. Maybe it was her imagination playing tricks on her. She was here in a strange place far from her life at home with no one to talk to – none of her friends, nor Mum. The only one who might actually believe her was Daniel. She had to find him.

         It was wild and windy down by the lake, the rushes and reeds dancing madly, with the water zig-zagging back and forth. It had started to drizzle a bit and she put up her hood as she walked up by the nearby holiday cottages and houses, searching for Daniel, wondering which house he lived in. She called at a few doors, but no one seemed to know him. Then she spotted a rundown cottage, with paint peeling from its front door and overgrown grass all around. She was just about to knock on the door when Daniel appeared, dressed in the same clothes as always, with his hair blowing wildly.

         ‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded gruffly.

         ‘I was trying to find you,’ Anna said, suddenly embarrassed. ‘I need to talk to you.’

         Daniel’s dark eyes searched her face. ‘Something has happened to you, Anna,’ he said then, softening.

         Anna felt like she was going to cry and fumbled for a tissue in her pocket.

         ‘Someone came into our house last night! They broke in. My dad’s away and Maggie had just gone to work next door when I heard someone creeping and moving around.’

         ‘What did they want?’

         ‘I don’t know. I don’t think there’s anything really valuable in the house,’ Anna said, trying to explain. ‘I could just see a dark shadow at first in the moonlight as this woman moved from room to room searching … ‘It was really frightening. I know it sounds crazy but it turned out that she seemed to be looking for Jack.’

         ‘A woman,’ probed Daniel. ‘Was it the same woman you told me about before?’

         ‘I think so … It was so scary that I took Jack up to the attic to get away from her.’

         ‘Tell me what she looked like.’ Daniel’s eyes were fixed on her.

         ‘At first, I just saw a long, thin figure moving around, but when she came up in the attic, in the moonlight I could see she had long black hair and dark eyes that seemed to follow me. It felt as if she were hypnotising me, so I didn’t look at her, but at a pile of old books on the floor. Whoever she was, all she wanted was Jack. She was searching for him, but I’d already hidden him under a big pile of clothes and stuff.’

         ‘You did well.’ Daniel nodded, deep in thought.

         ‘Jack thought we were playing a game and kept so quiet that she couldn’t hear or see him.’

         ‘Did she harm or hurt either of you?’ Daniel pressed, concerned.

         ‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘But she did frighten me!’

         Daniel sat down on the low stone wall beside her, his face paler than ever.

         ‘You are sure that she was after your brother.’

         ‘Yes, I’m sure of it. She said she wanted to take him away with her,’ Anna explained, remembering what the eerie ghostly figure in the attic had said.

         ‘You spoke to her.’

         ‘“Give him to me!” That’s what I thought she said. It’s weird, but it was more that I could sense it, hear it loud in my head. I could feel and hear her words. She made a strange, sharp whistling sound when I told her that Jack wasn’t there but was away with my dad. Then I put the attic light on and suddenly she just disappeared!’

         ‘You were fortunate.’ Daniel sighed heavily.

         ‘Daniel, when I saw her in the moonlight I sort of recognised her.’ Anna tried to control the shake in her voice. ‘I know it sounds mad, but her eyes were the same. I think that she was the woman on the beach, but I also think she was the girl at the shops, and even that awful tourist that came into Maggie’s studio. They all feel like the same person! Am I imagining this whole thing? Maybe it’s being stuck here in this place; it is making me go crazy.’

         ‘No, you are not going crazy, as you call it,’ he said slowly, ‘because she is one and the same. I didn’t tell you before because I didn’t think you would believe me. The sidhe – yes, they are fairies – can shapeshift and change at will, one day young, one day old, one day a child, and the next day an animal. That is how they trick and fool us.’

         ‘You think what I saw last night was one of the sidhe?’ Anna was incredulous. ‘A fairy? Really?’

         ‘Yes, I believe so. A fairy woman in search of a child.’

         ‘A child? Jack?’ Anna was beginning to understand, but she still didn’t want to believe it.

         ‘Yes, your brother. The fairy woman will try to steal him away for she will not be satisfied until he is hers.’

         ‘No, I don’t believe you!’ protested Anna, though part of her knew it was true. ‘How could such a thing happen?’

         ‘I promise you, Anna,’ said Daniel, trying to hold her gaze and show that he meant it. ‘It can happen and has happened before. They believe a child they steal will be better off with them than in this human world with all its sadness. Or they feel we have wronged them and the child is the price to be paid. The fairy woman will return, when you least expect it. She will keep shapeshifting and changing, for I know that they will not be defeated in their purpose.’

         ‘Purpose, what purpose?’ demanded Anna. ‘I’ve no idea what you are talking about.’

         ‘You must guard and protect Jack,’ warned Daniel, ‘for she will come again.’

         ‘Why are you scaring me like this?’ Anna lashed out. ‘None of this makes any sense!’

         ‘I’m sorry. I did not mean to frighten you, Anna. But you must believe me.’

         ‘Do you know who that woman is?’ Anna had a feeling Daniel was holding something back, that there was something more.

         ‘I told you,’ said Daniel. ‘She is one of the sidhe.’

         ‘I’ve heard and read about them. I looked them up after my aunt Lily talked about them and I found Granny’s diaries,’ she admitted anxiously. ‘But I didn’t really believe that they existed.’

         ‘The sidhe are as old as the rocks and stones in the lake, as old as the deep roots and trunks and branches of the ancient green forest. Some say that they live forever. Mostly they do good or leave us alone, but if they become upset they can steal or harm things. Some are creatures with wings that flit and fly like leaves in the wind and trick and fool humankind, but for the most part the sidhe move and live among us and we don’t recognise them.’ Daniel was trying to explain it to Anna. ‘What you might see is a bird in a tree, a fish in the water, a rabbit in the grass, a spider in a web or just a ripple of corn in the field or a tiny insect near your shoe. They can shapeshift to be anything they want, human, animal, bird, fish – any kind of creature that they fancy. It is how they have survived so long among us.’

         ‘Why should I believe any of this?’ Anna said angrily. ‘Maybe you think this is all a big joke!’

         ‘I promise, Anna. This is no joke. Your brother is in danger and you must try to protect him.’

         Anna felt like she was falling into a deep tunnel where nothing made sense.

         ‘The woman I saw last night didn’t look anything like a fairy!’

         ‘I told you that the sidhe can shapeshift and change in a second,’ Daniel explained patiently. ‘They can beguile and bewilder and trick you.’

         ‘If what you say is true, and that is a very big if, why are they doing this? What do they want? Why is she so interested in Jack?’

         ‘That is the mystery,’ said Daniel with a shrug. ‘I am not sure. Perhaps it is to do with your father and Fairy Hill.’

         ‘You think it’s because of my dad?’

         ‘I don’t know. It may be linked with the past and your family … further back even. Who can say? The only thing I know for certain is that the danger is real, for they do not give up.’

         Anna’s head was swirling. She did not know if she should trust Daniel. But she realised that Dad and Maggie hadn’t believed her, and now she was doing the exact same thing with Daniel. Maybe this strange boy was just trying to upset and scare her, but Anna thought she could see truth clearly in his eyes.

         ‘I do not want to make you sad or afraid, but I must warn you, for of old I know something of their trickery and strange powers.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ demanded Anna. ‘What are you talking about now?’

         ‘I have said too much,’ Daniel said then, regretfully, stepping away from her. His skin looked so pale that Anna could see the blue veins on his forehead. ‘I have to go.’

         ‘Daniel, please tell me what you know!’ she pleaded uselessly as he walked away from her along the road.
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         Even though her dad came home two days later, Anna was a bag of nerves. She kept listening for a step on the stair or watching for the flit of a shadow in the night. She would tiptoe in and peep at her small brother asleep in his bed before returning to her own. She couldn’t explain it, but after talking to Daniel she had a deep sense of foreboding that she couldn’t shake off, no matter how she tried.

         She and Jack built a big dinosaur trail in part of the field and she gave him rides on her back, pretending to be a brontosaurus, with her little brother wrapping his arms tightly around her neck.

         Jenny was back from holidays and it was lovely to do something normal, to saddle up the horses and go for a ride together.

         ‘They both need a bit of exercise, after us being away,’ said Jenny, patting the two horses as she saddled them. Jenny was full of chat about the few days she’d had staying in the fancy hotel with a swimming pool.

         ‘I’m glad that you all had a good time,’ said Anna, stroking Molly’s silky mane.

         ‘What about you? What did you do while I was away?’ Jenny asked.

         ‘Dad took me surfing, but mostly I’ve just been hanging out with Jack.’

         ‘Boring!’ said Jenny. ‘Brothers can be so boring.’

         ‘Jack’s not like that,’ said Anna defensively.

         ‘That’s because you’re just on holiday here,’ teased Jenny. ‘Another few months and you’d be the same as I am with Matt and Ronan. I love them, but they do drive me crazy some days.’

         ‘I’m going to really miss Jack when I go back home.’ Anna was beginning to feel almost tearful.

         ‘Are you okay?’ Jenny turned to face her.

         ‘I just worry about him. Worry that something bad might happen to him,’ she confided then in Jenny.

         ‘He’s a little kid and kids are always having bumps and falls. When he was small, Matt was in the hospital getting stitches in his chin after falling off his scooter, and then he broke his arm on the trampoline. Ronan hurt his head tripping over the dog. Boys are so accident prone.’

         ‘It’s more than that,’ sighed Anna, suddenly wanting to confide in her cousin. ‘I worry that something really bad will happen to Jack. It’s not just the way he runs off … I think someone might be trying to kidnap him!’

         ‘Kidnap him!’ Jenny burst out laughing. ‘You actually think someone is trying to kidnap Jack.’

         ‘I’m serious,’ Anna said defensively, but she was beginning to regret she had said anything. ‘A few times he’s gone missing, but luckily I found him. He’s wandered off with strangers.’

         ‘Anna, kids wander off all the time,’ Jenny reassured her, ‘after a dog, a pony, a frog. Heaven knows how many times Mum and Dad thought they’d lost Matt or Ronan or even me when we were small.’

         ‘This is different,’ Anna said, trying to find a way to explain. ‘It’s not just accidental. I think someone is trying to take Jack on purpose.’

         ‘Why would they do that?’

         ‘That’s it,’ said Anna, hopelessly. ‘I don’t know why anyone would want to take or harm Jack. I know it doesn’t make sense.’

         Jenny could see that Anna was genuinely upset.

         ‘You are serious.’

         Anna nodded.

         ‘What are you going to do?’

         ‘I tried to tell Maggie about a woman coming into the studio and breaking some of her work, but she didn’t believe me. She thought I made it all up to cover something I’d done. The other night when I told her that I thought there was someone trying to get into the house, she just brushed it off, saying a break-in just wouldn’t happen round here.’

         ‘What about your dad? He’d believe you.’

         ‘No. He’s the same; he thinks I imagine things, make them up,’ said Anna sadly.

         ‘Well, tell me then,’ offered Jenny, her face serious as she stopped her horse. ‘I’m a good listener.’

         Taking a deep breath, Anna decided to tell Jenny everything, from Jack nearly drowning a few days after she arrived to her hiding him from the black-haired woman up in the attic. ‘I know it all sounds crazy, but Jenny, I promise you it’s true!’

         When she finished, Anna could tell from Jenny’s face that she was torn between believing her or not.

         ‘It all sounds kind of scary,’ ventured Jenny gently. ‘You are only getting used to living with your dad and Jack so maybe you are making more of things than you should. A lot of what’s happened could just be coincidence.’

         Jenny was just like the others. She didn’t believe her either. The only one who believed her was Daniel.

         Desperate for someone to understand, Anna blurted out, ‘Jenny, you’ve heard of the sidhe.’

         ‘Yes, but what have those old stories got to do with anything?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ admitted Anna. ‘It’s just someone told me that they might be involved somehow.’

         ‘Was it my granny?’ asked Jenny. ‘She used to scare Matt and me with her stories about them. I wouldn’t listen to her, Anna.’

         ‘No, it wasn’t her, it was Daniel.’

         ‘That boy you met that’s staying in the houses down by the lake?’ quizzed Jenny.

         ‘Yes,’ said Anna.

         ‘Oh Anna, he’s just winding you up!’ sighed Jenny. ‘Don’t mind him. Boys can be so mean sometimes.’

         Anna realised that there was no point saying any more to her cousin as she just didn’t believe her.

         ‘Come on,’ said Jenny, trying to clear the air as she urged Pippin on.

         Molly stretched her head forward to follow. Suddenly both horses started to go a little faster. Pippin took off over the grass and tussocks, with Molly in pursuit. Anna clung on to the reins, gripping the top of the saddle firmly.

         ‘I told you I’d get you to canter!’ shouted her cousin with a laugh.

         Almost giddy as fields and hedgerows flew past them, Anna was relieved when a minute or two later both horses began to slow down.

         ‘That was pretty good going for a learner,’ praised Jenny. ‘I knew you could do it.’

         ‘I got a bit of a shock when Molly took off but just hung on,’ admitted Anna, patting the horse’s neck.

         ‘The next time it will be easier,’ promised Jenny as they went back towards the house.

         ‘I can’t believe it,’ said Anna. ‘A few weeks ago I was terrified of even getting up on poor Molly.’

         ‘You’re used to Molly now, and she’s got used to you, and that’s all it takes.’

         As Jenny’s dad drove Anna home after tea, they passed by Lily’s cottage, and Anna decided there and then that Jenny’s granny was the person she really needed to talk to. After all, she was the one who had first talked about the sidhe.
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         The next day Anna knocked nervously at Lily’s cottage door.

         ‘This is a bit of a surprise,’ said Lily, welcoming her. ‘I gathered from the message you sent me yesterday that you need my help with something.’

         ‘No one else in the family will believe me. But I think you might,’ blurted Anna.

         ‘So this is something serious.’

         ‘Yes. I think so,’ admitted Anna. As she said it, she realised how true it was.

         ‘Then I’ll do my best to help,’ said Lily, leading Anna out to the sunny small garden with its tall stems of pretty plants, tumbling flowers, overflowing pots and rose-covered archway.

         To Anna it seemed like such a safe place. She sat at the wrought-iron table, surrounded by little sculptures: a bronze snail, a stone hedgehog, a wire butterfly and a tall metal heron.

         ‘Now my dear,’ said Lily kindly. ‘What is on your mind?’

         Anna ventured nervously, ‘I need to know about Fairy Hill.’ She paused then plunged on, ‘About the sidhe, the fairies.’

         Grandaunt Lily sat looking at her and didn’t say a single word for a very long minute. Finally she said slowly, ‘I take it then you have either seen or sensed one. I thought that might happen when I met you.’

         ‘Yes.’ Anna nodded, not trusting herself to say more, tears filling her eyes.

         ‘It’s all right, Anna dear, so have I and so did your grandmother a long time ago. I’m afraid that you have inherited more than just the same eye colour, for we are alike in more ways than you can imagine. We are able to see and sense things that others cannot. Your granny and I kept it mostly to ourselves, for no one would believe us, especially our father. He didn’t hold with superstition and old lore,’ explained Lily quietly. ‘But our mother, I suspect, was different. She believed in them, the fairies … the sidhe, and was always kind to them. She left them gifts, milk and cream, eggs and the odd soda bread from time to time at the kitchen door, and in the morning when we got up they would be gone. Father always blamed the foxes.’

         Anna leant forward, listening to every word her grandaunt said.

         ‘But we knew it was the fairies. They have always been there, in the woods and the fields, in the lake and even down by the beach – all about us. There used to be a huge fairy ring in the back field. That is partly how the house got its name. My father was a stubborn kind of man and I was told that he foolishly ploughed too close to the fairy ring and tried to dig it up. Perhaps it angered the fairies, for the cows got sick, and we lost some crops and some money. The sidhe have always lived in these parts and always will. Like all families, we’ve had our share of good luck and bad luck, but my grandmother and my mother would not dare upset them. I suspect that now something has disturbed them again. Likely it’s your father’s doing, though he will not realise it.’

         ‘I think a fairy woman came into the house at few nights ago,’ Anna explained. She was so relieved to be talking to someone who understood. ‘I saw her. She was like a dark shadow at first, searching everywhere, but then I could see and hear her and understand what she was saying.’

         ‘Oh no!’ gasped Lily. ’Are you quite sure of this, Anna?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Anna, as the words came tumbling out. ‘I think she was searching for Jack. She went everywhere, trying to find him. I hid him up in the attic, where she couldn’t see him. And I told her he was away with Dad.’

         ‘That was brave,’ murmured the old lady. ‘Had you ever seen her before that?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Anna. She found herself telling Lily all about the strange things that had happened from the first day on the beach with the woman, the girl that looked like her double, the smashed-up pottery, right through to the other night.

         ‘I know it sounds kind of crazy. Maybe it’s all just a coincidence or I’ve made too much of it!’ She trailed off. ‘But no one seems to believe me that something really weird is going on.’

         ‘I believe you!’ Lily said firmly, her expression serious. ‘This is far more than coincidence, and you are right to be worried because from what I have heard they may have chosen your brother, and they were trying to steal him away. Rob and Maggie may not be aware of them, but Anna, you are. You can sense and feel them, just like Jane and I could.’

         ‘Yes.’ Anna nodded miserably.

         ‘I’m afraid it’s as if history is repeating itself.’ Lily sighed heavily. ‘The same as with my brother Tom.’

         ‘But you said Tom got sick and died when he was small!’

         ‘Yes, but before that he had gone missing,’ Lily explained, playing nervously with the rings on her finger. ‘My poor mother and father were out of their minds searching the farm and the lands around us for him. Mother feared that the fairies had taken him, but of course no one believed her.

         ‘Then thankfully he turned up safe and sound, but my mother always swore he was never the same child as before. Not long after, Tom took ill and grew weak, all the young life and energy sapped from him. I still remember it so well. My grandmother used to say years afterwards that poor Tom had been stolen away by “them” – the sidhe – and a changeling child left in his place. In those times people were superstitious and we weren’t the only ones who feared that the sidhe, or the fairies, would sometimes steal a boy away and leave a changeling in its place. For some reason it was mostly boys. Some mothers would dress up little boys in red petticoats to fool the fairies, pretend that their son was a daughter. But many people would say that it was all just superstition because in those days children died of all kinds of things and likely poor Tom took ill like that.’

         Despite sitting in the sun, Anna felt a cold shiver run through her. She needed to try and make sense of it all. She was in utter turmoil, unsure of what to believe. ‘What should I do?’

         ‘You must be on your guard and keep a watch out for Jack! You have stood up to them, but I’m afraid they may return.’

         ‘Oh no,’ said Anna, fear rising in her again.

         ‘Come, we might be able to keep them away. We need to gather some things that will hopefully prevent them coming uninvited across the threshold. Some are in the garden, the rest are growing wild nearby,’ explained Lily.

         She took an old iron horse shoe that was hanging on the garden wall and gave it to Anna. ‘This is for the front door,’ she said before lifting up a small coloured metal butterfly from one of the pots. ‘And use this one for the back door. The iron should give you some protection.’

         Making her way round the garden, Lily picked dill and cut two thin leafy branches of the rowan tree growing at the far end of the garden. ‘Now, let’s go out along the lane and fields and hopefully find the rest.’

         Following Lily’s instructions, Anna carefully picked a few bunches of nettles in a field and some St John’s Wort that they found growing in the hedgerow, adding them to her backpack along with the dill and the rowan branches. Lily told her where to place them to stop the fairy woman returning. ‘Remember to do exactly what I told you,’ she urged as she drove Anna home in her old blue mini.

         ‘I will,’ promised Anna, hugging her backpack on her lap.

         Back in the house she acted quickly, doing everything that Lily had told her. She hung the horse shoe from the massive creeping rose that covered part of the front of the house and put the little butterfly in the middle of a big pot of pink and red flowers at the back door. Then she placed a slip of a rowan branch near the front and back door, and, trying not to get stung by holding the leaves in the centre, she scattered the nettle leaves in a circle around the house. The dill and the St John’s Wort she hid behind the curtains and even at the top and bottom of the stairs. She hoped that her grandaunt’s old charms to ward off the sidhe would work and would stop the fairy woman coming near the house.
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         Lily’s protective charms seemed to have worked as there had been no sign of any strange things happening at Fairy Hill. Anna started to relax and jumped at the chance to go into town as her dad suggested they head off together for the day. Maggie was too busy to come. She was getting ready for the farmers’ market on Saturday in Rosses Point.

         ‘I should only be about an hour and a half with my client so let’s meet at the town library,’ suggested her dad. ‘That way if I’m delayed you won’t be bored.’

         Anna was glad to have time on her own to look around the shops as she wanted to get presents for everyone. She’d hardly touched her pocket money or holiday spending money.

         She found Maggie’s favourite vintage shop and picked out a scarf with a bright-coloured daisies pattern that was just perfect for her. She bought a cool surfer’s log book in the Surf and Marine shop for her dad, and for Jenny, in a little gift shop near the river, she found an amazing T-shirt with a print of black-and-white horses on it, and she treated herself to one too. Passing by a charity shop window, she spotted a turquoise-and-blue coloured glass dragonfly with a hook to hang in the garden, and knew it was the perfect gift for Lily.

         The toy shop was down a lane off the main street; as she pushed open the bright blue door it played a funny little tune. Every shelf held the best toys and games ever. There was a puppet theatre, toy trains, diggers and tractors, ballerina dolls, princess and fairy dolls, but over in the back corner was a table and shelf full of dinosaurs, all in a forest of greenery.

         ‘Can I help you?’ asked the owner.

         ‘I’m looking for a dinosaur. My little brother is obsessed with them, but he’s got most of these already.’

         ‘Let me see if I have any more in the store room.’

         A few minutes later, she came back with a box containing some more dinosaurs.

         ‘The gigantosaurus is hard to get so we only have one left, and I have a triceratops and a brachiosaurus.’

         ‘He has a brachiosaurus already, but I haven’t seen the other two.’

         Anna bought the gigantosaurus as she knew Jack would love it. She had seen a picture of one in his big dinosaur book.

         ‘I hope your brother likes it,’ said the owner with a smile as she wrapped the dinosaur in multi-coloured, dotted paper.

         Waiting in the library, Anna noticed that there was a photographic exhibition of the town with black-and-white pictures from almost a hundred years ago, of the river, the bridge, the library and the old hotel. She stared at them all, trying to work out where things were now. There was photo of a boat on the river, laden down with barrels, and people swimming on the beach in Strandhill and having donkey rides. There was also a photo of one of the oldest buildings in the town, which was now a big art gallery, and one of the small school in the village where her granny and her dad used to go.

         The children were lined up outside, squinting in the sunlight. The girls were dressed in pinafores and the boys in breeches. She wondered if any of her relations were in the photo. Her eyes were suddenly drawn to the infants class in the front row and a small boy right at the edge of the photo, his face pale and long, his dark hair standing on end – a boy who looked so like Daniel staring out at her. It must be his great-grandfather or a cousin, but the likeness was eerie. The children’s names were listed below the photograph. One was a D. Middleton.

         ‘Hey Anna, sorry I got delayed,’ apologised her dad, standing beside her. ‘What are you looking at?’

         ‘Dad, is that the school that you and Granny and Auntie Lily went to?’

         ‘Yeah, but that old photo was taken long before I went there. Though the building hasn’t changed that much. It’s a shame to see it closed down now.’

         ‘Do you know anybody in the photo, recognise any of their names?’ she pressed.

         ‘I recognise most of the names; they are all names of local families still living here.’

         ‘What about him?’ she said, pointing to the boy on the end.

         ‘Don’t know any Middletons, probably before my time. Maybe they moved.’

         Anna looked at the boy again. Even though he was very young, the resemblance to Daniel was striking; it was almost like Daniel was a ghost at the edge of the picture staring out at her.

         ‘I hope you were okay hanging out on your own,’ said her dad as they had lunch in a café overlooking the river.

         ‘Dad, I’m used to it,’ she reminded him. ‘Besides, I wanted to get a few things before I go home.’

         ‘Anna, I’m going to miss you,’ sighed Dad. ‘I’ve loved having you stay so long with us, not just the usual quick weekend or a night or two visit.’

         ‘Me too,’ she admitted.

         ‘But hopefully, you’ll come back again soon, now that you’ve got to know Maggie and Jack and everyone better. We’d love to have you here during the school holidays.’

         ‘I’d like that,’ she said. ‘That’s if Mum says it’s okay.’

         ‘I think Roz will be fine about it,’ said Dad, taking a sip of his coffee.

         ‘Great!’ said Anna, hugging him. She loved her dad and definitely wanted to spend more time with him too. She had dreaded coming to stay, but now she realised just how much she would miss him, Maggie and Jack, and Jenny and Molly, and the farmhouse and the beach, the fields and the lake, for she had come to really care about Fairy Hill.
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         Anna stayed up late on Thursday night helping her dad and Maggie to wrap up plates and bowls and mugs in paper and bubble wrap to bring to the local Rosses Point Farmers’ Market in the morning. She would go with Maggie as her dad had to drive to Donegal to meet some clients about a big new engineering project.

         ‘You’ll enjoy it,’ promised Maggie as they pulled into the car park near the big hotel in Rosses Point. The market was held on the nearby green, overlooking the seafront.

         ‘People come from all over and it gets very busy, so it’s great having you give me a hand with the stall today.’

         Anna wasn’t so sure as chatting to people she didn’t know was something that made her feel uncomfortable. ‘What do they sell at the farmers’ market?’ she asked.

         ‘Everything from jewellery to chutney,’ Maggie explained, taking a wriggling Jack out of his car seat. ‘Most of the produce is organic and grown by local farmers, or made by local bakers and artists and craft people.’

         ‘How will I know what to charge?’ worried Anna.

         ‘Most of my stuff has a small sticker underneath, but some things you just have to kind of guess. Now, let’s get set up quickly before the spaces go,’ said Maggie.

         Anna helped Maggie lift out the two fold-up trestle tables, which were covered with a bright yellow cloth, and then she carefully unwrapped some of the pieces to be displayed. Maggie put bundles of the herbs and lettuces that she’d cut that morning in one or two of the bowls.

         On one side of them, a man was selling creamy wheels of cheese.

         ‘That’s Herbert’s goat’s cheese,’ explained Maggie. ‘Remind me to get one before we go home.’

         On the other side, two elderly women were laying out pots of jams and chutneys.

         ‘Hello, May! Hello, Gertie!’ Maggie called out.

         ‘Where’s Rob?’ the two asked in unison.

         ‘He had to meet some clients, but I’ve brought his daughter, Anna, along to help me,’ said Maggie.

         ‘I’m just visiting my dad for a few weeks during the school holidays,’ Anna added, with a smile, as she helped Maggie bring up two stools and a special little chair for Jack from the back of the car.

         ‘It’s early yet. Why don’t you go and have a look around before we get busy?’ suggested Maggie.

         Anna needed no convincing and was keen to explore what was for sale.

         ‘Do you want me to take Jack with me?’ she offered.

         ‘You have to hold Anna’s hand,’ Maggie warned Jack as he jumped forward.

         There were stands and stalls setting up all around them and a queue of people had already formed beside the bakery stall with its fresh home-made breads. Anna said hello to Maggie’s friend Eva, who was busy arranging a display of her beautiful paintings and prints. At the cake stand, Jack wanted one of the pretty iced buns.

         Jack stopped at the wooden toy stand and it took Anna ages to drag him away. ‘Come on, Jack! Let’s go back to your mum,’ she said, moving quickly past the sweet stall.

         Maggie’s face lit up when she saw them coming back as she was already busy.

         ‘Would you mind wrapping this jug, please?’ she asked, as Anna slipped in beside her.

         For the next hour the stall had lots of people asking prices and buying. Anna found it all exciting as she took the money and wrapped a jug or plate or bowl that was sold.

         At one stage, she was left on her own as Maggie and Jack went off to the bathroom. Gertie kept an eye on her as she sold a salad bowl on her own and took the money.

         ‘Well done!’ said Maggie, spotting instantly that it was sold when she returned. ‘Did they haggle?’

         ‘No,’ replied Anna. ‘Well, only a bit. I gave them a Friday market special, a free bunch of herbs and a small lettuce to go with the large salad bowl.’

         ‘You’re a natural!’ said Maggie, with a laugh, jigging Jack up and down till he laughed too.

         Jack was happy hanging around near their stall, playing with a few other small kids. Anna laughed as he tried to copy an older boy and catch his ball and kick it. Another kid came along, a little girl in a pink dress, with long dark wavy hair. She stood beside Jack and caught the ball easily, spinning around, and then passing it to him.

         Maggie was engrossed in talking to a Dutch woman as she carefully wrapped up a large jug and three large matching bowls and mugs. The woman was already laden down with things she had bought so Anna offered to help carry the extra bags to the car park.

         Walking back towards the stall, she could see even from a distance that Maggie was upset.

         ‘Anna, Jack’s gone missing,’ she called out. ‘Did he follow you?’

         ‘No, I haven’t see him. I just went to the car park and then came straight back.’

         ‘He was playing with the other children here right in front of me one minute and the next he was gone,’ said Maggie, unable to hide the panic in her voice. ‘We’ve got to find him!’

         Anna’s heart sank. She should never have left Jack for a minute. She should have been watching him, keeping him safe.

         ‘Did you see where he went?’ she asked the older boy he’d been playing football with.

         The boy shook his head.

         ‘I saw him playing with the little girl,’ offered his sister.

         Anna remembered the girl in the pink dress, with her heart-shaped face and big eyes. Maybe the two of them were hiding and playing chasing with each other. Anna quickly checked the toy stall, in case Jack had gone back to it, but there was no sign of her little brother or the girl.

         ‘Where would Jack go?’ fretted Maggie, closing up the stall.

         May had promised to keep an eye out in case Jack came back there, while Gertie had joined in the search. Maggie, her long red hair like a flame behind her, moved swiftly from stall to stall, questioning everyone around, but no one had seen Jack.

         ‘I can’t understand it,’ she said, breaking down. ‘Jack’s never wandered off like this before.’

         Anna felt guilty then as she knew that wasn’t true and she should have told Maggie about the other times Jack disappeared.

         ‘It’s terrible, a child disappearing like that with his mother and sister and a whole load of people around him,’ worried Gertie. ‘Where on earth could he have got to?’

         Liz, Jenny and Matt had all arrived at the market and they joined in the search for him along with Maggie’s friend Eva.

         ‘He’s bound to turn up,’ Eva reassured her. ‘How far can one little kid get?’

         ‘Anna, I’m going to talk to the two guards over there near the garda station. Will you keep searching please?’ begged Maggie, by now very close to tears.

         ‘Of course I will,’ promised Anna, all the while fearing the worst.

         Despite being surrounded by people and the sounds of laughter and voices chatting, Anna’s sense of unease was growing by the minute. She suddenly felt like time was standing still and that instead of noise she was quite alone, enveloped in silence. Her senses were alert: her vision, her hearing. Every instinct was stretched as she felt the pull of her brother, Jack. She felt he was still close by, his presence linked to hers, but he was in danger. She had to find him.

         ‘Have you seen a little boy about three years old?’ Anna asked an old man with his dog coming up from the beach road. ‘He’d be on his own or with a little girl.’

         ‘I did see a few kids up in the playground in the caravan park,’ said the old man, telling her where to go.

         Anna raced along the seafront to the park, but Jack wasn’t there. What if he’d gone down by the beach and gone into the water again on his own? Heart pounding, Anna went down the sloping steps to the beach, looking all over, but she could see no sign of her little brother.

         She took the coast road, passing the cafes and shops, all the while calling Jack’s name, until she was out of breath and panting. The water where the river and the sea met was sparkling through the trees, with the giant, coloured Metal Man figure of a sailor standing in the distance.

         At the edge of the small seaside village tall trees and leafy branches formed an archway over her head and the woods closed in all about her. Anna was about to turn back when she caught a slight flicker of blue among the long grass and ferns. She stood still for a second, unsure. Could it be Jack?

         She moved nearer … silence. Anna held her breath, eyes alert, watching for the slightest give-away movement. He was there. She could sense it, but for some reason she couldn’t see him. Was he with that little girl or on his own? Anna was overwhelmed with a terrible fear that this strange small girl was another one of the sidhe sent to take her brother away, just as Lily and Daniel had warned her.

         ‘Jack!’ she called. ‘Please come out from wherever you are hiding!’

         She searched all around, but there was no sign of her brother, nothing to see only a blackbird on the branch of a tree, watching her before it flew off into the woods. Had Jack gone in there? The blackbird had come back again, perched near her as if waiting for her to follow him. Anna was tempted, wondering if the bird somehow knew where Jack had gone.

         ‘Oh, Anna, have you seen him?’ shouted Maggie, out of breath coming towards her.

         ‘I thought I saw a bit of blue like his T-shirt over near the trees, but when I called him there was no answer.’

         ‘You leave the searching to us, Miss,’ interrupted a guard who’d joined them. ‘That’s our job. You say that maybe your brother went up towards the woods. Was he alone or with this other child?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ she admitted.

         ‘We’ll have to co-ordinate a search,’ he said, saying something into his black police radio. ‘We have no report of a girl missing. Now, you must let us take over. Two children can’t get far.’

         Anna and Maggie made their way back towards the market, trying to piece together what had happened.

         If only she hadn’t offered to help carry the wrapped pottery to the woman’s car, Jack would still be safely playing here beside them, thought Anna.

         ‘I’ve phoned Rob,’ sighed Maggie tearfully. ‘He should be here soon.’

         Fifteen minutes later, Liz was leading Anna to her car with Jenny and Matt.

         ‘Anna, it’s best that you come home with us until this gets sorted. Rob and Maggie have enough on their plate. I’m sure Jack will be home before we know it!’

         ‘Try not to worry,’ said Matt. ‘A little kid like him can’t get too far.’

         Anna nodded dumbly, not trusting herself to speak, for she knew deep in her heart that what she had been dreading these past weeks had finally happened. Her little brother had been stolen. Jack was … gone.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 28

            Found

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         ‘Everything is going to be okay,’ Liz reassured her. ‘The police will find him.’

         ‘I couldn’t bear it if anything bad happens to him,’ Anna cried, the tears finally coming.

         Jenny and Matt were as kind as they could be and brought her a mug of hot chocolate and a few chocolate fingers to try and distract her.

         ‘You’ve had a bad shock,’ said Matt, his eyes full of concern.

         Anna was tempted to blurt out her suspicions to Jenny but suspected that her cousin once again wouldn’t believe her. Lily was the one to talk to. She had to tell her what had happened.

         ‘Is it okay if I call over to Lily to tell her about Jack?’ she ventured.

         ‘Gran’s gone to stay with a friend for the weekend,’ said Jenny. ‘She’s not back till Monday or Tuesday.’

         ‘It’s better that she doesn’t know what’s happened,’ added Liz firmly. ‘There’s no point worrying her. Jack will be home before we know it.’

         In an attempt to distract Anna, Jenny offered, ‘Do you feel like going for a ride?’

         ‘No,’ sighed Anna, ‘but I’d really like to walk down and see Molly if that’s okay.’

         Down at the stables Molly stood patiently as Anna patted and stroked her neck and head. The deep brown eyes staring into Anna’s were full of a strange understanding as Anna laid her face against the horse’s neck and felt the animal’s calming and reassuring strength; breathing in the familiar horsey smell seemed to somehow relax and ease her fears.

         She couldn’t remember eating properly, conscious only of the kitchen clock ticking the time away as the day became evening and there was still no word of her Jack. What would happen when it grew dark?

         ‘The police are very good at their job,’ soothed Liz as it grew darker. ‘We just have to be patient and let them get on with finding Jack.’

         * * *

         ‘I tried to tell everybody that something bad was going to happen to him,’ sobbed Anna, sitting on the bed, ‘but nobody would believe me.’

         ‘Jack’s just lost,’ Jenny tried to say. ‘I’m sure between the police, my dad and your dad, and everyone else who is searching that they will find him.’

         ‘What if they don’t?’ Anna burst out. ‘What if something terrible has happened to Jack? Something that I should have stopped!’

         ‘You can’t talk like that,’ said Jenny. ‘You weren’t even with Jack when he went missing. So stop blaming yourself!’

         ‘I guess,’ said Anna, with a nod. ‘But I felt someone was trying to steal him, take him away, and I didn’t prevent it.’

         She couldn’t sleep, listening as Jenny snored gently beside her. Anna’s mind was racing as she thought of her brother and the dangers he faced as darkness grew.

         Suddenly her aunt, in her pyjamas, was in the bedroom putting on the light.

         ‘I just had to come and tell you girls the good news. The police have found Jack and he is safe and sound. Maggie and Rob are with him now.’

         ‘Your brother’s fine, exhausted and cold and hungry, but otherwise he’s okay,’ said her dad on the phone with Anna a few minutes later. ‘Try to get a bit of sleep, Anna love, and we’ll see you in the morning.’

         Anna was near to tears, overcome with a huge relief that Jack had been found and that the bad dreams and strange feelings that had plagued her these past days and weeks had meant nothing after all. It was just that her imagination was playing games with her.

         * * *

         She had almost jumped out of the car when they reached Fairy Hill early the next morning. Thanking Jenny and her mum for letting her stay, she raced inside to see her brother.

         Jack was sitting on the couch, quiet and not even playing. He barely glanced up at Anna as she caught him in her arms and hugged and kissed him. ‘You gave us a right fright, Jack, but I’m so happy to see you,’ she cried, waiting for him to laugh or protest, but he just seemed to stare at the wall. ‘You must never run away again, ever.’

         Jack said nothing, and Anna drew back to study him. Dad had said he was very tired, still shocked and scared from being lost in the woods. It was bound to affect a little kid.

         ‘Hello, Jack.’ Liz waved from the doorway. ‘We’re so glad to see you home, safe and well.’

         But Jack didn’t even turn towards his aunt or Jenny.

         ‘He’s still very tired,’ explained Maggie. ‘I’m going to make him have a big nap after lunch.’

         As Anna said goodbye to her cousin, Jenny turned to ask her, ‘Has Jack said anything about it or what happened?’

         ‘Give the poor child a chance,’ said Liz. ‘Sleep and rest and normality are what Jack needs and he’ll be back to his old self in a day or two.’
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         The heavy black feeling of dread that had made Anna feel sick and nervous had eased on seeing Jack home again. He looked so little cuddled up against Maggie, his skin strangely pale and translucent.

         ‘He’s just exhausted,’ explained Maggie, stroking his hair. ‘He’s had one hell of a fright. We’ve all had one. We were at the hospital for two hours last night while they checked him, so none of us have had much sleep.’

         ‘But the main thing is that Jack’s safe and sound and back home here where he belongs,’ added her dad, trying to hide that he was actually close to tears.

         ‘It’s been the worst twenty-four hours of our life,’ admitted Maggie. ‘Wondering what was happening to him, imagining all kinds of things, but now he’s home, and it’s a miracle because from what I could see giving him a bath this morning, there’s not a scratch or a scrape on him.’

         ‘He’s a very lucky little boy,’ sighed Dad, ‘and so are we.’

         ‘Jack, will I get Billy or another toy or a game out for us to play?’ offered Anna.

         Jack just looked at her blankly.

         ‘I think he’s a bit too tired to play,’ soothed Maggie, hugging her little boy close, ‘maybe later or tomorrow. I just want him to have a quiet day.’

         Anna nodded. It was obvious that Jack just wanted his mum and dad right now, not someone like her, a half-sister that he didn’t even know very well.

         ‘If you want to hang out in the studio, Anna, you’re welcome,’ offered Maggie. ‘I won’t be using it.’

         The studio was warm, sunny and bright. Anna went straight to the shelf where she had a white bowl that she had already made for her mum. After numerous tries, she had one that she was really satisfied with, but she wanted to make another to match it, one that would be bigger.

         She pulled on a big apron and turned on the wheel. Maggie had written down the weight of clay needed approximately for a plate, a bowl, a jug, a cup or a vase. Anna got some clay and weighed it out. The clay was heavy in her hand as she began to work it.

         Suddenly Dad was at the door shouting, ‘I’m making pancakes for lunch.’

         Her dad made the best pancakes ever, and Anna quickly shut off the wheel, glad of the break. At the kitchen table, she grabbed the maple syrup and poured it on her pancake. Jack had his with some chocolate spread. Maggie cut it up for him, but he barely touched it, just moved it around his plate.

         ‘Give him a day or two and he’ll be right as rain,’ said her dad, scoffing the rest of Jack’s pancake.

         But to Anna Jack wasn’t right as rain. He was quiet, quieter than she’d ever seen him, and no matter how much she tried to get him to play, he just seemed bored. She had made a huge dinosaur jungle on the floor, but he barely looked at it and didn’t even try to make one dinosaur roar.

         Dad had gently tried to find out if he remembered where he’d been, or what had happened, but he just said, ‘I was lost.’

         ‘The police found Jack on his own at the edge of the woods,’ puzzled her dad, ‘but nobody seems to know how he got there. Maybe Jack followed that other child and got lost.’

         Jenny and the boys and Liz had called over, bringing a book, a red football and a pack of the little animal chocolate bars Jack usually loved.

         ‘Jack, say thank you,’ urged Anna’s dad.

         Jack just mumbled something that was hard to hear.

         The boys persuaded Jack to come outside to kick the new ball. He trailed after them but only gave the ball two feeble kicks and then went back inside.

         ‘He’s sure acting weird,’ said Jenny.

         ‘He’s just upset still.’ Anna found herself defending him.

         ‘Jack’s changed,’ said Ronan. ‘He even looks different.’

         ‘Don’t be so mean, Ronan. The poor little boy’s had a terrible shock, and it’s bound to have affected him!’ Liz reminded him. ‘He certainly doesn’t need us all annoying him, so come on, let’s go home.’

         Anna wished that she could go with them, as Dad and Maggie had no time for her with all the fussing over Jack. She spent the rest of the afternoon mooching around on her own. She sat with Jack while Maggie made dinner, reading him his new book and some books from his book shelf. Usually he shouted, ‘Again, again!’ But he just looked at the pictures and said nothing.

         Lying in bed that night, Anna tossed and turned. Ronan was right. Jack had changed; he wasn’t the same. Something about him was different … too different from her little brother.

         * * *

         Anna couldn’t shake off the strange feeling she had about Jack. She decided a long walk might help and set off for the beach. It was really hot. A few families were lazing in the sun, one with a picnic all set up.

         The sun beat down and Anna pulled off her T-shirt and shorts to cool down with a quick swim. She had taken to wearing her swimsuit under her clothes when she headed for the beach. The water lapped against her skin, easing the tension and worry that had coiled up like a snake inside her.

         Afterwards, she lay in the sun to dry off, watching a black beetle weave his way through the dry sand.

         The families had packed up to return home and she was just about to leave when she turned to find Daniel staring down at her.

         Anna felt a spark of irritation. ‘Where have you been?’ she asked accusingly. ‘I haven’t seen you for days.’

         ‘I’ve been around,’ he said defensively, ‘as I always am. You were the one not to be seen.’

         ‘It’s been a horrible few days. My brother, Jack, went missing.’

         ‘Missing?’

         ‘One minute he was there playing in front of us, and the next he was gone, just like that He disappeared while we were at the farmers’ market. It was awful. Everyone was searching, and waiting for news of him.’

         ‘He was stolen,’ said Daniel slowly, nodding his head.

         ‘No, not stolen.’ Anna tried to explain. ‘He was lost. He’d wandered off with this other kid. Everyone was out searching for him, but the police found him near the woods at the edge of the village.’

         ‘So now he is back. How is your brother?’

         ‘He’s tired and still a bit upset.’

         ‘Truthfully,’ Daniel’s eyes stared into Anna’s, probing her thoughts, ‘is there any difference you can see?’

         ‘He’s just a little kid, but he has changed. I can’t really explain it …’

         ‘Changed?’ Daniel said loudly. ‘You say that he has changed?’

         ‘Jack’s just gone real quiet, that’s all, and he doesn’t laugh any more,’ Anna admitted. ‘He doesn’t like the same food, and he doesn’t even want to play with his toys.’

         ‘If he has changed, maybe it’s because he is not the same boy!’ Daniel blurted out, his pale face serious. ‘I tell you that boy is not your brother. It’s likely a changeling sent to take his place.’

         ‘What are you talking about?’ said Anna angrily. ‘Jack’s my brother, and okay he’s acting a bit strange after what happened, but I’m sure in a few days he’ll be back to normal.’

         ‘Do you really think so?’ urged Daniel.

         ‘Yes,’ said Anna, trying to convince herself that everything would be fine. ‘He’s just unsettled after getting lost. That’s what my dad says.’

         But Daniel wasn’t convinced at all. ‘Perhaps your little brother is still lost in the woods. I think that the sidhe may have stolen him and will not let him return to you,’ he said, standing right in front of her, ‘and that creature you see is not your brother.’

         ‘Don’t say that!’ she snapped back. ‘It’s Jack.’

         ‘Are you absolutely sure of that?’ he persisted.

         ‘I don’t believe in changelings or whatever you call it!’

         ‘A changeling takes the place of a child that is stolen,’ Daniel tried to explain.

         ‘You’re mad!’ Anna cried, moving away. ‘I’m not listening to you and your stupid ideas.’

         ‘I’m sorry, maybe you are right and I am wrong,’ said Daniel, but he blocked her path. ‘But Anna, please test him! Give him something you know he loves, and you will see. Watch him when he sleeps, light a flame, a candle and hold it near him and you will discover what kind of creature he truly is. Please believe that what I say is true and he is not what he appears to be.’

         ‘You’re so strange and weird!’ shouted Anna, running away from Daniel down the path from the beach. ‘Now I know why you’ve no friends, no one to hang out with all summer. No wonder you’re such a loner, with all your crazy talk.’

         ‘Your brother needs you, Anna!’ Daniel called out after her.

         ‘Leave … me … alone!’ Anna yelled back.

         ‘Jack really needs you!’

         Anna could hear Daniel still shouting after her and she could hear genuine grief in his voice, but she kept on running back to the house.
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         Anna was still fuming by the time she got home. How dare Daniel say such things about Jack! She’d had enough of all his stupid talk about a changeling and Jack being stolen. Anna knew she’d told him about Jack wandering off with strangers, but that didn’t mean he could play on her fears and worries. Her brother was home, safe and sound, and that was all that mattered.

         Sitting beside Jack on the couch, Anne said to him, ‘Tomorrow if the weather’s good we can build a big sandcastle down at the beach.’

         ‘No,’ he said, shaking his head.

         Anna couldn’t believe it. Usually Jack loved splashing about on the beach.

         ‘Another day maybe,’ placated Maggie as she served out Jack’s favourite dinner, spaghetti Bolognese. She sprinkled the grated cheese on the top for him, and Anna noticed Jack looking at the pasta as if it was poison.

         ‘Jack, just take a little taste,’ cajoled Maggie, holding a bit on a spoon in front of him, but Jack clenched his mouth tight.

         Anna’s dad was watching too, but he said nothing. Anna thought she could see that he was also thinking that this was odd behaviour for a kid who would eat pasta and cheese every day if he was allowed.

         Back in her bedroom, Anna still couldn’t quite shake Daniel’s words from her brain. She remembered now that she’d read a story in the book of Irish legends about a changeling that was left in a fisherman and his wife’s cabin instead of their baby. How it tricked the mother and father and in the end disappeared so they were left with no child at all.

         What was it Daniel had said about testing Jack? Was it even fair to do that to her brother? But Daniel’s words just kept on niggling at her and she could see the serious expression on his long face as he had begged her to listen to him. What if he were right about Jack? Anna decided she had to test him. She had to prove that Daniel was wrong about her brother.

         She picked up the present she’d bought for Jack in the toy shop. What if she gave it to him now, to see how he reacted?

         Dad was reading a newspaper and Maggie was concentrating on sewing a floral print dress.

         ‘Jack, look what I have!’ Anna laughed, pushing up beside her little brother on the couch. ‘It’s a present for you. It was meant to be for when I go back to London, but you’ve been so good and brave, you can have it now.’

         She passed him the gift. Jack looked excited as he opened it, revealing the big new plastic gigantosaurus. He held it in his hand, turning it all over.

         ‘Do you like it?’ Anna asked, watching for his reaction.

         ‘Yes,’ nodded Jack solemnly, looking at the toy from all angles as if he was trying to figure out what it was.

         With a growing feeling of alarm, Anna pressed, ‘You do know what it is, don’t you?’

         Jack just stared blankly at the dinosaur, and Anna could tell that he had no idea what kind of dinosaur it was. She suspected that he wasn’t even sure what a dinosaur was.

         ‘Thank Anna for giving you the lovely new dinosaur,’ interrupted Maggie.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Jack politely.

         ‘What kind of dinosaur is it?’ asked Anna. ‘It’s one you don’t have, Jack, and I was so lucky to find it. It has three fingers to rip things. You know what it is!’

         But despite her prompting, it was clear that Jack had no idea. And the more Anna tried to prompt him, the more it became obvious that he didn’t even remember the stories about dinosaurs she had told him or the games they had played.

         ‘It’s a very thoughtful gift,’ said Maggie.

         Anna sat back beside Jack; he had thrown the dinosaur to one side on the cushion. Inside, she was reeling with gut-wrenching disbelief. It was so hard to believe. Jack, who was obsessed with dinosaurs, had barely glanced at the present. This Jack sitting beside her had absolutely no interest in playing with the new gigantosaurus or even putting it in his special dinosaur zoo box. Anna noticed then that Jack’s favourite little green dinosaur Billy was flung on the mat under the couch, forgotten. Picking Billy up, she realised that even though the boy beside her might look like Jack, he was acting completely differently from her brother. How could Jack have changed so much?

         Anna went to her room and flopped onto the bed. All Daniel’s talk about being stolen and a changeling had seemed so crazy, but now she wasn’t so sure. Or maybe she was just letting her overactive imagination get the better of her.

         That night, Anna couldn’t sleep and went to get a glass of water. Jack’s door was ajar, his dinosaur nightlight glowing in the dark, while her brother lay fast asleep. Usually Billy slept in the bed with him, but Jack hadn’t even looked for the toy which was definitely strange. With a growing sense of unease, Anna decided she had to find out if it was all in her mind or if something was really wrong with Jack. She remembered what Daniel had said about testing him with the light of a candle. Taking one of the small candles Maggie kept in the kitchen, she lit it and went back to Jack’s room.

         She tiptoed close to his bed, looking at him, all curled up, so small and innocent, asleep in the bed. Holding her breath, she held the candle near to him. Suddenly he turned in his sleep, and Anna gasped. In the gentle candlelight, his little face appeared absolutely changed, wizened and wrinkled and narrow, like an old man’s.

         Anna got such a shock she almost screamed with fright for in the candlelight she could see deep lines on parchment skin and a thin bony nose. Terrified, she ran back to her room and shut the door. She was shaking all over. That boy in the bed was not her brother but some strange kind of child, or creature, left to take his place.

         A changeling? Isn’t that what Daniel had called him? His words ran through her brain. Then the realisation hit her that her brother must still be out there, lost somewhere, and he needed her. She knew if she went straight into Dad and Maggie, and woke them up, they wouldn’t believe her, nor she suspected would Jenny. She wished now that she had listened to Daniel. She wished she could talk to him, to try and find out what to do. She was tempted to phone Aunt Lily but it was too late at night so she sent her a message instead.

         If Jack was out there lost and alone, it was up to her to find him. Was he in the woods? Would the sidhe or the fairies have taken him there, or had he just disappeared? It was too dark to go searching for him now, but at first light she’d go. She couldn’t waste another minute if she wanted to find her brother.
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         Anna scribbled a note and left it on the kitchen table saying she’d gone over to Jenny’s early to go riding. Her mind was in a spin as she grabbed a bottle of water, two oat-and-nut bars, some chocolate, a small notepad and pen and Billy, the small plastic green dinosaur that Jack loved, putting them all in her backpack.

         Bailey got up from his doggy bed to go with her.

         ‘I’m sorry but you can’t come,’ she said, patting his head and closing the back door.

         She walked briskly down the lane from the house and took the path near the lake to the woods, the darkness lifting as the sun slowly began to appear.

         ‘Wait!’ She heard a shout and her heart jumped.

         It was Daniel, running after her. ‘Wait for me!’

         She stopped, unable to believe it. How did Daniel know she needed him and how did he know where to find her at this hour of the morning?

         ‘Anna, wait! Please,’ he said, catching up with her. ‘I want to talk to you, to apologise for what I said to you yesterday. People often don’t understand what I am saying, but I promise my intentions are good.’

         ‘I know,’ Anna said, taking a deep breath. ‘Besides, I think maybe you are right.’

         ‘What? You think I am right?’

         ‘Yes, you were right about Jack,’ she admitted. ‘I tested him like you told me to. I gave him the one thing he really loves, a new dinosaur toy, but there was no reaction. Later, I went into his room and saw him sleeping. I remembered what you had said about candlelight and I got a candle and held it up close to him. It was terrible, for when he turned his face to me it was all old and wrinkly. It wasn’t Jack but some weird creature trying to take his place. Whoever or whatever he is, he’s definitely not my brother!’

         ‘It’s a changeling?’

         ‘I can’t believe I am saying this but I think so, yes,’ admitted Anna. ‘I’m so worried about what’s happened to Jack. I have to try and find him and bring him back home. Do you think that is even possible?’

         ‘Yes, I do,’ said Daniel, nodding.

         ‘Daniel, please. Will you help me search for him?’ she begged. ‘You know the woods better than anyone.’

         ‘I can help you, Anna, but only so much and so far,’ he said warily. ‘First, you must pick up a few small stones from the lake and put them in your pocket. Touch them and feel them and remember the waves and ripples on the lake, the wind in the reeds and rushes.’

         Anna obeyed and didn’t question him, putting the stones in her pocket. The woods were quiet and she followed Daniel as the darkness lifted. The narrow, winding path was dappled with early morning sunlight; the smell of the leaves and the trees held a strange freshness; a pair of squirrels were playing, chasing each other high and low before them.

         Daniel moved so silently and quietly compared to her. Every time they took even a slight turn, he bent down some fronds of bracken or pulled a thin rowan branch to make a cross or a V sign.

         ‘Anna, you must try to remember this,’ he told her, pointing out all the signs, ‘and this!’

         Her mind flashed back to the first time he’d brought her here and showed her the woods. She tried to recall the paths and twists and turns they had just taken, but her sense of direction was poor. Rachel and Emma were always teasing her about it as she was always getting lost no matter where they went. The tall trees were blocking the light and the mossy undergrowth dulled the sound of their feet as the path got narrower and narrower. They picked their way through the undergrowth and Anna quizzed Daniel. ‘Where do you think Jack could be? How far could he have got?’

         ‘The woods are thick and dense and it’s easy to get lost or disappear in them, even in the daytime.’

         ‘I can’t quite believe what’s happening,’ said Anna, upset. ‘It’s like being in some weird nightmare with poor Jack lost in these woods for days. How could he survive?’

         ‘The sidhe will most likely have taken him away with them to their fairy fort, hidden deep in these woods.’

         ‘Their fairy fort? What’s that?’ Anna was so confused.

         ‘It is their secret lair, their hidden kingdom that runs deep underground, safe from prying human eyes and ears, disguised among the trees and earth and hill and fields for century after century.’

         ‘But why would they take him there? He’s only a little kid.’

         ‘That is true, but the fairies will often take revenge on those that harm them. All it takes is for a fairy ring to be disturbed, a sacred place damaged, a thorn tree chopped down; these things incur their wrath.’

         ‘But why take Jack? He didn’t do any of those things.’

         ‘But your father has! He was digging up the remains of the old fairy ring,’ said Daniel, stopping to make sure Anna was listening and understanding what he was trying to tell her. ‘That is why the fairies have stolen Jack away.’

         ‘I always thought fairies and banshees were just myths and legends, but after seeing that awful changeling asleep in Jack’s bed I have to believe you.’

         ‘Good.’ Daniel nodded, satisfied that Anna was beginning to understand.

         ‘But Daniel … I’m scared of them!’

         ‘Yet here you are in the woods, searching for your brother.’

         ‘Jack needs me,’ she said fiercely. ‘I can’t leave him with them and have that changeling pretend to be my brother.’

         The winding path was beginning to rise slightly.

         ‘We are getting nearer to the fairy fort,’ said Daniel, coming to a halt. ‘It’s over there in the distance. If you look closely you can see the way the land is beginning to rise.’

         ‘Come on, then,’ Anna said, rushing forward.

         ‘No, I’m sorry, but this is where I must leave you, Anna,’ said Daniel. ‘You must mark the spot and the path back so you won’t get lost.’

         ‘Leave me!’ Anna couldn’t believe it. Was Daniel playing tricks on her too? Going to dump her in the woods all on her own? What if he was somehow involved in Jack disappearing? Fears and doubts crowded her mind so she didn’t know what to think.

         ‘I dare not go any further,’ Daniel admitted, his face pale and nervous. ‘You will have to go on your own.’

         ‘Why?’ Anna asked, bewildered.

         ‘They will sense my presence. It is too dangerous for me to go any further.’

         Although she did not know why, Anna realised that Daniel was truly afraid.

         ‘Look all about you,’ Daniel ordered, ‘so you can remember and find the way back.’

         Quickly, Anna got out her notebook and tried to draw a few lines like a map with arrows, showing her the direction to take for the path out of the woods. She took note of a mighty oak, with a blackened withered branch and a clump of wood anemones that grew along the edge of this section of the path. She tore off a small sheet of paper and bent it over on a low branch to mark her way.

         ‘Do not let the fairies beguile you,’ Daniel warned. ‘Remember, you have the stones from the lake; keep them in your mind and use them. They will help you.’

         Anna was suddenly nervous and unsure, her heart heavy as almost in a flash Daniel was gone. She was all alone. There was no point being annoyed with him for at least he had brought her this far.

         * * *

         Taking a deep breath, Anna continued to follow the path, the sound of the leaves and bird chatter and the swirls of moss below her filling her head, making her feel almost dizzy. She marked her way as best as she could, stopping only to check she could still see the green-covered hill rising like a huge mound, camouflaged amongst the bracken, ferns and leaves. Was this the secret fairy fort? As Anna got closer, two huge black crows suddenly appeared over her head, cawing and screaming at her. Fearing they would attack her, Anna kept low.

         There was a strange stillness, with not a sound as she grew nearer. The sloping hill now rose high above her, but she could see no sign of an entrance, no door nor even a gap. Anna walked all around it, searching and searching, trying to find some way in. She was tempted to scream and call out Jack’s name, but some instinct told her to stay silent and watch.

         Then she saw a figure, high up off to her right. She could just make out a small thin face with sharp eyes, hair streeling down her back. With that, in a blink of an eye, the form disappeared behind a clump of brambles and ivy. It must be a fairy. It was so like the woman on the beach and the one at the house. Anna tried to follow her, to see if there was some kind of gap or doorway hidden among the clump of thorny branches. She scraped and scratched her hands and arms but finally found a hidden secret entrance deep in the trailing briars and thick dark ivy.

         Anna bent down, pushed her way forward and began to halfcrawl through. Suddenly, she stumbled and fell down into a narrow tunnel of roots and earth, coming to a stop in an underground passage covered with a carpet of dry leaves.

         Anna had no idea where she was, but the thought of her brother kept her going. Quiet as a mouse, she made her way along the low narrow passageway. Nervous and confined underground, she felt trapped and struggled not to give in to a growing sense of fear and claustrophobia.

         This was another world, hidden deep under the woods, a secret place. It was like being in a cave with a roof made of roots and wood and earth. Anna followed the passageway that started to climb and rise and broaden out, leading her to a large leafy opening that rose high over her head. Anna figured she must be near the centre of the hill. She barely dared to breathe. Right in front of her she could clearly see some fairy children. And they were real! Small and lithe, wispy and pale, their voices were like song as they laughed and played happily together on the mossy green area.

         A young woman with long, black flowing hair was watching over them as they chased each other and kicked and tossed a shimmering ball of light, back and forth. Was Jack with them? Anna had to get closer to see if her brother was there. She dropped down and crawled towards a curving wall of roots, trying to stay hidden so that the fairies would not see her or sense her presence. But Anna was disappointed for as she gazed on the scene she could see there was no sign of Jack.

         Then suddenly she saw him. Her heart was hammering so loudly in her chest that she worried the fairies would hear it. Jack was off to one side, with a fairy woman, holding her hand. The woman was older than the other figure watching the children. Her wispy long hair was plaited with a ribbon of gold hanging down to her waist, and she wore a robe of green. On her wrist was a gold bracelet with stars … Anna couldn’t believe it. It looked exactly like her bracelet!

         While Anna stared, the woman stopped as if she sensed something. She glanced quickly all around her before letting go of Jack’s hand. Anna’s brother looked so small and lost. He seemed almost in a trance, standing among the children, not even bothering with the ball when it rolled towards his feet. The others just carried on playing around him. Anna wanted to scream and shout Jack’s name, but she made herself resist the temptation as she needed to get closer to him.

         All at once, a whispering sound like grass blowing in the breeze filled her ears so she found she could barely think. The fairy woman was walking straight towards her. Anna held her breath as the beautiful fairy eyes, glinting like emeralds, passed within only a few inches of her, seemingly unaware that Anna was hiding there.

         A shiver of relief washed over Anna and the woman turned around and returned to the children. She led Jack towards a little girl. Anna could see it was the same girl from the market. The little figure took Jack’s hand and pulled him over to the others. Jack stood among them and the girl caught the ball and passed it gently to him. The ball slipped through Jack’s hands and suddenly he turned in Anna’s direction. Anna felt a chill come over her as she looked at his strangely pale skin and his clouded blue eyes with dull, dark shadows like bruises beneath them.

         ‘Jack,’ she whispered under her breath. ‘Don’t be afraid. I’ve come to rescue you.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 32

            The Fairy Fort
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         For an hour or more, Anna stayed crouched down, hidden. Her left leg was beginning to cramp. She was so relieved to have found Jack, but now she had to try and figure out some way to get him out of here. It was not going to be easy. Hearing a gentle clapping of hands, she saw the children gathering together to leave. Oh no! She had to find out where Jack was going. She watched carefully as he and the fairy woman joined the rest of the crowd.

         Staying well back, she began to follow them. It seemed as if they were going deeper and deeper into the hill, the roof above them rising higher and higher. Somehow patches of sunlight were reflected in the long earthy corridors tracking off in all directions. Anna knew she had to keep an eye on her brother, for she didn’t dare lose him.

         Most of the fairy children had run on ahead, and now there were only the two women, Jack and the girl. Anna held her breath as the two women turned around sharply, sensing something. Then they began to climb a broad winding stairs that led to the floors above. The little group disappeared halfway up through a large carved wooden door.

         Anna sat below, watching the door. She felt strangely tired and had to resist the temptation to curl up and sleep. Instead, she took a few sips of water to waken herself up.

         There must be some way for her to get inside, to get to Jack. She moved closer, pulling back as a tiny fairy woman began to climb up the ivy-covered stairs, carrying a basket piled high with apples and berries. Anna stayed hidden in the shadows, watching as she put down her basket and slowly opened the carved wooden door. The tiny fairy bent down to retrieve her basket before struggling with her load through the door. As quickly as she could, Anna crept up the stairs and slipped inside before the door swung shut. Keeping perfectly still, she waited until the fairy woman continued on down a little corridor.

         Anna made her way carefully down the corridor, stopping when she heard sounds coming from a room. She peeked in and could see a circle of low carved tree trunks, each with a cushion of thick moss. All around the round room were shelves with jars filled with dried-out tall flowers, branches and seed heads.

         Anna couldn’t believe it, for Jack was there, playing on the floor with the little girl, and there was no sign of either of the fairy women. This was her only chance. ‘Jack!’ she called.

         Her brother looked up at her, curious.

         ‘Jack!’ she called again, shocked to realise that he didn’t recognise her. ‘It’s me, Anna,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve come to take you home.’

         The fairy girl stood protectively over Jack. ‘He wants to stay with us.’

         ‘That’s not true,’ said Anna, as calmly as she could. ‘His mother and father want him to come back home to them. That’s where Jack belongs.’

         Jack said nothing. He just stared at them both, unsure.

         ‘Jack, come on,’ ordered Anna. ‘We need to get out of here quickly.’ She reached for him, but he drew back. ‘Jack, I’m not going to hurt you,’ she promised. ‘We need to go now.’

         The girl gave a piercing scream, so shrill it hurt Anna’s ear drums, and Jack hunched down on the floor, frightened.

         The pale fairy woman immediately rushed in, her dark eyes flashing as she checked all around to see if Anna was alone. ‘The child is ours,’ she said coldly, staring at Anna. ‘He will stay with us all his long days for he does not want to return to your world.’

         ‘This is not his world,’ Anna spat out angrily. ‘He has a mother and father who love him and care for him and want him back home.’

         ‘In time they will forget him.’

         ‘I’m his sister and Jack belongs with our family,’ insisted Anna stubbornly, ‘not with you.’

         ‘Girl, there is nothing you can do. The child stays with us,’ said the woman. ‘This is where he belongs.’

         ‘That’s a lie, a big fat lie!’ Anna burst out, near to tears. ‘You’ve stolen him. You’re a thief, a pack of thieves, to steal a little boy from his mother.’

         ‘He will have a far better life with us here than in your sad human world,’ hissed the woman then.

         ‘No, Jack would have only a half-life, away from those who truly love him,’ insisted Anna, stepping closer to her little brother, ready to grab him.

         As she drew nearer, she began to feel dizzy, overcome by a strange spinning feeling that she could not control. She remembered then Daniel’s talismans and she reached her hand in her pocket and felt the cool curve of one of the small lake stones. Immediately her mind filled with an image of the lake and its waves rippling in the breeze.

         The woman stared at her, like a hawk. ‘The boy does not even know … remember you. Ask him yourself!’

         Anna took a shuddering breath. ‘Jack, you know who I am, don’t you?’

         Jack looked blankly at her.

         ‘My name … you know my name. I’m Anna … your sister.’

         The awful dizziness was coming over her again and she tried to fight it.

         ‘Mum and Dad want you to come home now, to come with me.’

         ‘Do you know who she is?’ the woman whispered to Jack.

         Her little brother shook his head sadly.

         ‘Jack, Dad loves you.’ Anna tried desperately to remind him. ‘He’s always playing with you and he made you that big red trailer to pull along with your tractor and your mum adores you. She tells you stories, plays with you, and sings to you when you go asleep …’

         ‘See, the boy has already forgotten every one of you already,’ mocked the woman triumphantly. ‘You must return to your world and leave him here with us.’

         ‘I will not leave my brother here.’ Anna felt utterly at a loss as to what she could or should do. The stone in her hand was the only thing protecting her and she found her mind filled with the serene image of a swan moving softly through the water.

         ‘I fear you are too old to stay with us.’

         ‘I will not stay with you, nor will my brother,’ said Anna, jumping forward and grabbing hold of Jack. He struggled to break free from her grip as she tried to hug him close to her.

         ‘You know me, Jack.’ She tried to reassure him. ‘I play games with you. We made a big dinosaur trail together and a dinosaur jungle …’

         ‘You are wasting your time. He has forgotten every person in the human world,’ said the woman, staring angrily at Anna.

         Anna tried to continue to speak, but her ears were filling with a buzzing noise, like a thousand bees in her brain, and Jack slipped out of her arms and away from her. She had failed. Tears pricked her eyes, knowing her brother would be lost to them. There’d be no more laughing and jumping up and down on the couch, playing with his dinosaurs. Jack would be gone forever. She couldn’t bear it!

         Holding on tight to Daniel’s words, Anna reached again for the stones in her pocket, trying to stay focused and clear and not give in to the terrible feeling of drowsiness that was coming over her. She felt the small plastic dinosaur in her pocket and pulled it out to show Jack.

         ‘Jack, look!’ She held the toy figure out in the palm of her hand. ‘It’s Billy, your brontosaurus.’

         Jack was staring at the toy, and Anna could see a slight glimmer of recognition in his eyes.

         ‘You remember Billy.’ Anna was overcome with a flickering hope that Jack would remember more as he stepped nearer to her and took the toy.

         ‘Mine,’ he said and Anna saw him smile.

         ‘That’s Billy, your best brontosaurus,’ she said, starting to sing their song:

         
            
        Old MacDonald had a farm
      

            
        E, I, E, I, O 
      

            
        And on that farm, he had a brontosaurus 
      

            
        E, I, E, I, O
      

            
        With a dino roar here and a dino roar there
      

            
        Here a roar, there a roar, everywhere a dino roar …
      

         

         ‘Old MacDonald had a farm …’  sang Jack softly, automatically joining in.

         Anna knew then that he remembered her.

         The woman screamed and Anna moved swiftly, clutching Jack and lifting him up into her arms. Forgetting her fear and running as fast as she could, she pushed open the door and then kicked it shut behind her. She careered down the winding stairs, two steps at a time, almost falling with the weight of Jack in her arms. She tried to remember the way she had come. She turned right and passed back through the deserted high circular hall, her heart pounding as she could hear the sound of feet following her. She kept a firm grip on her brother for they could hear the fairy voices calling him over and over. He began to struggle to break free and get away from her. The woman was coming after them, gaining on them, all the while calling Jack’s name.

         ‘Child, child … Jack, Jack … stay with us here. Come away …’

         The sound was haunting like music, and the fairy woman kept getting closer and closer to them. They reached the open green where two young fairies were standing, talking together: one a beautiful girl, the other a dark-haired boy. Anna dared not try to pass them.

         As she looked at the boy, something about him was familiar. His face reminded her of Jack, but he was older, maybe ten or so. She’d definitely seen him somewhere before. Her mind whirled. Was it in a photograph in Lily’s family album? Could it be … her grand-uncle, the one Lily had said was stolen by the sidhe all that time ago?

         With renewed fear, Anna ran towards the carved wooden door that she had come through earlier, only to find it sealed and closed off. Terrified that the fairy woman would catch them at any moment, she changed direction, slipping down a different way, not daring to look back as she and Jack moved along more narrow mossy corridors.

         Desperate to find another way out or to retrace her steps back to the tunnel of roots, Anna realised that instead of climbing upwards they were going the opposite way, deeper down underground, further from any chance of escape.

         The fairy woman was still calling to Jack, her voice like the sweetest music. Jack was trying to wriggle from Anna’s grasp, looking to answer her.

         Anna had no idea where they were and how they were ever going to get away. Disorientated, she found she had no clue as to which direction to take.

         ‘Jane?’ She heard a whisper.

         Someone was calling that name to her. Glancing back, she saw the boy who she’d thought looked so like her granny and Lily’s brother. He was beckoning to her. Was it a trick, a fairy trick, to make her think that it was her great-uncle who had died so long ago? So they could catch her? She swallowed hard, unsure whether to trust him or not. He had come closer, peering at her, then turned away, disappointed.

         ‘I know that I look like Jane, but I’m not her. I’m Anna, her granddaughter,’ she explained, taking a few steps nearer to him. ‘And this is her grandson Jack. We live in Fairy Hill, the place where you used to live, Tom. Your name is Tom, isn’t it? I’ve seen your photograph in Grandaunt Lily’s album. Lily’s your sister. She still misses you and talks about you.’

         Tom was pale and thin and beautiful, his eyes like two jewels. He had not grown old like her granny and Lily had.

         Anna could hear the fairy woman coming closer, all the while calling Jack softly. Her voice was like a whispering wind running all through the fairy fort.

         ‘Tom, we have to get away. They are trying to take Jack, just like they took you. Please, you’ve got to help us.’ Anna could see a wary look flit across Tom’s face, torn by her words and a vague memory of the past.

         It was hopeless. He was one of them now … lost to the human world.

         ‘Please!’ begged Anna, near to tears. ‘Help us!’

         Tom gestured silently for them to follow him. He moved so lightly and fast with hardly a sound that it was hard for Anna and Jack to keep up with him. What if he was leading them back to the fairy woman instead of to freedom? Yet Anna realised she had no real choice but to trust him. Now they were going upwards, the passageway so small that she felt cramped and found it slow-going, trying to climb and get through it. She had to put Jack down and trust that he stayed with them. She pushed him gently onwards in front of her. There were huge roots trailing down, but in between them she could see a hole through which there was a glimmer of light.

         Tom pointed towards it.

         ‘Come with us?’ she pleaded.

         Tom just shook his head and turned back.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Anna.

         Once again, Anna’s ears were filled with chitter-chattering so loud that she could hardly think, but she kept them going towards the gnarled entrance up ahead. Out of breath, she clutched Jack to her ribs protectively and climbed upwards, making one final huge lunge towards the tree-trunk opening. Thick thorns like barbed wire tore at her hands and arms but she kept hold of Jack, realising as she blinked in the wavering sunlight that somehow they were back outside the fairy fort. It was then that a crescendo of wails and screams filled her ears. Anna knew there was no time to catch her breath.

         ‘We have to run! Jack, come on!’ She panted, knowing the fairies would be on them in seconds. ‘We have to get away!’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 33

            Run, Run, Run!
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         Jack clung to Anna’s side; his weight was really slowing her down as she pulled him along, but she did not dare let go of him lest he run back to the fairies. She had to force herself to keep going, making Jack run beside her, knowing that the sidhe were right behind them, ready to snatch her brother away again.

         With a sudden gust of air, the fairy woman literally flew across their path, her hair streeling all around her, trying to block their way. She stood in a mysterious haze, arms outstretched as if summoning some strange force. Fear gripped Anna. How could she win against these supernatural beings? But she drew on her strength and put her head down, not wanting to meet the woman’s gaze. On she pushed through the dense woods, veering away from the fairy woman.

         ‘You will not escape us,’ called the woman after her. ‘Your brother will never get away from us.’

         Anna could hardly breathe she was so afraid, but she knew that each step was taking her further and further away from the rest of the fairies.

         There was a thick canopy of leaves above her, and Anna became conscious of something black and spindly hanging from the branches over her head. Something was moving like a shadow right there above them. Without thinking, she brushed it away, and only then realised to her shock what it was … a big, black spider. Then the full horror of the scene hit her. There was not one, not two, but dozens of them. The huge, black spiders were everywhere, creeping and scrabbling along the leaves and dropping down from the trees all about them.

         Anna froze as one of them dropped onto her T-shirt. Another one clung to her hair, and she hit out frantically, trying to brush them off her and stop them crawling onto Jack. There was no escape for the spiders were everywhere. Scuttling and darting in every direction, not just on the branches and leaves of the tree but also along the ground – a small army of them covering the mossy floor. She had never seen anything like it. She kicked and lashed out at them in a frenzy but the spiders were still crawling all over her arms and skin, trying to force her to release Jack. She needed all her will to ignore them.

         ‘They are just lots of itsy bitsy spiders,’ she reassured Jack as she tried to cover him with the bottom of her T-shirt. She noticed that Jack was looking puzzled and was not bothering to hit them away. Why wasn’t he afraid?

         It was like her worst nightmare had come true. Then it dawned on her that maybe the reason her little brother wasn’t scared was because he couldn’t see or feel them. Was this some kind of trick that the fairies were playing on her? Reaching into her pocket, she felt around for the reassuring touch of the lake stones and an image of the lake filled her thoughts, emptying her mind of everything else and somehow calming and soothing her. Closing her eyes, Anna forced herself to recall the beauty of Starling Lake, momentarily blocking out her fear of the spiders and the feel of them on her.

         When a few minutes had passed she tentatively opened one eye and realised that there were no spiders on her. In fact, there was not a spider to be seen, neither on the trees nor on the ground. All the spiders were gone. They had disappeared just as easily as they had first appeared. With no time to waste, Anna had to choose which track to follow, hoping that the one she picked would bring her back to where Daniel had left her.

         ‘Let’s try this way,’ she panted, looking down the track and spotting with huge relief a small piece of white folded notepaper that she had left earlier.

         Keep going, Anna told herself as they thudded on through the mossy undergrowth. Sweaty and hot, she stopped and pulled out the rough map she had drawn earlier in her little notebook, trying to figure out whether to turn left or right. Minutes later, they came upon the old oak tree with its blackened, broken branch and another bit of folded notepaper.

         ‘Come on, we’ve got to keep going this way,’ she urged Jack, keeping a firm grip on him as she staggered on, looking back every few minutes for any sign of the fairies.

         * * *

         Anna was conscious of the woods getting darker and a strange mist seemed to appear from nowhere and seep through the trees to cover the paths. Within minutes, she could hardly see anything. She and Jack were enveloped in the growing fog. Afraid, Jack squeezed her hand tightly. Everything they could see looked the same. The tall trees seemed to crowd around them. The ground under their feet was so rough and so uneven that they were in danger of falling. Anna had no sense of where they were or the direction they had come from. Every step was unknown and she feared that they were going around in a circle and would end up back at the fairy fort, the place they had just escaped from.

         Looking at her scribbled map and searching for signs of any more of the pieces of paper she’d left or places she and Daniel had marked was useless as she could barely see anything. She tried to use the compass on her phone but it wouldn’t work. It was eerie with the woods totally shrouded in a dense foggy mist, muffling all the sounds around them. There was no birdsong or any other sound. It was like being in a giant maze and not knowing how to get out of it. Anna tried not to give in to the growing sense of panic she felt as the mist grew even thicker and swirled around them. There was no sign of it lifting and she was terrified that the fairies would appear out of the fog and catch them. She tried not to think of it and she gripped one of the lakestones in her hand. She and Jack were moving ever so slowly, as she desperately tried to work out where they were. Finally she stopped, realising that they were hopelessly lost.

         Jack was peering into the mist. ‘Fox!’ he called out, pointing.

         Oh no! Anna’s heart sank when she spotted the red fox through the mist. Were the fairies going to send a pack of foxes to attack them now? But as she stared into the fog she could see there was only one fox, a rather scrawny one at that with a big bushy tail. Ears cocked, the fox moved quietly and lightly, coming nearer and nearer. Anna worried that it might bite or chase them. Maybe she should turn off to the right here; the mist seemed a little lighter that way. Almost as soon as she thought that, she found the fox standing right in front of them, almost blocking the path, forcing them to go in another direction.

         As they moved on, the fox stayed at a slight distance but kept pace with them, stopping when they stopped, moving when they moved. It was the strangest thing. Twice more he blocked them, crossing their path, lifting his head and staring at Anna. How long was the fox going to keep following them? Just then, he moved in front of them, walked a few steps ahead of them, stopped and then looked back, like a dog wanting them to follow him. If Anna and Jack tried to go any other way, the fox was back in an instant, starting over again, looking for them to come with him.

         ‘Jack, I think the fox wants us to follow him,’ said Anna. ‘Maybe he knows the best way out of these woods.’

         In the distance Anna could hear the faint noise of water and seconds later she could see the small stream that Daniel had shown her. It ran through part of the woods and they could follow it for a bit before getting back on to the main trail that would hopefully lead them out of the woods.

         Jack bent down, watching the water running over mossy stones.

         Hearing a scuttling noise from the nearby undergrowth, Anna grew nervous. Had the fairies found them? She could see the ferns and bracken ripple with movement. What was it?

         ‘Come on, Jack! We’ve got to go,’ she said, just as she spotted a dark brown rat moving out of the brambles.

         ‘Ugh!’ Anna screamed for she hated rats. Spiders were bad enough, but she had a total phobia about rats.

         In an instant there was another and another. Soon there were seven, eight, a dozen or more rats, squirming all around them. Anna froze with fear, unable to move.

         ‘Up! Up!’ begged Jack, scared, pulling at Anna to be lifted away from them. There was no doubt he could see the rats too.

         They had to find a tree or branch that they could climb up to get away from them. Anna shut her eyes briefly in the hope this was just another fairy trick, or enchantment, like the spiders and when she opened them again the rats would be gone. All she had to do was use the lakestones to clear her mind, so that the fairies could not see what she feared.

         But it didn’t work! When she opened her eyes there were even more rats, scrambling all over, two of them even on her shoe. Anna, in a panic, frantically kicked them away. She felt sick.

         ‘Don’t like rats!’ screamed Jack, clinging to her.

         ‘Scram!’ Anna screamed at them, beginning to shake and tremble all over. ‘Go away!’

         Just then, the fox darted forward, but instead of attacking them, he caught one of the rats and shook his head back and forth until, satisfied, he tossed the limp rat aside. Then circling round, he caught another and another, barking and biting and battling them as Anna and Jack kept on running.

         The thump of her feet and the thump of her heart were in unison. With her lungs bursting, Anna ran until finally she could go no further. Her arm felt as though it was pulled from its socket, with the effort of dragging poor Jack with her. Heaving with exhaustion, and with Jack trying to catch his breath by her side, Anna flopped to the ground, looking around frantically for signs of the rats. But both they and the fox were gone. Getting her breath back, she gulped some water from the bottle in her backpack, offering some to Jack, but he only took a few sips.

         They set out again. The mist had cleared a bit, but Anna was worried that they were totally lost as she still couldn’t find any of the pieces of paper she had left behind or see any of the landmarks she was meant to follow. She remembered Daniel pointing out a tree with red berries; she searched for it and nearly cried with relief when she spotted the rowan with its little branch bent over pointing her in the direction of a broader pathway where the trees were becoming less dense, and the sunlight was filtering through the leaves above her.

         Minutes later, Anna’s heart lifted as she glimpsed the small heap of stones that Daniel had left at the very start of the trail.

         ‘Jack, look! We’ve found the way to go home,’ she said.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 34

            The Birds
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         Anna and Jack walked on, becoming aware of the noise of the birds in the trees again, not just the normal birdsong and calls of wood pigeons, thrushes and magpies, but the sound of birds cawing, as if talking to each other, sending messages. The sounds grew louder, and a large flock of crows flew through the canopy as Anna and Jack came towards the edge of the wood and the clearing that would bring them to the road. A shiver ran down Anna’s spine for the cawing of the birds in the trees was growing stronger and more raucous … more dangerous. They weren’t safe yet, after all.

         ‘Hurry!’ Anna yelled to Jack.

         Suddenly, with a flurry of wings, the black crows launched an attack, flying low over their heads.

         ‘Run,’ shouted Anna, grabbing Jack’s hand and dragging him along with her.

         The crows swooped low and dived and she kept her head down, shielding Jack as best she could with her body. The birds screamed and cawed in her face, pecking at her shoulders and hair and hands. She got her backpack and swung it wildly at them, trying to knock them away, but they flew in again, over and over.

         Putting her hands up to cover her face and eyes to defend herself, Anna realised that Jack was standing off to one side, alone. A huge black hooded crow pushed its way between her and her brother.

         ‘No!’ she screamed. ‘Leave him alone!’

         Jack tried to reach his sister, but the crows were now hopping around him as others continued to attack Anna. Using her backpack like a ball and chain, Anna swung it at them again and again, trying to scatter them, aware that Jack was too petrified even to move. Taking a chance, she aimed her bag at the biggest crow, the one flying up angrily trying to peck and claw at her face.

         The bird glared at her and Anna felt dizzy and weak as if she would fall on the ground. Just ahead of them, she could see the trail and the wooden gateway at the entrance to the woods.

         ‘Jack, don’t be afraid! Run to the gate, to the road!’ she shouted at him. ‘Go, keep running!’

         Jack was trying to move, but the crows flapped up and down around his feet, stopping him.

         Anna heard a voice in her head. ‘The child is ours.’ It was the voice of the biggest crow, which still stared maliciously at her with its beady eyes, all the while swooping at her head.

         ‘No!’ she screamed. ‘No!’ Anna was conscious of a movement of more wings high up in the clear bright sky and then like an arrow a sparrowhawk launched its attack on the crows. With a flurry of wings and screeches, one of the crows lay on the ground and another flopped uselessly, its wing broken by the talons of the hawk. Blood and feathers seemed to fly everywhere, and Anna took her chance. Hoisting Jack up, she began to move away. With pounding heart and sore feet and legs, she somehow managed to keep running, not daring to look back until they were out of the woods, into the open air, through the gate and out onto the narrow road.

         Still on edge and breathing hard, Anna and Jack continued on, passing shadowy hedgerows, until they reached the lane that led to their house, all the while waiting for something else bad to happen. Anna was exhausted and aching all over as she tried to keep moving. The sun had gone down already and it was much later than she realised. Twilight was falling and soon it would be dark. Beside her, Jack was quiet and scared.

         ‘It’s going to be okay,’ Anna reassured him. ‘Mum and Dad will be so happy to see you.’

         Her mind was in turmoil, worried about what would happen about the other boy, the changeling. How could she possibly explain it to Dad and Maggie? They’d never believe her. She hardly believed what had just happened. But the main thing was that she had found Jack and rescued him from the grip of the fairies.

         Relief washed over her as she saw the reassuring glow of lights from the farmhouse in the distance. They had made it.

         Anna spotted Bailey standing in the lane, as if waiting for them. He gave an excited bark. Oh Bailey! What a good loyal dog he was. She nearly cried at the sight of him and Jack rushed straight over to him. Bailey stood still as Jack hugged and petted him, not even trying once to lick the little boy or jump on him. Watching them, Anna felt a prickling sense of disquiet. Bailey hadn’t even given the slightest wag of his tail like he usually did and in that awful instant Anna knew that they had not escaped the fairy woman at all. She had shapeshifted yet again, tricking and fooling them once more.

         ‘Jack, get away from it! That’s not Bailey! He’ s not your dog,’ she called desperately, sick to her stomach and not sure if there was any more fight left in her.

         ‘Bailey,’ said Jack, stroking the dog on the neck.

         ‘I know that dog really looks like Bailey but I promise you it’s not him.’ Anna tried to explain calmly.

         Jack was torn, unsure of what to do, the dog standing between them.

         ‘Move away from him now,’ Anna ordered uselessly. ‘Step away! Come back here to me.’

         All at once, in the dusky light, a shape came bounding out of the bushes, barking and growling ferociously at the other dog.

         It was Bailey! He’d found them. Anna could have cried with joy seeing Bailey leaping to their defence, ready to protect Jack. He cocked his head to one side, staring at the impostor dog, giving a low, deep, threatening growl, as he got ready to attack.

         Utterly confused, Jack looked from one dog to the other.

         Just as Bailey raced towards the other dog, the fairy woman decided to shapeshift again. As quickly as the impostor dog had appeared, it disappeared, leaving a woman with her long, dark hair flowing around her thin face and eyes blazing in fury to confront them. Bailey, ready to pounce, stopped.

         Anna was suddenly conscious of a ripple of movement from the shadowy hedgerows and bushes around her as an army of fairies emerged and surrounded them. Eyes glinting in the moonlight, chattering and singing, they formed a shield around their beautiful fairy leader. Anna grew more scared than ever.

         ‘Away, away with us,’ they sang, their voices sweet and alluring.

         ‘The child will come away with me,’ whispered the fairy woman as her fingers grasped hold of Jack’s shoulders. Her voice was like a soft wind blowing all around, caressing. ‘The boy is ours and will live in our world, not yours. He will never know hunger or thirst, tiredness or sadness again.’

         ‘No!’ screamed Anna. ‘You can’t have him! I won’t let you steal my brother like you stole my Uncle Tom all those years ago!’

         ‘You and your family have taken from us, stolen and destroyed our ancient places,’ said the fairy woman coldly. ‘So in return we will steal from you, and take what you value most.’

         ‘Please don’t do it!’ begged Anna, forgetting her fear and moving closer to the fairy woman to try and protect Jack. ‘My father doesn’t understand about destroying the fairy ring. He doesn’t believe in the old ways … but he’s a good man, and Jack and I love him. I promise you that if you let me take my brother home, I can make my dad stop what he’s doing, get him to change his mind, change the plans for Fairy Hill and put things back to the way they were in the field before he and Maggie ever moved here.’

         ‘How can I believe what you say human child?’ she said. ‘How can I trust you?’

         ‘My grandmother was a friend to your people as was my great-grandmother. They both believed in the sidhe. My granny wrote about you. She showed me in her diary where the fairy ring was. She believed in you like I do.’

         The woman stared at Anna, so deep into her very heart that Anna felt faint and dizzy, the world and laneway spinning madly around her. ‘You will keep your promise, human child, or I will keep mine and return for the boy,’ she whispered. ‘You do understand that I will return.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Anna, collapsing onto the ground.

         As the woman let Jack go, she raised her arms, weaving them in the air slowly like wings, and with that she and the rest of the fairy troop disappeared into the darkening sky over their heads.

         Anna, too exhausted to move, wrapped her arms around her little brother.

         * * *

         ‘Anna! Anna!’ She could hear a voice in the distance. It was her dad running up the lane towards her. He must have come looking for her with Bailey. ‘What on earth is going on? Did you fall?’

         ‘I’m alright, Dad.’

         ‘Are you hurt?’ he asked, filled with concern. ‘I’ve been searching for you for the past two hours.’

         ‘I’m fine, Dad, honestly,’ lied Anna, trying to find the strength to get up as Jack reached to help her.

         ‘What in heaven’s name is Jack doing here with you?’ demanded her dad. ‘How did he get here?’

         ‘I found him in the woods,’ murmured Anna.

         ‘When I left Jack was in his pyjamas all ready for bed. Why would you drag your brother out at this time of night? What’s going on?’

         ‘Dad, I can try and explain later, but please can we just go home? Jack’s really tired and so am I,’ said Anna, close to tears.

         ‘Okay, Anna. You both look exhausted. Let’s get you home,’ said Dad, lifting Jack up in his arms.

         Anna fell into step beside him, not knowing what to say, how to make sense of it all. She was fearful about what was going to happen when they got to the house, frightened of what they would find there.

         As they crossed the yard the kitchen door suddenly opened, and Maggie was standing there.

         ‘Oh Rob. Thank heavens you’ve found her.’

         Anna held her breath for behind Maggie she could see him, the boy … the changeling, pale-faced like a ghost child, standing rigid, his eyes like two huge pools as he spotted Jack in their dad’s arms.

         Maggie turned around, totally puzzled. In that second, the changeling gave a high, shrill, heart-rending scream and then vanished. In its place a black bat flitted about, frantically trying to get out the door and away up over the roof.

         ‘Good heavens. Did you see that?’ said her dad, taken by surprise.

         ‘It sounded like some kind of a bat,’ gasped Maggie. ‘It must have somehow got into the house.’

         ‘Mama,’ murmured Jack, reaching out for his mother.

         ‘I don’t know what’s going on tonight, Jack, but it’s long past your bedtime,’ teased Maggie, holding the little boy close.

         Anna only felt truly out of danger when they were back inside the kitchen with the door firmly closed.

         ‘Oh, Anna, we were so worried,’ said Maggie, hugging her. ‘We’d no idea where you had got to.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ apologised Anna, near to tears.

         Maggie started to bustle about. ‘I kept some dinner for you.’

         ‘Thanks,’ said Anna quietly, just glad to be able to sit down to rest and eat.

         Jack climbed up to the table beside her and took some spaghetti from her plate.

         ‘You rascal, you barely touched your dinner earlier,’ teased Maggie, ‘but if you want to eat with Anna I’ll get you some.’

         Anna had never been so glad to have her little brother try to steal some of her pasta, though she was starving and by the look of it so was Jack.

         ‘Bed,’ ordered Maggie as soon as Jack finished eating.

         * * *

         With just the two of them in the kitchen, her dad sat in the armchair, his head in his hands.

         ‘I don’t know what’s going on, Anna, but you have some explaining to do,’ he said angrily. ‘When I went over to collect you from Jenny’s after tea I discovered that she hadn’t seen sight or sound of you all day.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Dad, that I lied to you,’ sighed Anna heavily.

         ‘I was worried sick and called to Lily’s house in case you had gone there. She said that you’d sent her a message early this morning saying you were going to the woods to search for Jack. It made absolutely no sense. Why would you be going to the woods to search for your brother when he was at home? But Lily told me that I had to go and search immediately for you or I risked losing another of my children. What is this all about, Anna? What have you been up to?’

         ‘I don’t know if you’ll believe me, Dad,’ said Anna shakily, ‘but I’ll try to explain. I think this all began with you cutting down the hawthorn tree and digging up the field with the fairy ring.’

         ‘Oh Anna, not this stupid nonsense!’

         ‘Dad, you have to listen to me,’ she pleaded, ‘otherwise you’re putting Jack in danger again. This place is called Fairy Hill and you know why. There was a fairy ring here years ago, just like Granny said. I saw it. The sidhe, or the fairies, have been here for such a long time and they don’t like it when the land’s disturbed or they have things taken from them. That’s what the fairy woman told me.’

         ‘A fairy woman! Are you telling me that you spoke to one?’

         ‘Yes.’ Anna was serious. She had to get him to believe her. ‘Please just listen to me, Dad.’

         She could see the disbelief in his eyes, but she took a deep breath and told him everything, right from the beginning. Well, most of it. What had happened to her and Jack and how she’d found him deep in the woods. Some instinct told her to keep Daniel and Tom out of it. It would all be too much to take on board.

         ‘Jack didn’t just go missing,’ she explained. ‘He was stolen, stolen by the fairies, and they switched and left another boy in his place – a changeling that looked exactly like Jack but wasn’t him.’

         ‘So you are telling me that Jack was stolen, and that the boy the police found and brought back to us was a different boy.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Anna defiantly. ‘That awful creature was a changeling. That’s why he wouldn’t eat or play or do any of the things Jack normally does.’

         ‘A changeling?’ Anna’s dad sighed heavily, leaning forward. ‘I knew something was up with Jack. Maggie and I’ve been worried sick, wondering why he’d changed so much, but this thing, this …’

         ‘That wasn’t Jack at all,’ added Anna firmly.

         ‘Why didn’t you tell me what you feared, Anna?’

         ‘Would you have believed me?’

         ‘Probably not,’ admitted Dad ruefully. ‘But after tonight how could I not believe you when I saw that changeling with my very own eyes? I had Jack in my arms and there was another child standing on our doorstep right behind Maggie that looked exactly like your brother! That changeling tried to trick us and take our child’s place. If it weren’t for you, Anna, Jack would have been lost to us.’

         Anna told him then about how she entered the fairy fort and her desperate efforts to rescue Jack and how they escaped from the fairies and their enchantment. Looking into her dad’s eyes, Anna knew that an understanding was passing between them.

         ‘You have been incredibly brave and clever, Anna, to go off and search for your brother and to get him away from them.’

         ‘No one can truly ever get away or escape from them,’ warned Anna. She needed her dad to understand that there was still danger. ‘They may come again. I had to promise them that you’d stop work in the field and not put in the solar panels and grow tunnels, and that you would put the field back the way it was, and find the fairy ring. I gave the fairy woman my word.’

         Dad said nothing. Anna could see he was still struggling to understand. ‘I am finding it hard to take in everything that you are telling me,’ he said slowly, ‘but I promise that I’ll do whatever it takes to look after both you and Jack and to protect him from being taken again. I’ll do my best to fix the field and try to repair the damage to the fairy ring.’

         ‘Oh Dad, that’s great,’ said Anna, flinging herself into his arms.

         ‘I’m sorry for not listening to you before and for being so stubborn. Tomorrow I’ll start work up in the fairy field. But to be honest I’ve no idea what the fairy ring looked like.’

         ‘Granny drew it in her diary and in one of her sketchbooks,’ said Anna. ‘I‘ll show it to you. Maybe there’s more in the rest of her diaries so you can work out exactly where it is.’

         ‘I think we’d best keep all of this between us,’ said her dad. ‘There’s no point upsetting Maggie and getting her all worried about something happening to Jack again.’

         ‘Sure, Dad.’ Anna yawned, hit by a wave of utter exhaustion.

         ‘Go to bed,’ said her dad gently, giving her some antiseptic ointment to rub on her scrapes and cuts.

         Wrapping the duvet around her, Anna slept fitfully even though she was dead tired. Her thoughts were haunted by the fairies and the terrible ways they had tried to stop her. If it weren’t for the fox and the hawk coming to her rescue, she didn’t know what she would have done.

         Each time she tried to fall asleep she remembered the changeling’s face, filled with a strange mixture of anger and terrible sadness when he saw that her little brother was returning home safe and sound.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 35

            The Sketchbook
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         It was near midday when she woke. Anna was still tired out, her forehead, arms and legs covered in itchy red marks. Her back and shoulders ached from carrying Jack and pulling him along. As she went to get up she noticed something shiny on the window sill. Her gold star bracelet was lying there, glinting in the sunlight. She slipped it on immediately, realising that the fairy woman had returned it to her as part of their bargain.

         After a late breakfast Anna longed just to crawl back to bed and sleep, but she felt she needed to find Daniel and talk to him.

         She watched Jack playing with his dinosaurs. Luckily there was no sign of any cuts on his arms, legs or face. Anna guessed she must have managed to protect him and that was partly why she had so many scrapes and scratches.

         Anna got the new dinosaur she had bought for him and hid it behind her back while Jack was busy spreading all his other dinosaurs out on the red and purple striped rug on the wooden floor.

         ‘Bad birdies coming,’ he murmured, scattering the dinosaurs, making them run away.

         Poor Jack! He must have been as terrified as she was. ‘I promise the bad birdies are never coming back,’ she said then, hugging her little brother close. ‘But I do have a very special surprise for you …’

         She held up the new toy dinosaur for him, waiting to see his reaction.

         ‘Gigantosaurus!’ he roared, all excited, running around, flying the new dinosaur over the rest of the dinosaurs.

         Anna was so happy to see that Jack was just being Jack again.

         She got dressed and walked all around down by the lake, keeping well away from the woods, as she searched for Daniel. She was worried that somehow he was in trouble. She wondered why he had been unable to come with her into the fairy fort. Did they have some sort of hold over him? She went to all the places she’d seen him before, but there was no sign of him. She felt she had to see him before she went back to London in a few days, to thank him, for she knew in her heart that without his help she and Jack would never have escaped. He was the only one who knew the full truth of what had happened to them. Everything kept replaying in her mind as she thought of rescuing Jack and getting him home.

         After lunch, Anna went up to the attic. She had read through most of her granny’s diaries but there were an assortment of sketchbooks and notepads and paintings still to go through to see if she could find any more drawings or information about the fairy ring that might help her dad. She found an old canvas board that her granny had painted of the fairy ring. You could clearly see the stones and their shape with the circular pattern. Anna was excited as it was exactly what Dad needed. Her granny had painted it all in great detail.

         Next, she found a dusty scrapbook at the bottom of the pile that was filled with more drawings and watercolours of local wildlife: swans, cranes, the birds all around, a hare and even a scrawny fox, just like the one she had seen. In the pages of the book she also found a few pencil sketches of a boy sitting near a lake; they looked like the rough sketches for the painting that hung in her bedroom. ‘Boy by the lake’ was scribbled beside it.

         Anna turned over the page and there was a drawing of the boy’s face, done in pencil. She couldn’t believe what she was looking at! It was Daniel. But how could that be? When had her granny sketched him and painted him? Slowly she turned over the pages of sketches and on the very last page, which was faded and water stained, there was another one of the boy with ‘my friend Daniel’ written clearly underneath it.

         Back in her bedroom Anna studied the painting on the wall again, noticing the very definite line of a wing which her grandmother had started to reveal or perhaps had decided to paint out. She had deliberately painted the figure so that his face was hidden as he gazed down into the water.

         ‘Oh Daniel, where are you? I don’t understand,’ she whispered. ‘Is this painting of you?’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 36

            Summer’s End
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         The next day Anna called over to say a proper goodbye to Jenny.

         ‘I hope that I didn’t get you into too much trouble with your dad and Maggie,’ said Jenny, helping Anna to saddle Molly. ‘But your dad was really worried when he realised that you hadn’t been here all day.’

         ‘I’m sorry. I know. It was wrong to lie,’ admitted Anna, ‘but I had to.’

         ‘Where were you all that time?’ Jenny asked, curious. ‘Where did you go?’

         ‘I met Daniel,’ said Anna. ‘We ended up going to the woods, but he had to go home. You know me, I’ve no sense of direction and must have taken a wrong path and got lost.’

         ‘What were you doing there?’

         ‘I’d heard that there is meant to be a fairy fort there and I just wanted to see what one looked like.’

         ‘Gran’s always talking about it. Did you find it?’

         ‘No!’ Anna said guiltily, for she knew that if she told the truth Jenny wouldn’t believe her

         They walked the horses down by the river, watching the clear water ripple and run over the rocks and stones. Anna stroked Molly’s neck. She had come to care about the horse and would really miss seeing and riding her.

         ‘I wish the summer didn’t have to end and you didn’t have to go back to London on Saturday,’ murmured Jenny.

         ‘Me too, but Mum’s flight gets back home tomorrow and I’ve school next week.’

         ‘It’s been really great having you here this summer, having someone besides the boys to go riding with, and learning to surf and everything. I just wish you didn’t live so far away!’

         ‘London’s not that far,’ said Anna. ‘Maybe my mum will let you come and stay with us. Anyway, I’ll be back here before you know it.’

         ‘You promise?’

         ‘I promise.’

         As the two rode along the back field, it was hard to believe that only four weeks ago Anna had been terrified of sitting up on a horse, let alone riding one.

         ‘That’s a good girl,’ she said to Molly, patting the horse as she unsaddled her.

         With her velvety nose, Molly softly nuzzled Anna’s cheek and neck, as if to say goodbye.

         ‘She won’t forget you,’ Jenny reassured her. ‘Horses always remember their riders.’

         Back in the house, Anna gave Jenny her present.

         ‘Thanks,’ said her cousin, pulling on the T-shirt and hugging Anna. ‘I love it.’

         Jenny insisted she stay for dinner. ‘My gran wants to say goodbye to you, so you will get to see her before you leave.’

         Sitting at the big pine table once more, listening to the family and Jenny and her brothers fighting to tell their news, Anna was so glad that they had come to be friends.

         ‘Is everything all right with you and your little brother?’ asked Lily softly, calling Anna over to sit with her. ‘When I heard Jack went missing at the market I was so worried for him. It was like history repeating itself.’

         ‘You were right about the sidhe not coming back into the house to take him,’ Anna whispered. ‘It was at the market they stole him.’

         ‘But the police found him,’ ventured Lily.

         ‘They found a boy,’ explained Anna, ‘but it wasn’t Jack. He was changed.’

         ‘The boy, was he different?’

         ‘It was a changeling,’ whispered Anna.

         ‘Oh my heavens, a changeling! An actual changeling! How terrifying!’

         ‘It was,’ admitted Anna, ‘but I knew that I had to act quickly and try to find Jack.’

         ‘That’s when you sent me the message about going to search for him.’

         ‘I had to tell someone,’ explained Anna, ‘and I knew that you would understand.’

         Quickly she told her grandaunt about how the fairies had hidden Jack away, deep in the woods, under the ground in a big fairy fort, but that she, with the help of a good friend, had managed to find him and bring him home.

         ‘So this fairy fort that Fairy Hill is named after actually exists?’

         ‘Oh, yes,’ said Anna. ‘I had to go deep inside it. That’s where I found Jack.’

         ‘How wondrous!’ said Lily.

         Anna hesitated, unsure of what to say next to the old lady. Would it all be too much for her?

         ‘I thought I saw your brother, Tom,’ she said slowly.

         ‘My brother?’

         ‘Yes, Tom.’

         Somehow or other, Lily did not seem all that surprised. ‘How is he?’ she asked, her voice breaking.

         ‘He seems happy.’

         ‘So he is not lying in a cold lonely grave but will live forever and never grow old like I have.’

         ‘No, he’s still young,’ explained Anna, gently, ‘and he showed me the way to escape.’

         ‘Thank you for telling me,’ murmured the old woman, patting Anna’s hand. ‘You are a very brave girl to put yourself in such grave danger to rescue your brother.’

         ‘Thanks,’ said Anna, ‘but what else could I do once I knew that weird boy wasn’t Jack?’

         ‘What of the changeling child?’ Lily pressed. ‘What happened to him?’

         ‘He vanished the minute he saw Jack,’ whispered Anna, thinking how odd it all sounded when she said it out loud. ‘He turned into a bat.’

         ‘Oh, how very strange! What do your father and Maggie make of all this?’

         ‘Maggie doesn’t know but Dad does. He’s promised to leave the fairy field alone. I found some old diaries and drawings of Granny’s, where she wrote about and drew the fairy ring. It will help Dad to restore the field back to the way it used to be with the fairy ring. That is what I promised we’d do.’

         ‘I’m very glad to hear that he’s putting things back the way they should be,’ said Lily. ‘Perhaps I may be of help to him. It was a long time ago but I still remember my mother showing us exactly where the old fairy ring was and warning us never to play there or disturb it.’

         ‘Oh that would be great,’ said Anna.

         ‘Rob and Maggie were very fortunate that you came home to stay in Fairy Hill,’ said Lily, taking hold of Anna’s hand. ‘Very fortunate indeed!’

         ‘Don’t forget to text and phone me,’ said Jenny as her mum drove Anna back home after dinner.

         ‘Jenny, thanks for everything and for being such a great friend,’ said Anna, hugging her cousin and trying not to cry.

         ‘Till the next time!’ yelled Jenny, waving madly at Anna as the car took off down the lane.
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            Daniel
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         Anna looked out over the water of the lake. It was hopeless. She’d come here every day, hoping to see Daniel, but he had just disappeared. How could she go back to London without seeing him and saying goodbye?

         With summer ending, the place was quiet. Some of the holiday homes were already empty as families returned home. Anna walked down to the lakeshore, threw off her shoes and stepped into the water, crunching the stones and sand beneath her toes as the cool water lapped around her. She was really going to miss this place. Stepping out of the lake’s edge, she sat down staring at the water.

         ‘Anna.’

         Anna turned just as Daniel came and sat down beside her. He looked terrible. He was hurt, with a big cut on his cheek and bruises on his arms; one hand was badly scratched like her own.

         ‘I was so worried about you,’ she said, hugging him without thinking. ‘I didn’t know what had happened to you.’

         Daniel caught his breath, as if he was unused to being touched. ‘How is your brother?’ he asked, worried. ‘How is Jack?’

         ‘He was really scared and upset but he’s fine now,’ she reassured him. ‘Jack’s just glad to be home and back to being a normal kid.’

         ‘You have great courage, to have rescued him. Many would not.’

         ‘I love him. What else could I do? Have that weird changeling take his place? But I couldn’t have done it without you, Daniel,’ she said, staring at him.

         ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he protested.

         ‘You are the one that saved us, helped us by fighting them off.’

         ‘Me?’

         ‘Yes, I know that you helped us. You shapeshifted and came to our rescue,’ said Anna firmly. ‘If it weren’t for you, Jack and I would never have got away from them.’

         Daniel continued to deny what had happened. ‘I don’t know what you are talking about,’ he shrugged.

         ‘Daniel, I know you can shapeshift. The fox, the hawk! They were all you. You came back and helped us. Don’t deny it. You can shapeshift.’ Anna thought for a few seconds that he was so angry with her accusations, that he was going to jump up and disappear and that she would never see him again. ‘I know that there was a very good reason you didn’t want to go too deep into the woods, but when we were in trouble you were there. You came to help us. You put yourself in danger to save us. Thank you.’

         Anna could see Daniel rubbing his hand along his face, not sure what to say, perhaps wondering if he could really trust her, confide in her.

         ‘I’m not sure how, but are you one of them?’ she blurted out. ‘One of the sidhe? Are you …?’

         Daniel put his head in his hands; there was a look of such pain in his eyes.

         ‘Anna, I was not always one of them,’ he sighed, ‘but the sidhe did take me, a long time ago, just like they stole your brother. They stole me away from my family, my friends and home place and kept me with them, treating me as if I was one of their own. They changed me.’

         ‘A fairy child,’ she whispered. ‘You became a fairy child.’

         ‘Yes, they taught me their ways, the secret paths, and magic places, how to stay hidden, how to trick men and eventually how to shift and become another creature.’

         ‘I knew it!’ Anna said triumphantly.

         ‘But no matter what I learned from them and how kind they were to me, for they were more than kind to me, I did not belong in their world. I missed my mother, my father, my two brothers and my home that overlooked the lake. I could not put them from my mind, even though the sidhe tried to bewitch and entrance me. Then one day, we were gathering hazelnuts in the wood and I saw a path and I followed it. I ran like a deer for I had become one, and I kept running till I had left the fairy woods and the sidhe far behind me.’

         ‘So you escaped.’

         ‘Yes.’ He nodded. ‘I found my old home, but the cottage was abandoned and empty for years had passed and my family was long gone. They had moved away and there was no trace or sign of them, or where they had gone to.’

         ‘Oh, no, Daniel!’

         ‘I met an old farmer. He told me that the family from the lake house had a young boy who took sick and got sicker and sicker despite his mother’s good care. The father’s heart was broken when his son woke no more. Within a few months the family moved away.’

         ‘That was your family,’ whispered Anna, shocked.

         ‘Yes, and I was never to see them again.’

         ‘How terrible for you.’ Anna studied Daniel’s face. ‘Are you still hoping they might come back somehow and find you here by the lake?’

         ‘Yes, I decided to wait here. Maybe someday someone who knows me will return. I became expert at hiding from the fairies, but it is so lonely here.’

         Tears filled Anna’s eyes at the thought of Daniel’s long lonesome vigil for his family. She did not know how he could bear it.

         ‘Daniel, I have to go away the day after tomorrow,’ she sighed heavily.

         ‘Everyone goes away,’ he said, his eyes narrowing, staring at the ripple on the lake, trying to control his emotions.

         ‘I have to go back to London, to my mum and school.’ Anna tried to explain. ‘But I promise you that I will be back and we will see each other again.’ She flung her arms around him and hugged him once more. ‘I will be back. I swear.’

         Daniel walked with her all the way to the farmhouse. She hated saying goodbye to him for he had become a true friend.

         ‘I’ve watched over you since you came here,’ he admitted.

         ‘You have?’

         ‘Yes, your grandmother was always very kind to me. We were friends.’

         ‘I found the drawings and the painting she did of you.’

         ‘Yes, Jane and I were friends, all her life,’ he said quietly. ‘She knew who … and what I was.’

         ‘I’m glad you were friends,’ said Anna, realising that her grandmother had cared for Daniel in just the way that she did and had known his secret, that he could shapeshift, and had put it in her painting.

         ‘I will keep an eye on young Jack for you,’ he promised her, ‘but you need not fear for they will not come near him again. Once they have struck a bargain, they keep to it.’

         ‘Daniel, I was so miserable when I came here first. I don’t know what would have happened if we hadn’t met. Thank you for saving Jack and saving me, and making this a summer I will never forget!’

         ‘Nor I,’ he said softly, smiling.

         As Anna pushed open the gate, she watched his tall thin figure walk off back down the lane, before suddenly disappearing.
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            Goodbye Blackbird
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         ‘I can’t believe it.’ Anna smiled, touching the bird-patterned bowl and plate that she had made. ‘They’ve turned out much better than I expected.’

         ‘Be proud of yourself. They’re perfect,’ praised Maggie as she helped cover them with bubble wrap before putting them in a special bag for travelling.

         ‘Maggie, thanks so much for having me to stay. This has been the best holiday ever.’

         ‘You were a right pain when you first came!’ laughed Maggie. ‘Staying here with us was the last place in the world you wanted to be. All you wanted was to be in Brazil or Peru, somewhere exotic with your mum. Rob and I were a very poor alternative and you sure let us know it.’

         ‘I know,’ said Anna guiltily.

         ‘But then you surprised us. You and your dad have really got to know each other and of course Jack loves having a big sister. He’s going to miss you so much when you leave, and I’ve discovered that I really like having a daughter around, someone to hang out with and chat to and hopefully always be friends with. Hopefully it won’t be too long until you come again, and you will come again. First, you will have to come to see your new brother or sister.’

         ‘What!’ cried Anna, excited.

         ‘Yes, the baby is due next February.’

         Anna couldn’t believe it, a new baby in her family.

         ‘There is something else I wanted to ask you,’ said Maggie seriously. ‘I know that you hated being a flower girl, but your dad and I are going to need one as we are making it official and getting married next summer. It will just be a simple ceremony and a party, probably here, but we really want you and Jack to be a part of it. I don’t care if you wear shorts or jeans, or whatever you want, once you are here on our special day with us.’

         ‘Oh Maggie, that’s the best news ever,’ exclaimed Anna, throwing herself into Maggie’s arms.

         * * *

         True to his word, though still only half-believing what he had seen and all that Anna had told him, her dad had stopped all the work on the back field and was lifting and putting the stones that remained back in the fairy circle as best he could; the field would be as his mother had left it. Lily had driven over in her little car to advise him. Maggie wondered at the sudden change but tended to leave the farm work to Anna’s dad. She did make one suggestion: the old back field with its fairy ring could become a wildflower meadow, where bees and pollinators could thrive which would help everything grow. Dad’s grand vegetable grow-tunnels and his solar-powered panels would be built instead in the other field where their neighbour used to graze his sheep.

         ‘Next summer when you come I promise everything will look even better,’ declared her dad.

         Anna smiled to herself, glad that her dad was full of plans for her coming to stay with them again.

         Jack, sensing something was about to change, was like a little shadow, sitting on top of her at dinner, wanting to play with only her and insisting that she, not his mum or dad, tell him a goodnight story. ‘I want Anna,’ he said firmly.

         Anna picked up his Jack and the Beanstalk book.

         ‘No bad birdies or bad rats,’ murmured Jack sleepily, leaning against his sister as she showed him the pictures and read the story, reassuring him that only good things were going to happen.

         As she looked at her little brother asleep in his green and white striped dinosaur-print pyjamas with his wavy blonde hair and soft little face and his favourite dinosaur, Billy, tucked in beside him, she didn’t know how she would manage not seeing or playing with him. She felt sad as she packed up her clothes and things for going home. Bailey lay on the rug in her bedroom, watching her. She was dying to see her mum. She had really missed her and was looking forward to moving into the new house with her mum and Doug, but she was really going to miss everyone at Fairy Hill. Everything had changed over the past few weeks since she had come to stay with Dad and Maggie. But most of all, she had changed.

         At breakfast she gave Dad and Maggie their presents. Maggie was delighted with her new scarf and put it on immediately.

         ‘This is just brilliant,’ mused her dad as he turned his present over in his hand. ‘I’ll write up in this surf diary how well you are doing too.’

         ‘You’d better get a move on,’ urged Maggie, fussing about.

         Jack begged Anna to play a last game of Dinosaur Roar and she chased him around the kitchen one more time before she left.

         ‘Come on, Anna. We don’t want to miss the flight to London,’ insisted Dad.

         Anna scooped Jack up in her arms for one last big hug. As she left the house, she saw a large blackbird, bright eyed, head cocked gazing at her from the branch of the old apple tree. She knew it was Daniel watching her leave. The car started up and the blackbird took to the air with a sudden flap of wings and flew high in the clear blue sky above them. Anna smiled. ‘Goodbye,’ she whispered, ‘until we see each other again.’

      
   


   
      
         
             

         

         MORE BEST-SELLING BOOKS FROM MARITA CONLON-MCKENNA

         CHILDREN OF THE FAMINE TRILOGY

         ‘Three novels which, in my opinion, must be counted among the very highest achievements of contemporary children’s writing – from Ireland or elsewhere.’
Robert Dunbar, lifelong champion of children’s literature
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         UNDER THE HAWTHORN TREE

         Winner of the International Reading Association Award; Reading Association of Ireland Award

         Eily, Michael and Peggy are left without parents when the Great Famine strikes. Starving and in danger of being sent to the dreaded workhouse, they plan their escape. Their one hope is to find the great-aunts their mother has told them about. With tremendous courage they set out on a journey that will test every reserve of strength, love and loyalty they possess.
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         WILDFLOWER GIRL

         Winner of the Children’s Books Ireland Merit Award – Historical Fiction

         Peggy, from Under the Hawthorn Tree, is now thirteen and must leave Ireland for America. After a terrible journey on board ship, she arrives in Boston. What kind of life will she find there? And how will she cope in this new, strange place without Eily and Michael?
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         FIELDS OF HOME

         For Eily, Michael and Peggy the memory of the Famine is still strong, but Mary-Brigid, Eily’s first child, has the future to look forward to. What kind of future will it be? Ireland is in turmoil, with evictions, burnings, secret meetings and fights over land. Meanwhile Eily, Michael and Peggy each have their own troubles. Will they ever have land and a home of their own?
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         THE BLUE HORSE

         Winner of the Children’s Books Ireland Book of the Year Award

         Katie’s whole world is turned upside down when her family’s caravan is destroyed by fire. Everything they had is gone, and instead of pulling together it seems as though her family is falling apart. They move to a new house, to a school where nobody wants to know her, and Katie wonders just how many changes she can take. In her fight for acceptance, she learns a lot about herself.
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         NO GOODBYE

         ‘A compelling tale, told with undiluted power.’

         The Irish Times

         When their mother leaves, the four children and their father must learn to cope without her. It is a trial separation between their parents. Each of them misses Mum in their own way, but the big question for all of them is: will she ever come back?
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         SAFE HARBOUR

         ‘Great story.’

         The Irish Times

         During the Second World War, two English children are evacuated from the horrors of the London Blitz to live in Greystones, County Wicklow, with a stern grandfather they have never met before. How will they adapt to this new life in an unfamiliar place?
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         IN DEEP DARK WOOD

         ‘An absorbing tale of magic and dragons by one of our most popular children’s writers.’

         Sunday Independent

         When Bella Blackwell moves in next door, life takes a frightening and thrilling turn for Mia. Her brother and granny don’t trust ‘The Bird Woman’, and when she disappears their fears become real. A thrilling adventure story from one of Ireland’s best-selling children’s authors.
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         A GIRL CALLED BLUE

         ‘An uplifting, warmhearted story … that moves and grips you until the last page.’

         Fallen Star Stories

         The orphanage is the only home Blue has ever known. She is desperate to find out who she really is. The closed file in stern Sister Regina’s office holds the secret of her identity. And that is forbidden territory …

         
            [image: ]

         

         Visit, explore, buy 
obrien.ie

          

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Other Books by Marita Conlon-McKenna
      

         

         The Blue Horse

‘A beautiful story sensitively told’
Sunday Tribune

          

         No Goodbye

‘A brilliantly written story of loss and hope’
writing.ie

          

         Safe Harbour

‘Great story’
The Irish Times

          

         In Deep Dark Wood

‘An absorbing tale of magic and dragons’
Sunday Independent

          

         A Girl Called Blue

‘An uplifting, warmhearted story’
Fallen Star Stories
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         MARITA CONLON-McKENNA is one of Ireland’s best-loved, award-winning children’s authors. She has written numerous best-selling books for adults and children, and they have been translated into many languages. Under the Hawthorn Tree, her first novel, became an immediate bestseller and has been described as ‘the biggest success story in children’s historical fiction’. Its sequels, Wildflower Girl and Fields of Home, which complete the Children of the Famine trilogy, have also been hugely successful.

         Other books include: The Blue Horse, No Goodbye, Safe Harbour, In Deep Dark Wood, and A Girl Called Blue.

         Marita is a winner of the International Reading Association Award, the Osterreichischer Kinder und Jugendbuchpreis, the Reading Association of Ireland Award, and the Children’s Books Ireland Children’s Book of the Year Award. She is a former Chairperson of Irish PEN. Her work has been adapted for stage and TV. Under the Hawthorn Tree is also available on DVD. Visit obrien.ie and maritaconlonmckenna.com for full details of all Marita’s books.
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