Chapter One: A Wish Among the Stars 
The afternoon sun filtered through the large glass door, casting a warm glow across the kitchen island where Lucy perched, her diary open before her. She tried to write, but her pen froze, thoughts too heavy to pin down, tracing the edge of a blank page, her mind swirling with thoughts she ached to shout—‘Coco, we’re late!’—but her voice jammed, thick and useless. A faint heat prickled her skin, sharp and fleeting, as words sank away, leaving her flushed. If she couldn’t speak here, how would she manage at the new school, away from friends who knew her before? Coco bounced around the room, her pigtails flying as she stuffed a plush rabbit into her backpack. ‘Mr. Whiskers is ready!’ she sang, her voice bright. Lucy grinned back, her chest tight—she could yell too, if it didn’t tangle up inside her, but Coco’s spark lit a warmth Lucy held close, like a steady light in the fog.
‘Lucy, have you got your jacket?’ Mum called from the hallway, her voice soft but firm. Lucy nodded, though Mum couldn’t see. ‘It’s… in… my bag,’ she stammered, words slow, like pushing through mud, her chest heavy with effort. Dad wrestled with a pickle jar, chuckling as it popped open. ‘Can’t forget the essentials,’ he said, winking at Lucy. She wanted to laugh, but it stuck inside, her thoughts drifting to Coco’s giggle, a sound that always broke through.
Mum bustled in, apron dusted with flour, her brow creased. ‘We’re almost ready. Matt, the salad?’ Dad grinned, ‘All set, Kate. Relax.’ Mum’s smile was tight. ‘I just want it to go smoothly,’ she said, resting a hand on Lucy’s shoulder. ‘Stay close at Grandma’s, okay?’ Lucy nodded, trying to say ‘I will,’ but her voice snagged, leaving her tired. Coco darted to the door, ‘Let’s go!’. Her shout pulled Lucy like a bright thread.
Lucy zipped her backpack, but not before dad pinched the binoculars inside that he gave her last Christmas and tapped her Apple Watch. ‘We’ll need these,’ he said, ‘and this to keep us on track,’ as his attention wavered to something outside. Lucy caught Mum’s eye and saw concern flicker before a smile hid it. ‘It’ll be fun, Mum,’ Lucy said, her voice shaky but pushing through, a small victory.  Mum brushed Lucy’s hair back, softening. ‘I know, love. Just be calm, don’t forget your breathing.’


‘Alright, troops, move out!’ Dad called, hoisting an esky. They piled into the car, Coco chattering about Grandma’s chickens, her excitement loud against Lucy’s quiet. Coco’s chatter reminded her of school breaks—would the new school have kids as bright, or would she stay silent? As they pulled out, Lucy pressed her face to the window, watching their house fall into the distance. 
A short drive later, an electric gate creaked open with a low, stubborn hum, its mechanism groaning as if under strain, and Lucy’s breath caught, a faint heat tingling her fingers. As they drove up Grandma and Bucket’s driveway, the scents and sounds were like echoes of a time she could hardly recall. The air smelled of molasses grass and damp earth, tugging at a fuzzy memory—was it last Easter? She wanted to ask Coco about last Easter, but her words stayed locked, heavy with effort. She rubbed her eyes, the thought slipping away. She was back, but this time for the big reunion—a swirl of family and noise that both thrilled and unnerved.
A wallaby darted to the side and disappeared into the green sweeping foliage that lined the long bitumen driveway. On the left, Lucy could just make out the horse arena surrounded by photinias. In front was Wally, the resident draft horse, looking back at her with the same curiosity that she visited upon him, his dark eyes steady, like he knew something she didn’t.
The setting sun cast long shadows, giving the estate a magical allure. Lucy felt a mix of excitement and anxiety, her constant companions since her illness. Her chest tightened—not just for the party, but from words piling up inside, silent and heavy. Her family's car rolled to a stop on the circular drive at the front of the house, its jacaranda tree looming like a silver-lit sentinel she’d climb in dreams, but not before Coco, her little sister, flung open the door and attempted to exit the car while it was still in motion.
‘Grandma!’ Coco shouted, her voice a bright chime Lucy leaned toward. Lucy leaned forward, wanting to say—wait, Coco, slow down—but the words wouldn’t come, her throat closing up.
“My darling, you’ve got to wait for the car to stop!” Grandma said loudly in a jovial tone. Mum snapped, ‘Coco, stop!’ while Dad, shaking his head, said ‘She’s fine, let’s go in.’ Grandma greeted them with warm hugs, her overalls stained from the stables and garden. Lucy found comfort in the embrace, something familiar that steadied her against the fog that sometimes drifts. She hugged back, wanting to ask about Wally, but her voice faltered, stuck in her throat.
Bucket (jokingly named because he has buckets of money, which is neither true nor endearing) welcomed them with wine in hand, his smile promising stories of old and potions yet to brew. He raised his glass, ‘Hello Kiddos!’ his grin wide.
“Glad you made it,” he cried while spilling some wine. 
“Bucket, isn’t it a bit early for that?” Matt teased as he stepped out of the car, Lucy’s binoculars slung around his neck, grinning as he promised to take his girls on a ‘snake hunt’—not to hurt them, just to spot them—if the party left time. He adjusted the binoculars’ strap, then squinted at the driveway, muttering, ‘That branch needs cutting.’
“Never too early for a celebration,” Bucket announced with a grin, his eyes twinkling like a starlit alchemist’s.
Inside, the house buzzed with family who’d arrived the night before. Lucy passed old photos lining the walls—faces she barely recalled, their stories locked in a library she’d yet to find. Uncle John and Uncle Ben laughing by the couch, their English accents sharp. They had made the trip over from London, a rare visit from busy men, always on the move and when doing so, always on their phones.
Lucy approached Uncle John and stood in silence. John, looking into his beloved phone, only noticed her in his periphery, and placed it immediately on the table.
‘Hello Lucy, heard you beat all the boys at swimming yesterday. Fast as a fish!’ he said, grinning. Lucy tried to say, ‘Thanks,’ but it came out slow, ‘Th-thanks,’ drowned by Coco’s ‘Hello Uncle John!’
 But before she could speak, Uncle Ben, with a drink that seemed an extension of himself, nudged both Lucy and Coco playfully. “How’re my favourite nieces?”
“We’re good, Uncle Ben,” Lucy replied as Coco hugged his leg, her words halting, Coco’s hug a burst of energy she envied, the warmth of family grounding her.
The screen door banged open, Uncle Richard and Aunty Rita stomping in, dusting off boots. Richard, known for his aversion to hugs, offered a wave instead, his eyes alight with plans for the day.
“Happy Easter, everyone! Ready for some chocolate?” he asked, his voice like the opening notes of a festival. His laugh boomed, his shirt rumpled from the day’s bustle.
“Not now Richard, they haven’t had their dinner,” Kate said, her tone affectionate yet firm. She turned from the counter, hands straightening Coco’s shirt.
There was family everywhere. Rita nodded as Coco chattered about her dinosaur drawing. Bucket poured wine outside, chuckling. John scrolled his phone, Ben told London tales. The rooms were filling and the background noise growing, but as more family arrived, the dogs’ barking and movement grew incessant. Lucy tried to call Coco’s name, but her voice stayed trapped, her head heavy with effort - —if she couldn’t talk here, how would she find her place at the new school?
“Richard, would you take the dogs away, I can’t hear myself think!” exclaimed Grandma from the kitchen with the nodding support of Kate. The barking clawed at Lucy’s ears, her chest tightening.
“Rightio, who wants to ride down to the creek in the Buggy?” Richard yelled, looking at Lucy and Coco.
Coco’s eyes lit up, and even Lucy, who usually stayed quiet in the chaos, felt a spark of excitement. They all loaded into the buggy and the ride was fast and bumpy, four or five dogs running in tow. Once there, the creek’s gentle trickle shimmered under the setting sun as Coco squealed, hurling sticks for the dogs to chase. As they sat, Richard told stories of their past adventures which were new to her, but they felt comforting. He grinned, ‘Remember when your dad made a bow and arrow for you girls and we tried to hit a target over there?’, then rummaging through in his pocket- ‘Here, kiddo—a lolly for the ride,’ he said, pressing a shiny red gummy bear into Lucy’s hand. She tucked it into her pocket, its sticky warmth a quiet anchor against the strain of unsaid words.
Arriving back at the house, Kate and Grandma were a culinary force, their teamwork in the kitchen as seamless as a dance.
“Lucy, dear, could you grab the dressing for me?” Grandma asked, her hands busy with the salad.
“Sure Grandma,” Lucy replied, her voice soft but pushing through, a small effort that left her weary.
The kitchen was a symphony of sounds and smells—the chopping of vegetables, the sizzle of cooking, and the laughter of her family, all creating a symphony of comfort. The noise swelled, pressing in until Lucy’s head buzzed.
After hearing a story of John’s past favourite midnight snack, Matt interrupted the efficiency of the kitchen to prepare a snack of ice cream and corn chips. Heckled by the women in the background because of his disruption, he approached Lucy with a bowl and said, “You’ve got to try this, Lucy!” offering a corn chip with ice cream.
Kate rolled her eyes. “Matt!” Her hands paused, then resumed chopping.
About half an hour later after a dinner of roast beef and many drinks, Richard excused himself, only to return as the Easter Bunny, complete with the fluffiest tail and oversized feet. The children, including Coco, went wild, the air thick with joy and chocolate.
“Look, Uncle Richard is the Easter Bunny!” Lucy exclaimed. Matt grinned, ‘Shh, don’t spoil it!’
Chocolate handed out, the dogs unsure of this imposter and barking. All in attendance were cheering, squealing, heckling and laughing, the noise was deafening. Lucy’s chest tightened—she wanted to tell Coco it was Richard, but the words stuck, the excitement was overwhelming. A sharp heat flared in her chest, like a spark catching, and a mini seizure struck, the room tilting like a wave pulling her down. Kate, ever the vigilant guardian, noticed instantly.
“Lucy, sweetie, let’s go lie down,” she whispered, guiding her away from the festivities to the quieter sanctuary of Grandma’s room.
With the noise of the party now reduced to a distant hum, she peered out the window as the stars began their vigil in the sky.  Her mind buzzed—Richard’s laugh, Coco’s shout, fuzzy bits of last Easter; could she keep them or will they drift away? With her eyes shut tight, she whispered a wish that resonated deep within her—to unravel her past, to gather back her confidence, to make peace with her reality, a wish that would echo across a land of shadows and light.
Opening her eyes, the room blurred, colours swirling, and Uno, her loyal companion, pressed close, anchoring her to serenity.  The family’s laughter faded into chimes, the lamp’s glow flaring bright, pulling her into a whirlpool of light. Uno’s bark was one of excitement, not fear, as if he knew this was the beginning of an adventure, his tail a metronome she’d follow through her dreams.
When the world steadied, Lucy found herself in a forest unlike any she’d ever seen. The trees whispered secrets in a language only the wind understood, leaves shimmered with a life of their own, and the air infused with the aroma of eucalyptus and an indescribable freshness, as if the very essence of magic was part of the air she breathed. Beside her, Uno shook off the last of this transition, his tail wagging furiously.
Before her stood a magpie, its feathers catching the light in such a way that they seemed woven from the stars themselves. The bird tilted its head, its eyes filled with curiosity and wisdom.
“Welcome, Lucy,” the magpie spoke, its voice clear and melodious. “I am Melody, and this is the Land of the Search. Your wish has brought you here to reclaim what you’ve lost. Here, things that are lost are waiting to be found, each one tied to the stars you’ve seen above.”
But as Lucy took a step forward, a flicker caught her eye—a shadow darted between the trees, quick and silent, its edges sharp like a promise of something watching. She froze, her breath catching. A low growl rumbled, heavy with heat, stirring fear in her chest.
Melody’s eyes narrowed, her feathers bristling. “Stay sharp, Lucy—this land keeps secrets even I can’t sing.”
Lucy’s hand tightened on Uno’s fur, her breath quickening, a faint heat pulsing in her fingertips.
The shadow slipped behind a tree, and she swallowed hard. What had she wished for—and what was waiting in the dark?


Chapter Two: The School of Pathways
The forest split open with a rustle, a winding trail bursting into view—its dirt path sparkled like dew as Lucy stumbled forward, Uno yipping at her heels and Melody darting ahead. The air was thick with the promise of adventure, and as they walked, the world around them morphed into something straight out of a fairytale. Flowers bloomed open in colours Lucy had only seen in her dreams, whispering secrets as she passed. She tried to name them—‘Red ones, blue ones’—but the words stuck in her throat, heavy as stones.
“Look, Lucy, the School of Pathways!” Melody trilled, her wings flashing like tiny mirrors. Before them stood a grand old school that seemed to have sprouted from the earth, its walls made from ancient trees, their branches woven together like the fingers of old friends. The school stretched wide, bigger than she had ever seen, with trees poking through its floor, their leaves rustling like they held secrets she’d chase. It was as if the school lay at the bottom of a bowl, the magical world outside rising in every direction, visible over the muraled treetop walls. It felt welcoming, like the new school waiting—could she find her voice there, or stay silent among new faces? A faint heat brushed her cheek, sharp and sudden, as if something watched from the shadows beyond.
Inside, the vibrant with open classrooms buzzed with voices that echoed like Coco’s chatter. Australian wildlife, now brimming with human-like quirks, were everywhere. Kangaroos played hopscotch with numbers, hopping to solve math problems with big leaps, sometimes crashing into each other and tumbling over, giggling as they bounced back up.
“Oi, watch where you’re hopping, mate!” one kangaroo chuckled, helping another up, their joy a spark Lucy envied, like Coco’s wild delight.
A choir of birds perched on a twisty branch jutting from the wall, their song weaving magic into the air. Parrots, currawongs, kookaburras, and willy wagtails were all lined up, singing a beautiful, harmonious song. The trees surrounding the choir shifted and moved, their branches intertwining to create this natural stage.
Suddenly, a lone sulphur-crested cockatoo, trying to join in, let out a loud, off-key screech, disrupting the melody. The other birds didn’t squawk back—they chirped encouragement instead.
“Come on, mate, use that screech as the drumbeat!” a kookaburra called out, laughing in his unique way.
The cockatoo, taking the advice, began to screech rhythmically, adding a unique percussion to the song. As the music swelled, their stage became alive, branches twisted forming new platforms for more birds to join, their voices blending into a grand avian orchestra. Lucy watched, awed, wishing she could engage so freely, like Coco’s chatter with friends—could her new school be this accepting?
And there, amid this vibrant chaos, stood her father, but not as she knew him. Here, he was “Professor Matt of the College of Pathways,” sporting a wild beard that bristled with wisdom, his robes swirling like the seasons. He gripped a staff that seemed carved from the forest’s soul, its top glowing with a soft, guiding light. Melody, one of Matt’s best pupils, perched comfy on his shoulder, a feathered friend proving their tight bond.
“Lucy!” Professor Matt called out, his voice a warm boom that filled the space. “You’ve landed here to figure life’s twists, haven’t you?”
Lucy nodded, her pride swelling, but her words caught, heavy in her throat. “Yes, Dad…  Professor Matt. I want to… handle it all, even when my voice gets stuck.” she managed, her effort taking a toll.
Uno barked in agreement, his tail swishing the air, a metronome of excitement.
Matt smiled, his eyes twinkling with the wisdom of the stars.  “Then let’s start simple. Here, we don’t just learn—we find out what’s ahead, not what’s gone.”
He led them on a tour through this magical classroom. They watched as echidnas shuffled to sort bright number blocks into a giant pattern, their spines snagging and flinging them into a spiky pile-up.
“Oops, spiked it again!” one echidna snorted, as others waddled over to poke the jumbled blocks back into place.
Matt crouched low, his eyes locked on the blocks, a shadow flickering over his head. “See those edges? Not quite right,” he muttered, reaching to nudge a block an inch, then another, his hands twitching. “They’re learning teamwork—perfect teamwork—but it’s got to line up just so.” He blinked, glancing at Lucy. “Uh, patience too—a strength you’ll need against tougher stuff.”
Melody sang from her perch, “And it’s fun! Messes like that spiky pile turn into big laughs!”
Lucy tilted her head, staring at the shadow over Dad’s head—why did it flicker when he fussed like that? Her own words felt stuck again, like Coco’s laugh trapped in her memory, bright but out of reach, but she nodded, his lesson sinking in.
They moved on to watch wombats playing pin the tail on the platypus, one waddling blindfolded with a fluffy tail, swinging wild until another wombat leaped back with a squeaky yelp.
“Whoa, you nearly pinned me!” the second wombat squealed, as others shuffled over to calm the fuss and fix the tail’s aim.
Matt turned to Lucy with a gentle nod, pointing at the wombats. “See, Lucy, getting mixed up—like that dizzy wombat or sometimes your thoughts—is just part of life. Be patient, trust you’ll find your feet, and you’ll stand tall.”
The tour was suddenly interrupted by a team of emus on skateboards and rollerblades, weaving through the various activities at breakneck speed. Their long legs and feathers made for an amusing sight, but one emu, trying to perform a trick, lost balance and crashed into where a group of Tasmanian devils were painstakingly constructing a model of the solar system from twigs and leaves.
The impact sent planets and stars flying, and the Tasmanian devils, frenzied, began scurrying and shrieking, their tails spinning in a whirlwind of motion as they tried to gather the pieces. The scene was both exciting and chaotic, with the devils’ movements a blur of energy.
“Whoa there!” Matt exclaimed, stepping forward with a calm authority. “Remember, friends, speed and excitement are wonderful, but we must also respect the work of others.” He helped gather the parts of the solar system, his voice gentle but firm. “Perhaps if we skate with awareness, we can enjoy ourselves while ensuring everyone else can continue their work. What do you think about using part of the classroom for speed activities? That way, we can keep the learning zones safe.”
The emus nodded, their faces showing understanding, and they apologized to the Tasmanian devils, who were already calming down, ready to rebuild with the emus’ help this time.
Matt turned to Lucy with a steady gaze, nodding at the scattered twigs and leaves. “See, Lucy, messes happen—like that emu crash—but when you team up to fix them, you turn chaos into something strong. That’s real teamwork, a power you’ll need when everything falls apart.”
Lucy nodded, her eyes bright with understanding the lesson. The idea of fixing messes together felt like a secret she could keep close.
But the highlight of the tour was the dramatic moment when Lucy, feeling her legs steady and strong for once, ran towards the grandest tree, eager to climb. Uno yipped in delight, chasing after her.
“Watch out, Lucy!” Melody squawked, swooping close. “That tree’s got tricks up its branches!”
Lucy didn’t stop; she climbed, each branch a step towards reclaiming her strength, a strength she’d need when shadows roared. Higher and higher she went, the world below looking smaller, less daunting. At the top, where the sky seemed to kiss the leaves, she reached for a delicate branch.
Snap! It broke, and her breath hitched like a bird in flight. She plummeted, the ground rushing up to meet her. Birds squawked in alarm, diving towards her, trying to cushion her fall with their wings. Melody, flapping beneath her, attempted to break her fall, but her small wings could only do so much.
A chorus of animal cries filled the air as they hurried to help, but it was a boy, about her age, who caught her with surprising strength and grace.
He had curly brown hair that looked like it had been kissed by the sun, eyes the colour of the sky at dawn, and a smile that could light up the darkest of places. His clothes were tough and earthy, patched from wild adventures, though he shifted his weight with a quick wince, a shadow crossing his eyes. “Gotcha!” he said, his voice a steady anchor. “You okay?”
Lucy felt her cheeks warm, her heart racing for reasons beyond the fall. “Yeah, thanks,” she managed, her voice a shy whisper.
“I’m Toby,” he said, helping her to her feet, his hand lingering for a moment before he stepped back. “You should be more careful. This place can be tricky, but I’ve got a knack for steadying things”.
As he walked away, he glanced back over his shoulder, his eyes meeting hers with a spark of interest, making Lucy's heart do a little dance.
Professor Matt, noticing the interruption, continued with the tour, leading them towards the edge of the classroom where the ground sloped up towards the highest mountain top. Here, the landscape changed; the trees on one side were twisted, their leaves a dark, unnatural hue, casting shadows that seemed to swallow light.
 “Over there,’ Matt said, his voice low, pointing to a valley where twisted trees loomed, their dark leaves drinking the light. ‘That’s the Dark Shadows—a wild place, tricky and strange. A dingo once raced in to warn its pack and came back silent, its howl stolen—until its mate’s cry called it back.”
Melody nodded solemnly. “Stare too long at the dark, Lucy, and it grows,’ she said. ‘Look for the good, and you’ll find your path.”
Professor Matt fumbled a compass from his robe, its starlight gleam quivering as he tweaked its edge. “Here, Lucy,” he said, pressing it into her hands, his fingers twitching. “This doesn’t point north—it finds what you’ve lost, but you’ve got to ask out loud. Speak, and it’ll show you the way.” Lucy’s throat tightened—speak?—but she clutched it, its warm weight steadying her trembling hands, a guide for this world and the new school where she’d grow.
The compass glowed in her hands, a tiny spark warming her palm, and Lucy with a flicker of hope felt ready—almost—for what came next.
As they prepared to leave the classroom, Matt gave Lucy a hug, one that felt like the warmth of home in this magical realm.  “Lucy, this trip isn’t about going back—it’s about finding where you’re headed.”
With Uno by her side, Melody leading the way, and the memory of Toby’s smile in her heart, Lucy stepped out of the School of Pathways, her steps lighter despite the weight of unspoken words.
But as she crossed the threshold, a low growl rumbled from the shadowed trees beyond—deep, sharp, and close. Uno’s ears pricked, his tail stilled, and Melody’s wings fluttered fast. Lucy’s breath hitched—something was out there, waiting.


Chapter Three: The Bridges of Cultural Connectiveness
Leaving the safety of Professor Matt, Lucy scaled a ribbon of stone curling from the School of Pathways, the wind’s fierce backing pushing her toward the heavens, her boots climbing as the valley sank below. The air buzzed with anticipation, her legs strong aching faintly from that wild tree climb, Uno’s happy barks echoed off the rocks, and Melody’s cautious chirps led the way, pulling them higher toward a world among the peaks.
“Watch your step, Lucy!” Melody urged, her voice weaving through the wind with awe and worry. The path crunched underfoot, loose rocks slipping and winds howling sharp around her.
Lucy, with Uno by her side and Melody leading the way, finally crested the horizon, reaching a lookout that felt like the edge of the world. The air here was sweet, like the scent of a vast forest, and the view was so wide it seemed you could scoop up the whole world in your hands. The School of Pathways was now below in the distance, Her breath caught—would the new school feel this remote, or could she find friends as bright as Coco to share it with?
On one side of the wide platform stood a woman, her slight silhouette framed by a massive iron-wrought gate that opened onto nothing but a terrifying drop. The gate was locked with a large padlock, suggesting danger past its defence.
"Look through these, Lucy," Melody sang, her wings twinkling as she directed Lucy's attention to a pair of binoculars like a pair she'd seen before, a gift from dad in another place, but these had sparkling colours with lenses that shimmered with the promise of magic.
Peering down towards the School of Pathways, Lucy’s eyes widened as she saw Toby, his curly brown hair catching the sun, practising archery on one of the ovals. He stood steady on the range, his laughter ringing out, hitting the bullseye with such skill that even the birds squawked in cheer, a shot she’d trust when shadows roared. A vision flickered—a new school classroom, kids smiling, helping her form words, their chatter like Coco’s, full of welcome.
"Lucy, your attention seems to have wandered off," the woman beside her said, smiling, pulling Lucy back from her daydream. Lucy looked up, squinting at the woman, unsure if this was really her Mum.
Melody fluttered closer, her wings a twinkling blur, her voice clear and bright. “Lucy, this is Catherine of Cultures—she’s the Keeper of Stories at the BCC, the Bridges of Cultural Connectiveness!”
Lucy tilted her head, squinting at the vast drop beyond the gate. “Bridges?” she whispered, tight with effort. “I don’t see any bridge.” Her words felt small against the wind’s howl, just a cliff’s edge and gaping void that promised to swallow everything.
Melody chirped, darting above her. “Oh, you’ll see! Stories tie us all together—past, present, everywhere!”
Catherine stepped closer, her eyes twinkling like she held secrets bigger than the abyss. “Not yet, Lucy,” she said, her voice warm but firm, like a hand steadying a fall. “The bridges come when you’re ready to listen—to connect.”
Lucy’s brow furrowed, her fingers brushing her pocket where the lolly’s warmth lingered. “Connect how?”
Catherine smiled, a faint shadow flickering over her head, thin as a held breath, fading as she steadied the bridge with her strength. “Sweetheart,” she said softly.  “I’m here to guide you through a world of stories, where every tale teaches you about yourself and the lands beyond.” She gestured to the binoculars. “These see more than eyes can—sight, sound, even time itself, back and forth!”
Lucy's attention returned to the present when she heard jingling. Catherine of Cultures, retrieving keys from her long white robe, selected a golden key and proceeded to open the gate wide. Lucy's pulse raced as she inched closer, peering over a cliff, her hands gripping hard onto the fence, seeing nothing but a lower sky. Fear enveloped her as she leaned forward, the rush of wind carrying a mix of terror and excitement, a chill she’d meet with a steady nerve.
Lucy’s breath quicked as Catherine urged her towards the edge, the drop gaping below like a hungry mouth. “Step forward, sweetheart,” Catherine urged, her voice calm but firm. Uno barked, his tail a blur, but Lucy froze, trembling. “I can’t, I just can’t,” she cried, her knuckles white from gripping the fence. Melody fluttered close, whispering, “It’s all right, we’ve got you,” as Catherine’s hand reached out, steady, almost too calm. Lucy released her grip from the fence and traded it with Catherine’s hand, squeezing tightly as before. “Here we go,” Catherine announced as they all stepped in unison into the abyss. Clouds raced up as fast as they raced down, weaving a shimmering path, solid underfoot, ready to carry their stories.
A low thump echoed from the clouds ahead, like a heartbeat stirring the air. Lucy squinted, catching a swirl of red dust rising from plains below: something moved, fast and sure.  Catherine squeezed Lucy's hand. "First, the land of the Rainbow Serpent," she murmured. The bridge tilted toward Australia’s heart, the earth glowing rusty red, and then Lucy saw him. Dusty, the red kangaroo, bounded up to them, his powerful leaps stirring the clouds. He nuzzled Catherine with a familiarity that spoke of an old friendship, his eyes gleaming like desert sands catching the first light of dawn.
Dusty’s tail then thumped the cloud beneath them, a deep steady beat like a drum. He didn’t speak; he didn’t need to. His movements told the story—each hop a step in an ancient dance, stirring the dust of time. Lucy felt it in her bones, his dance echoing through the air around her. Through Dusty’s dance, Lucy could envisage a serpent. The land below shimmered, and for a moment, she saw it: a vast plain coming alive, rivers snaking through the earth, mountains forming, life springing in its wake. It was the ancient Aboriginal story of the Rainbow Serpent. Uluru glowed at sunset, its red hues deepening as if the rock were breathing. Shadows danced across its surface, shifting like figures in a timeless ceremony, a beat she’d match with her own stomps. The view leapt to vast floodplains—Kati Thanda-Lake Eyre filling, water surging like a painter’s stroke, its blues and golds swirling like an Aboriginal dot painting, alive with birds. A voice hummed in her head, words from a poem Dad loved: ‘Of droughts and flooding rains’—Banjo Paterson’s song of Australia’s untamed wilderness, where dust turned to seas. She pictured Dad, reciting this poem from his beloved chair, his grin wide—she hadn’t understood this until now? “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, her throat tight, wanting to join the story but nodding to its rhythm instead, her fingers tracing the compass in her pocket, its glow a guide for stories and new beginnings.
Catherine’s hand rested lightly on Lucy’s shoulder, her shadow twitching faintly. “Stories live through us here, Lucy,” she said, her grip firm. “Every encounter keeps them strong.”
Lucy’s chest buzzed—she wanted to shout, “It’s alive!”—but her words stuck, absorbed by the rhythm. She leaned closer, watching Dusty’s hops, her hands twitching to join, frustration burning her throat. Could she hold this story, could she hold lessons at the new school? She tapped her foot, matching his rhythm, and nodded—her quiet let the story sink in, like Dad’s poem. “Stories hold us together, Lucy,” Dusty’s gaze seemed to say, “carry them, and you’ll connect us all. You’ll join their people, and their people will join yours” She nodded, her tap steady—she’d keep their past, even if she couldn’t say it yet.
Melody perched on Lucy's shoulder, “More to see, Lucy!” as Catherine held out her hand. Dusty jumped in front of Lucy and looked deep in her eyes. “Nice to meet you too, Dusty,” Lucy replied, her voice faint from trying, as she received a nuzzle, his eyes warm, before he hopped away.
With Catherine’s hand gripping hers, they made their way north over the Pacific, clouds curling beneath them, the air growing cooler as they left Australia’s heat behind.
Catherine’s shadow flickered as she murmured, “Next, a taste of family,” guiding them toward Italy.  Lucy paused as Montalcino in the province of Tuscany spread below. “Look down there, Lucy—back a bit,” Melody chirped, her wings buzzing with a secret.
Lucy peered through her binoculars, Montalcino hills showing children around a rock. A woman, so like Mum, bustled nearby. As plates of steaming pasta arrived, a shadow rose thin and sharp over her head, like Mum’s voice when she called them to dinner. The smell of tomatoes and herbs drifted up, familiar, but voices faded fast. Lucy’s breath caught—what was this place? She whispered, “Mum?” her voice cracking—it felt almost clear, like home’s tales.
Lowering the binoculars, Lucy blinked as the monastery’s glow faded back into Montalcino’s silent hills, but the flicker lingered in her mind, a puzzle. “What was that?” she whispered, throat tight with fatigue—could she find that story soon? She pressed her hand to her pocket, its fading stickiness still warm—a piece of a family story she couldn’t yet name.
Catherine squeezed her hand, whispering, “Now, a lion’s tale,” as England rose below. A lion with a wild, scarred mane leapt onto their cloud, his eyes fierce yet warm, like a fire glowing through fog. “I am Lionheart,” he boomed, his voice a deep rumble that made Lucy’s pulse race with awe. Below, England's green fields were a tapestry of stories.
“This is the story” Lionheart rumbled “about Arthur, not yet a king, just a boy, scared but brave, who took a magic sword stuck in stone. Only a true heart could free it. He did it to guard freedom when shadows crept in, not to be king”. Lucy felt this story in her bones, imagining a young boy, unsure and scared, yet stepping forward, much like she had on this journey, like Dad’s tales of Romans, half-forgotten. She wanted to ask—‘How’d he do it?’—but  her question caught in her throat, unspoken. She tried, “How?” but her lips froze, words trapped. She turned the binoculars’ focus, her fingers shaking—maybe she could learn his story without asking yet.
Catherine added, “In England, freedom lives traditionally in their hearts, but hearts can waver—courage keeps it steady,” her shadow flaring as a gust tugged the clouds, her hands snapping to Lucy’s shoulders like she could lock the world in place.  Through the binoculars, Lucy saw Birmingham’s streets, where voices once rang free—market stalls buzzing, vendors shouting, kids squabbling over sweets. But now, dark shadows flickered over rooftops, signs reading ‘Speak Free’ lay torn, and a young girl whispered to her friend, glancing over her shoulder as if her words might be caught. Lucy’s gasped—freedom was slipping, like her own stuck words. “England’s rights aren’t written down—they can sometimes bend when anger clouds the air,” Lionheart growled. She clutched the binoculars, nodding to the whispers below—if she listened, could she hold their voices too, could she stand up even with her words stuck? “You’ve got to fight to keep your voice, Lucy,” Lionheart roared, “or shadows steal it.” She swallowed—her family’s stories were hers to guard, like Arthur’s blade.
Catharine’s shadow flickered as she murmured, “Now a land where voices are hushed,” guiding them toward North Korea, a place heavy with silence. Lucy felt it—a darkness like fog, muffling everything. Through the binoculars, she saw a girl humming softly, her song snuffed out by a shadow’s weight, its echo faint, a hidden cry. A sharp heat pulsed in her chest, heavy and threatening, as if the shadow breathed close. Would she be seen as just her illness at the new school, or more? A gust shook the bridge, Catharine’s shadow flaring—she gripped Lucy’s arm, voice sharp, “Stay close!” Lucy tried to ask—“Who’s she?”—but her voice froze, weary and trapped by the void’s weight, her freezes tightening. Melody chirped, “Try, Lucy!” urging her, but words wouldn’t come. Catharine’s hand steadied hers, her shadow trembling with effort. “Shadows silence our message—listen to her song,” she said, eyes tight, fighting to guide her. Lucy glanced at the shadow—did it grow with Catharine’s fear for her? “Hear her story, Lucy, and speak her hope,” Catharine urged, voice soft, grip easing. Lucy nodded—she’d felt Dusty’s quiet, Lionheart’s roar—could she give this girl a voice too?
Catherine’s shadow lifted as she announced, “Now, a land of bold tales,” guiding them toward North America. As they approached the vast North American continent, A massive bald eagle —feathers glinting like steel—swooped down from the sky, screeching, “I’m the spirit of this land—call me Liberty!” Catherine chuckled, nudging Lucy. “and that’s Johnny Appleseed—right down there!” Through her buzzing binoculars, Lucy spotted a scruffy figure in patched-up clothes, a dented cooking pot plopped on his head like a helmet. He roamed across muddy plains, tossing tiny seeds into the dirt with a grin.
“Who’s Johnny Appleseed?” Lucy asked, her voice soft but steady despite the strain.
Catherine leaned in, her voice soft but sure. “Johnny was a wanderer, a guy with no home, no money—just a sack of apple seeds. Back when America was raw and untamed, he walked barefoot for miles, planting orchards so settlers—hungry, broke, chasing a new life—could eat. He didn’t fight wars or build cities. He grew hope, one tree at a time.”
Liberty’s wings flared. “And down in Texas, that hope caught fire!” Below them, the land exploded into chaos—bonfires blazed, fiddles screeched, and sharp cracks of rifles split the air. People danced and hollered, their voices wild and unstoppable.
Lucy flinched, clutching her binoculars. “It’s so… loud. Why?”
Catherine pointed to the crowd. “Johnny fed their stomachs with apples. Texans feed their souls with grit—those guns protect their land, those shouts defend their rights. It’s freedom, untamed and noisy.”
Lucy frowned, her voice trembling. “Dad told me about a fisherman—rowing through a bad storm to feed his village,” she said to Catherine. “Was that like Johnny?”
Catharine’s eyes lit up. “Exactly! That fisherman kept rowing, steady and quiet, like Johnny planting seeds for hope. And the Texans? They’re bold, fighting for their future, just as fierce.”
”Liberty the eagle cawed, “Stories like your dad’s, or Johnny’s, or Texas’s—they all weave the same thread. Courage keeps a community alive.”
Lucy swallowed, picturing her dad’s voice, low and steady, telling her about that fisherman. “So… even little acts can hold people together?”
“Exactly,” Catherine said, smiling. “Your dad’s fisherman, Johnny’s trees, Texas’s roars—they’re all stories of courage, building something bigger than themselves.”
Lucy felt a tug in her chest, like the binoculars were pulling her toward something hidden. They began to hum and grew louder, buzzing in her hands, until the lenses flashed wide—a glimpse of a vast, shadowy library flickered below, its shelves towering like mountains and books glowing with secrets she couldn’t yet read. “What’s that?” she gasped, her voice shaky as the cloud jolted—a low growl rumbled from the stacks below, sharp and close, yanking them toward shadows where memories hid and something hungry waited.

Chapter Four: The Memory Library
The swirling clouds of the Bridges of Cultural Connectiveness dissipated as Lucy, Uno, and Melody dropped into a realm where the air stilled and the wild magic softened into quiet precision. The path twisted through a grove of towering trees, their trunks rigid as sentinels, their branches curving into archways that framed a vast clearing. At its heart rose a structure of pure light—not stone or wood, but a shimmering tapestry of memories pulsing in orbs along endless shelves. The air was crisp and heavy with the scent of ink and parchment, a faint hum vibrating from the orbs like the beat from a red desert she couldn’t quite name. This ordered place felt strange, almost like a new school—would she find her voice among its unfamiliar faces?
“This,” Melody declared, her voice a clear, resonant note that pierced the hush, “is your Uncle John’s Memory Library.” She fluttered her wings, resting on Lucy’s shoulder, her feathers brushing Lucy’s cheek with a gentle warmth.
Uno trotted forward, his nose twitching as he explored the glowing floor, his tail swaying with cautious curiosity. He let out a soft whine, glancing up at Lucy with eyes that held a question, his ears twitching at a distant rustle beyond the shelves. She knelt, running her fingers through his fur. “We’re safe here, boy,” she murmured, her voice faint, though her own pulse quivered beneath the awe of the library’s pristine stillness. It was too ordered, too unlike the fragmented chaos of her foggy mind—a mirror turned inward, reflecting all she’d lost to the freezes she’d one day name.
From behind a shelf emerged Uncle John, a slight figure whose bald head gleamed faintly under the library’s light, a polished dome atop a frame wiry with purpose. His suit was immaculate, his tie hung proudly below a perfect Windsor knot. Beside him stood Uncle Ben, a towering presence with broad shoulders and a thick crown of dirty blond hair that seemed to defy the years. Where John was compact and sharp-edged, Ben was a pillar of strength—two halves of a whole, their contrast a quiet jest of fate she’d seen at a family gathering before.
“Lucy, Uno, welcome,” John said, his voice crisp yet softened by familial warmth, a tone honed within courtrooms but gentled here, reminding her of his grin at Easter’s cheers. “And Melody, a pleasure as always.” He dipped his head to the magpie, who trilled a melodic greeting. “Lucy, you’ve come to see how memories can be preserved, haven’t you?”
Lucy nodded, her hand brushing the compass in her pocket, its’ starlit glow a guide through the fog she longed to pierce in this strange, orderly world. “Yes, Uncle John. My mind—is sometimes messy. I want to understand how you keep everything so… whole.” Her words faltered, weary from the strain, tinged with a vulnerability she couldn’t mask, a crack in the armour she wore against her illness.
John’s gaze softened, a rare tenderness breaking through his stern facade. “Messes can be sorted, Lucy,” he said, rubbing his temple as if aligning his thoughts. A faint shadow flickered above his head, thin as a held breath, catching Lucy’s eye—was it like Dad’s at the school? “Follow me.”
He guided them deeper into the library, Uno trotting at Lucy’s side, his claws tapping faintly against the luminous floor. Melody flapped ahead, her wings flashing black and white as she wove between shelves. The orbs gleamed like stars pulled to earth—some burned with vivid colour, others flickered as if reluctant to shine, holding stories she yearned to share.
 Each bore a File Card: John’s hurried scrawl, jagged and near illegible, the mark of a lawyer racing against time; while Ben’s were precise and legible, every stroke a testament to an accountant’s measured hand.
“Here, memories are not merely held,” John said, waving a hand at the shelves, his tone clipped like a courtroom brief. “They are catalogued, cherished—each a case preserved with care.” He glanced at Ben with a faint, wry smile. “Though some prefer ledgers to legal pads.”
Ben adjusted his glasses, his deep voice carrying a subtle humour. “And some of us can actually spell and read our own writing,” he replied, his broad hand resting briefly on a shelf as if to anchor it.
Lucy stifled a giggle as Uno nudged her leg, whining softly at another faint scurry from the shadows. She patted him, grateful for his steadiness amid the towering shelves that loomed like silent judges. John paused at a shelf near the library’s heart, lifting an orb that shimmered with a silvery light, its surface rippling like a moonlit pool. “This is yours, Lucy,” he said, cradling it in his small hands. “A day I’ve held onto, this is the Tuscany Orb”
She hesitated, then touched it. The library faded, and she was swept into a memory—the afternoon she’d glimpsed through the binoculars, bathed in the golden sun at an old monastery in Tuscany, Montalcino, Italy, where stone walls rose amidst a sprawling lawn, the air thick with olive and lavender, alive with the laughter of family and friends gathered after John and Ben’s union. She was eight, barefoot on warm grass, surrounded by a gaggle of children—cousins—clustered around a jagged rock rising from the earth. “Balance, Lucy!” a girl called, her voice bright with challenge, and she climbed, arms outstretched, teetering atop the stone as cheers rose around her—a chorus of delight that lifted her spirits. Her footing wavered, and she tumbled into the soft turf below, landing with a breathless laugh as the others whooped and clapped, their faces blurred, yet their joy pierced through like sunlight, a joy she’d fight to reclaim. Like the cheers at her old school sports day—could she find that joy at a new school, or would her silence hold her back?

The vision dissolved, the library returning in a rush, leaving Lucy gripping the compass tighter. “I don’t remember that.” she whispered, her voice trembling. “I want to tell it, like at school, but my words… they’re stuck.” Her hand dropped from the orb, tears stinging—she wanted that Lucy back, fearless and free.
John crouched to her level, his bald head catching the light. “Your condition buries them, Lucy, but they’re not gone. They’re preserved here—and alive with us, waiting to be shared.” This will help.” He drew a small notebook from his pocket, its leather cover worn yet shimmering with faint silver runes—a keeper of secrets. “Write what you can’t say, Lucy. This notebook will hold your thoughts, like stories for your new school, helping you speak and remember.”

Melody swooped down, perching beside the orb, her feathers glinting. “Like a song you’ve hummed but forgotten,” she sang, her voice a soothing trill. “It’s still yours, waiting.” She tilted her head, eyes glinting with encouragement.
Uno nudged Lucy’s hand, his fur soft against her skin, his tail swaying gently. She scratched his ears, a faint smile breaking through. “Thanks, Melody. You too, Uno. You two always know how to lift me,” she said, her voice soft but steady despite the effort, their presence a steady anchor in this sea of light.
A sharper rustle echoed from the gate, Uno’s whine rising, his hackles bristling as he stared toward the dark. Their moment of calm was shattered as Coco burst through the library’s stillness, her laughter ringing like a bell in a storm, a wild spark Lucy envied. Two massive groodles, Colby & Carrington, bounded after her, their creamy curls a tangle of motion, their barks echoing through the shelves like a joyous riot. Papers fluttered as they tore past, tails whipping orbs into a flickering dance. Coco darted between aisles, her pigtails bouncing, her grin a beacon of unbridled delight.
“Coco, what are you doing!” Ben boomed, his voice a deep rumble as he lunged to catch a falling ledger. His glasses slipped, and he murmured, “Unreconciled chaos,” an accountant’s curse slipping out as he scrambled.
“Playing!” Coco shouted, weaving out of Ben’s reach, the dogs leaping in a whirlwind of fur.  One dog skidded into a shelf, knocking notes loose, while the other charged toward Lucy, its tongue lolling.
Lucy’s breath caught, the noise spiking like a seizure’s edge—she braced, but her feet shifted, dodging the dog’s playful charge with a dancer’s ease. Muscle memory, she realized, a spark piercing her fog. Like dodging chaos at her old school—could she move so freely at the new one?
From an open gate at the library’s edge—leading to a neighbour’s untamed yard—came a scurry of tiny feet. Disruption gnomes spilled in, small and pudgy, their patched clothes reeking of stale potions and sour mirth. A hot gust swirled with their cackles, sharp as a warning.  One snatched the Tuscany orb, cackling, as others grabbed papers, stuffing sacks. Dark Shadows curled above them—thick over John, thinner over Ben—feeding on the disorder.
John’s face hardened, his voice sharp with authority. “Not again,” he snapped, his voice a lawyer’s bark.  The shadow over him thickened, restless, like Dad’s at the school. Ben, chasing a gnome, stumbled over a ledger, his own shadow darkening as he muttered, “Unbalanced books!”
Uno growled, his hackles rising, and lunged at a gnome, snapping at its heels. It yelped and fled, dropping the orb and a crumpled File Card—“July 15, 2019—Lucy & the Draft H.” Lucy bent to pick up the crumpled File Card from the floor and turned to John, offering it to him. “This fell—here you go?
John paused, his eyes softening. “Hold onto it, Lucy,” he said. “It’s yours to keep, a clue to a future puzzle”.
Melody took flight, her wings beating a furious rhythm, her voice rising in a sharp song: “Thieves in the dark, depart, depart!” She swooped at another gnome, driving it toward the gate, its sack jostling with pilfered scraps, while others scattered, sacks spilling.
Lucy’s head spun, the clamour a tide threatening to pull her under—dogs barking, papers rustling, Coco’s laughter cutting through the air like a blade. She gripped her compass, its needle jerking wildly, then steadying, pointing to John. Her eyes flicked to his shadow—big, like when Dad fussed too much. She stepped forward, her voice loud and firm: “Stop!”
The library fell silent. The dogs froze mid-bound, Coco dropped to the floor with a giggle, and the gnomes paused, their loot dangling. Uno sat, ears cocked, while Melody perched on a shelf, her song softening to a hum. John blinked, the shadow above him wavering.
“It’s like Dad’s… I mean Professor Matt’s cloud,” Lucy said, her tone gentle yet certain. “You can release it, Uncle John. It doesn’t have to hold you.”
John’s stern expression softened, and he drew a slow breath. The shadow thinned, drifting toward the gate like mist in a breeze. Ben straightened, a faint smile breaking through as he adjusted his glasses. “Balance restored,” he said, his own shadow dissolving as the tension eased. The gnomes scurried off, one tripping over its sack in haste, their shadows trailing like a visible odour, leaving a scattered stillness in their wake. Ben knelt, stacking a fallen ledger with a relieved chuckle, his hands steadier. Lucy exhaled, her compass warm—could she find such calm at the new school, or would they see only her seizures?

Coco crawled over, tugging Lucy’s sleeve. “Sorry for the noise,” she said, her grin unrepentant but her eyes catching Lucy’s trembling hand. “But it was fun, wasn’t it?”
Lucy smiled, the warmth of it easing the ache within. “Yes, I suppose it was,” she said, ruffling Coco’s hair. Uno licked her hand, his tail swaying, and Melody trilled a bright note, circling above.
John crouched down beside her, his head glinting as he chuckled. “Even order bends to chaos sometimes.” He paused, his hand on her shoulder. “You saw through my storm, Lucy—thank you.” He tapped her notebook, “This is your memory map, Lucy. It unlocks not just what’s lost, but what surfaces from your depths—structured or unbidden. Like the way you stepped aside from that dog—you carry more than you know.”
Lucy opened her new notebook, its weight comforting in her hands, finding a small pouch in the back, and slipped the crumpled File Card—“July 15, 2019—Lucy & the Draft H.”—inside, its edges soft, a key to a puzzle ahead.
John led her to a corner where orbs overlapped, their lights blending in a vivid tangle—unfiled, vibrant, alive. “Not all fits my scrawl or Ben’s lines,” he said, his voice low, resonant with a quiet wisdom. “Your condition reveals that daily, doesn’t it?”
She nodded, turning the notebook in her hand,  its pages a promise of stories she’d write. “How do I make sense of it?”
“By embracing both—the ordered and the wild,” John replied. “Use this to seek what’s hidden but welcome the beauty that spills forth.”
Coco rose, wrapping Lucy in a fierce hug. “You’re the best sister, even when I’m trouble,” she said, her smile a spark of light that pierced the lingering shadows of Lucy’s doubt. Lucy returned the embrace, her sister’s warmth a light she’d hold close.
John drew her into a firm hug, his slight frame steady. “Your mind is a library too, Lucy—unique, untamed, and radiant,” he murmured, his words a balm against the ache of her lost past.  His voice steadied her, a promise she’d carry forward. Uno barked softly, pressing against her leg, while Melody settled on her shoulder, her feathers a soft reminder.
“Next, the Lolly Tree,” Melody sang, her voice lifting with promise. “A sweeter journey awaits.”
With the notebook in her hand, Uno at her side, and Melody’s song guiding her, Lucy stepped from the library, its glow fading into the vibrant promise of the magical land beyond.  Her questions lingered, but a spark glowed inside—a strength to face the path ahead. She clutched the notebook closer, a shield against the fog, its warmth a whisper of what she might reclaim.


Chapter Five: Richard’s Sweet Farm
Lucy’s boots crunched on the rocky trail, each step further away from the Memory Library’s quiet glow. The air carried a sweet aroma—like sticky molasses and apples soft with age. She took a deep breath, feeling it settle in her chest. Uno trotted beside her, his ears rotating independently as he sniffed the wind, his paws kicking up little puffs of dust. The ridge loomed ahead, a green wall against a cloud-peppered afternoon sky, the School of Pathways a speck below. Her legs ached as she continued, guided by her compass’s gleam.
She tugged her notebook from her jacket pocket, its leather scratched and soft from Uncle John’s hands, a treasure from a library’s light, and flipped it open, scribbling as she walked:
School—Toby’s arrow hit the bullseye, steady and sure. Caught me when I fell.
School - New school—will I fit in like here?
School -Forbidden Shadow looked creepy.
Her pen moved fast, messy lines spilling out.
Bridges—binoculars bent time, showed dances swift and slow, shadows alive.
Bridges- saw kids helping me, playing
Library—gnomes took stuff ‘til I yelled Stop.
Another quick jot.
Library—orbs warmed at my touch; gnomes fled when Coco’s chaos stirred.
The words were like a map for her foggy head, holding pieces like Toby’s archery from the School; the wild cloud bridges; and the library’s orderliness. She tucked the notebook away, their clarity a shield against her mind’s fog.  Her eyes lifted as the ridge opened, Richard’s farm sprawling below.
The farm burst with life, apple trees heavy with fruit, their branches kissing the earth.  Sugar cane swayed in the breeze. An old barn stood proud, with a weathered sign that read Richard’s Sweet Treats. Inside, Lucy could see its shelves full of the farm’s treasures: Meats, Cheeses, Creams, Cakes, Lollies & Chocolates. Everything here grew together, fed itself, lived off its own, a living cycle she’d seen in distant stories. Uno’s ears flicked, a low whine catching a rustle from the creek below.
A buggy chugged up the ridge, its engine under load, stopping under an apple tree, dust floating soft around it. Uncle Richard jumped out, his laugh big and loud. “Hey Lucy, how are you! And Uno!” His shirt was dirty with cane dust, and his smile was huge, like he was happy to see her more than anything, a warmth she’d felt at spring’s bright gathering. Aunty Rita stepped out behind him, her smile small and gentle, her hands folded together. She looked at the farm with quiet eyes, not saying a word, just standing there, calm and strong, a steadiness she’d lean on when shadows loomed. Lucy felt Rita’s quiet strength, a calm she’d trust.
Uno ran over, his tail wagging fast, and Richard tossed him a piece of beef—dark and juicy from his pocket. Uno chomped it down, drool dripping, and Richard turned to Lucy, holding out a handful of lollies—golden swirls, chunky rock candy, twisty snakes. “Pick one, kiddo—it’ll wake something up inside you.” 
She grabbed the golden swirl, noticing his unusually smooth hands, and popped it in her mouth. Caramel burst on her tongue—warm and sweet—and suddenly she remembered something. She was ten, sitting high on a branch in a tree at the centre of a circular driveway, eating a lolly from her pocket while dogs barked nearby. The sun shone hot, and she swung her legs, happy just to be there, a memory she’d glimpsed through magic lenses. It flashed bright in her mind, then faded—she hadn’t remembered that ‘til now.
“Tree climbing,” she whispered, her throat tight. “I remember that.” 

Richard’s eyes got soft, and he smiled. “That’s it, Lucy—joy’s like medicine. It brings back the good stuff hiding in your head.” He tapped her forehead with a dusty finger, his voice gentle.  “Hold onto that, Lucy—it’s strong, but it slips easy,” he said, his smile dimming for a moment. A faint shadow flickered over his head, thin but heavy, like Dad’s fussing or John’s storm—Lucy’s heart skipped, her pen pausing. She nodded and opened her notebook, scribbling: Tree climb, like school holidays with Coco—I think I can share stories at a new school? Her words flowed, a voice for her new start, her chest tight with missing that fearless girl.
Wally the Clydesdale stood by the creek, his chestnut coat flecked with wet stains as he ate the knee-high grass, juices dripping from his greedy bites. His hooves made soft squishes in the mud. “The old man next door forgets to shut his gate,” Richard said, walking down to affectionately slap the big Clydesdale’s neck. “He wanders up here for apples—they’re the best around. The school kids come up and take some too; it makes them happy.” Rita’s smile grew, quiet and warm, thinking about those apples going to the kids. Wally’s dark eyes met Lucy’s, and she felt a little pull inside, like a friend from a forgotten day. “Arena,” she said quietly, the word slipping out, a clue she couldn’t place. 
A scratchy noise came up from the creek, sharp and wrong against the farm’s happy hum. Disruption gnomes scrambled onto the ridge—small, mean little things with dirty rags that smelled sour, like old milk gone bad, thieves she’d chased in a library’s light. A hot gust stung her skin, sharp as their cackles, warning of danger.  They split apart a herd of sheep with shrill cackles. Charlie, Richard’s border collie, raced in, his black-and-white fur a blur, chasing hard to herd them back.  One gnome yanked sugar cane, snapping it loud, while another bounced into Wally, his hooves thumping as he galloped away. Birds took flight, hare’s scurried, and cows stampeded, their hooves shaking the ground. The gnomes weren’t just being mischievous; they wanted to steal the farm’s happiness. Richard’s smile faded, and he sat down hard on the buggy’s step, muttering, “It’s no use…” A dark cloud grew over his head—black and heavy. Rita watched, her smile slipping, her quiet eyes worried as she gripped the buggy’s edge.
Lucy’s compass buzzed in her pocket, a tiny shake she could feel. She stepped closer to Richard, her voice soft but steady. “Uncle Richard, that cloud—it’s getting bigger. Like the professor’s and John’s were.” She pointed up, keeping it simple, her words cutting through the gnomes’ noise. “You said joy’s medicine, so use it!” Her voice came out loud and strong, like when she told the gnomes to stop in the library.
He looked up, blinking as the cloud shook a little. “You reckon, Luce?” he said, his voice rough. He dropped the lollies he’d been holding—hitting the ground with a thud—stood up and whistled, loud and clear - "Phwwwwwhht!”. Charlie raced in, his black-and-white fur flashing, barking like crazy as he drove the gnomes back to the creek. Their sacks ripped open—stuff flying everywhere—and they scampered off, leaving a bad smell behind. Uno stayed near Lucy, his ears perked, watching the gnomes scamper down the slope. He let out a quiet growl, his eyes shining with a spark. The cloud thinned, fading like mist, and Richard brushed off his shirt, stepping forward. “You’re a star, Lucy—quick as a flash.  You pulled me up when I was sinking.” He squeezed her shoulder, his grin shaky but real. Rita strode to Charlie, calming him with a firm pat, her nod to Lucy warm with pride. Lucy clutched her notebook, its pages a shield—could she be this bold at the new school, or just the girl who freezes?
Footsteps came up the trail, and Toby popped over the ridge, his curly hair a mess, his grin big and bright, leading Wally who had run down the driveway amongst all the fray. “Hey, Lucy—you made it up this huge hill!”
“Hi, Toby,” she said, kicking a pebble, her voice catching with effort. Uno ran over, pushing his nose into Toby’s hand for a pat. “Hey Richard,” Toby continued, “The old man next door must’ve left his gate open again, I saw this guy munching apples on the way. Can I borrow Wally to help me carry some sacks back for the Professor? My legs are wiped.” He scratched his leg, wincing slightly.
Richard nodded, patting Wally’s side. “Take him, mate, and when you return him tell that old man next door to shut the buddy gate, will you?”
“Shut the buddy gate—got it,” he said, winking at Lucy. She opened her notebook and wrote: Toby—Wally—shut the buddy gate. confident and friendly with everybody. Like I want at school—. Her pencil stopped, and she felt her heart beat faster—she really wanted that.
Toby loaded bags—meat, cheese, apples—onto Wally’s back. The horse snorted, ready to go, and Toby gave her a funny grin. “Catch you later, hill-climber,” he said, leading Wally down the trail until they disappeared in the ridge’s light. She smiled—he was silly, but she liked it.
Richard tossed her a final red gummy bear, shiny like a jewel. “One more,” he said, his voice happy again. She bit into it—cherry taste popped, strong and wild, like the farm itself.  Its taste sparked bright, a joy she’d carry with her team. “You’re a star, Lucy—keep climbing higher,” he said, messing up her hair. Rita nodded, her calm eyes shining with belief in her.
Melody circled high above, her song bright and calling. “There’s something amazing up ahead, Lucy!” Lucy held onto the cherry taste, Uno bumped her leg, his eyes gleaming as if he sensed a wild secret ahead.  She followed Melody’s song, boots thumping the earth, lured by a whiff of potions as the farm’s vibrant hum faded, steps racing toward an alchemist’s tangled lair.


Chapter Six: The Alchemist’s Garden
Step by step, Lucy trudged up the rocky incline leaving the Sweet Farm behind, her boots scraping against granite as the slope ached in her calves, a climb born of a starlit hope. Uno padded beside her, his caramel fur grazing her leg, nose twitching at the breeze, eyes darting with restless curiosity. The air hung heavy with eucalyptus and molasses grass that sweetened her senses, urging her higher. The path widened into a driveway lined with familiar green foliage towering along its edges, their branches knitting a canopy that fractured sunlight across the bitumen. Her breath caught as the drive circled open, revealing the jacaranda tree at its centre—its twisted limbs hinted of moments spent ascending its trunk, the estate sprawling below. Now, its leaves shimmered with an otherworldly silver light, and a low, ominous hum pulsed through the ground, stirring her nerves. A faint heat brushed her fingertips, sharp like a whisper of something watching. Uno’s ears flicked, catching a faint clatter beyond the lavender.
At 5’9”—towering over most girls her age—Lucy’s shadow stretched long, tangling with the tree’s shimmering light. This was Grandma and Bucket’s estate, her gateway to every fantastic land she’d stumbled through, but it felt different—enchanted, alive.  The familiar turned strange, like her old self slipping away—could she find that fearless Lucy again? Uno whined softly, sitting close, as she scratched behind his ears, her voice unsteady. “What’s happening here, boy?” Melody darted from the jacaranda’s branches, her black-and-white wings flashing swift, landing on Uno’s back with a sharp trill. “You’ve reached it, Lucy—the Alchemist’s Garden,” she chirped, voice slicing through the hum. “Potions stir your lost days back to life here. Ready?”
“I guess so,” Lucy muttered, flicking the hair from her eyes. She reached for her notebook from her jacket and scrawled:
 Richard’s—lolly sparked Coco’s tree climb, her laugh so free. Can I be that fearless Lucy, not just my freezes?
 Toby took Wally. Gnomes. 
The words anchored her, a map for her foggy mind, guiding her steps.
From a lavender patch, just beyond the jacaranda, an old woman emerged, overalls smeared with garden, cropped silver hair under a sun-bleached hat. She clutched a bundle of herbs, hands steady despite a faint tremor, her eyes sharp and warm. “Well, now,” she said, voice deep and weathered, carrying decades of authority, yet soft with care. A thin shadow wavered over her head, sharp like Mum’s when she fussed—Lucy’s gaze lingered, her chest tightening. “Who’s this, traipsing through my garden without so much as a hello?”
Lucy edged closer, tilting her head. “You’re not my grandma, but you look a lot like her. I’m Lucy. My head’s all mixed up—things I should know just… disappear.”
The woman set her herbs down, dusting off her hands with a firm nod. “Lucy? Here my name is Mixa, I keep this place in shipshape order for the alchemist. A foggy head’s serious business.” She eyed Uno, who wagged his tail, and Melody, who hopped to Lucy’s shoulder. “And you’ve got some friends with you today—keep them out of trouble.” Her shadow flickered as she straightened a stray vial, her lips tight.
“Mixa,” Lucy said, a faint smile breaking through.  “My words stick, and I forget—can you fix me?” she asked, her voice halting, weary from effort. “That’s the Potionwright’s job,” Mixa replied, her tone warm but final, as if she’d already mapped the tour. “Take your time, child—let thoughts settle, and they’ll hold,” she added, nodding to Lucy’s notebook.  She pointed to the veranda, where herbs swayed, their scent sharp and earthy. A table cluttered with beakers, jars, and test tubes stood in the centre, their contents bubbling with restless gurgles. Bucket hunched there, fussing over an iridescent fern whose limbs motioned like a planted octopus, his shirt stained with soil and something that resembled red wine. He glanced up, eyes twinkling. “Lucy, my love! You’ve stepped into the Alchemist’s Garden, my dear girl!”
“Bucket?” Lucy grinned, rushing over as Uno bounded ahead, sniffing the table’s rim. “You’re the alchemist?”
“Indeed I am, but here I am called Potionwright,” he said, hands shaky but eager, his voice laced with a proper lilt softened by affection. “I once brewed in the Starlit Apothecary. With Memorymist Elixir, I spun old Mrs. Tully’s forgotten tales into songs, and the villages danced. I’ve used Shadowveil Draught and calmed young Grettle’s wildest fears to a murmur.” His chuckle wavered, gaze drifting before snapping back.
Mixa set a shimmering Memorypetal on the table, her voice brisk. “Her tongue is tied and she’s losing her days, Potionwright—and has the freezes. Get to it, or I’ll take over.”
Lucy gripped Uno’s fur, her voice thinning as Melody nuzzled her cheek. “My words jam up, days slip away—I can’t hold them,” she said, her effort dragging like stones. “When I’m tired or too wound up, the freezes hit, stealing time.”
Potionwright leaned in, his tone soft and steady. “I knew a woman once—shaking from too much Moonpetal. Remedies take time, my dear. Your Elixircaps are a jumble—some help, some fail, and it’s a long journey to balance them. Let us try this.” He crushed the Memorypetal, a purple mist blooming upwards. “Memorypetal, Starhoney Sap, Dreammint dust,” he murmured, spilling powder with hands that once carefully concocted marvels.
He added sap to a vial, the mist crackling like a tiny spark. “It’s a patient business, Lucy,” he said, holding it firm. “Balancing the Elixircaps and Potions is not just science, it is an art. Each might spark a memory, steady your step, or lift your spirit—but twists come too, a gift with a sting.” He waved, and a flowerbed sprouted a tiny harp, its strings plucking a tune that faded into quiet. “It’s a tricky dance.”
Lucy clutched her compass—Professors’ gift—its needle quivering. “I want it all—who I was, and yesterday too.” Uno pressed closer, whining, and Melody chirped, brushing her feathers against Lucy’s face.
“A grand wish, my dear,” Potionwright said, handing her a corked vial. It shimmered with soft radiance. “Sip a little, ask your compass—this potion’s a spark, your notebook will build a brighter path with love and time.” Mixa’s frown deepened, her voice sharp. “Careful, Potionwright—don’t overdo it. She’s fragile.” Lucy gripped the vial, clutching her compass tight, her throat too weary to speak.
She uncorked it—a lemony tang filled the air, edged with a sweet buzz. She met Potionwright’s focused grin, Mixa’s stern watch, and sipped. It tingled down her throat, then a jolt—no freezes, but a rush that spun her head like a top, her ears ringing with a tinnitus whine, her legs fuzzy, heavy as stone. The garden flared, flowers twisted into a crowd of faces that giggled faintly, their whispers soft and strange. She clutched the compass, voice quaking. “What did Uncle John say to me?”
The needle jerked toward the drive. A memory flared—Uncle John at Easter, his voice booming: “Heard you beat all the boys at swimming yesterday, Lucy—fast as a fish!”—her splashing to the pool’s edge, grinning as their cheers rang out, water dripping from her hair. “He said I was fast,” she gasped, tears stinging as it held firm— her legs heavy, head spinning. A memory flickered— A memory flickered—racing Coco in the yard, her laugh bright—then faded fast. She gripped the table, throat tight. “Coco’s race—it’s gone, and my legs—they’re stuck.”
“That’s the potion’s way,” Potionwright said, a flower unfurling into a pink balloon that swelled and burst midair, gone in a blink. “It hands you one memory clear as day, but stirs the rest—might hone your mind sharp, yet drag your limbs heavy or set your ears ringing. I’ve tangled with it for years, and it’s as stubborn as a mule.” His hand trembled, spilling a drop as he wavered.
Mixa grabbed a cloth, wiping it with a sharp tsk. “I warned you—keep it steady, Potionwright. She needs tending, not your mess.” Her tone softened beneath its edge.
“I used to remember everything—asking tons of questions, figuring stuff out,” Lucy said, her voice cracking as she took another sip, desperate. Magic burst to life—flowers twisted into little lanterns that floated up, their tiny faces glowing as they sang her name before flickering away. Her stomach churned sour and tight, a giggle bubbling up wild despite her fear. “What did I do with Coco?” she asked, clutching the compass tighter. It spun fast, then stopped—a memory flashed: her and Coco under the jacaranda one night, whispering about the stars, Coco’s laugh lighting up the dark. “We talked about stars,” she murmured, tears spilling as Coco glowed clear—but giggles surged, her vision blurring. “swimming fading,” she laughed, stomach twisting. She scribbled: Stars with Coco, words came easy. Can I find that fearless me again? Her notebook held her fight.
Potionwright steadied her, his grip frail but sure. “Potions do this, my dear—offer a prize, claim a cost.  One memory shines, but others twist—giggles or aches sneak in. You’re stronger than the sting.” His wisdom glowed, though his hand shook, a crack in his strength showing through.
Mixa folded her arms, voice firm. “Enough, Potionwright—she’s had enough. You’ll throw her off.” Her control tightened like a leash.
A sour whiff cut the air, Uno growling low at the arena’s edge. A rancid stench sliced, disruption gnomes swarmed from the arena, thieves she’d stifled in a library’s chaos. A hot gust swirled with their cackles, sharp as a dragon’s breath. They rushed Potionwright’s open gate, reeking of sulphur, one flaunting a stolen vial—Memory Twist. “Ours!” it shrieked, hurling it as others snatched herbs. Uno snarled and charged, vanishing into the Forbidden Shadows—a gaping front of churning black fog beyond the gate, its edges jagged with thorns that clawed the air. Whispers slithered from its depths—sharp, guttural, promising ruin. The ground trembled, a cold wind howling up, loaded with rot and despair, hissing ruin. Melody screeched, “Uno, no!” and swooped after him, her wings a frantic streak swallowed by the dark.
Lucy’s chest seized—her scream silenced as the shadows pulsed, alive and ravenous, her giggles fading to a sob, her legs too heavy to move fast. Potionwright staggered up. “Oh, the blasted gate!” He lurched forward, stumbling toward the dark, his knees faltering. Mixa snapped, “Potionwright, stop, don’t go in!” and raced after him, her voice fracturing into raw panic.
Lucy’s pulse thumped—she couldn’t lose Uno, Melody, Mixa, or Potionwright, not to that nightmare dark. Her stomach twisted again, but she tore open her notebook—John’s File Card: July 15, 2019—Lucy & the Draft H. A memory sparked—she was nine, riding Wally in the arena, Matt cheering, Mixa’s voice firm: “That’s a draught horse, Lucy—Wally’s strong as ten.” Her eyes widened, the potion cutting through her daze. “Draught Horse—Wally!” she gasped, awe cutting through her dread—a piece of herself snapping back, a strength she’d ride through flame. She wrote: Wally—strong, like the me I want back. Can I face this darkness?
Toby burst from the drive, breathless, hauling Wally by the reins. “Lucy—heard the chaos! What’s going on?” He tugged the horse, grimacing. “I can’t ride—I hurt my back once”. His wince deepened, steps uneven.
“Uno, Melody, Mixa, Potionwright—they’re in there!” Lucy pointed to the shadows’ snarl. Toby eyed Wally. “I can’t—you?” She seized the reins, vaulting onto Wally’s back—legs sluggish but steady enough. “I can—File Card says Draught Horse, and that’s Wally!”  Toby hesitated, then grabbed her hand, hauling himself up behind her with a grunt. “Go!”
Wally surged toward the dark, flowers blurring, birds fleeing in panic. Toby yelled, “Wait—we can’t go alone! The professor, Catherine—the whole crew!” Lucy reined Wally back, dust choking the air, her tears hot. “You’re right—together we’re stronger.” She wheeled downhill, voice fierce. “Hold on—we’re getting ‘em!” Her heart pounded, the File Card’s truth—Wally’s strength— blazing fierce, a vow to bring them back, her team her shield against the shadows’ hungry roar.


Chapter Seven: The Dragon of Flames
Lucy dug her heels into Wally’s ribs, hands gripping the reins as she wheeled the Clydesdale down the driveway from the alchemist's garden. Dust mushroomed up around them, sharp in her eyes and scratchy in her throat, but she leaned forward, feeling Wally’s big frame surge ahead. Toby clung tight around her waist, his breath hot against her neck. “We’ve got to get to the school quick, Lucy—they’re trapped in the shadows!” he shouted, his voice battling the wind. Wally’s chestnut coat glistened wet, mane flapping as he cantered down the ridge, away from the dark smear of the Forbidden Shadows.
That potion still messed with her—her stomach twisted like she’d eaten something bad, and silly giggles kept popping out, even as her heart raced with fear, from a brew she’d sipped in an alchemist’s garden. Her legs felt heavy, like mud held them, and her head spun. A sharp heat pulsed in her chest, like a spark igniting, warning of danger. She blinked hard, tears blurring her vision, picturing Uno chasing gnomes, Melody’s wings flashing, and Mixa yelling, “Potionwright, don’t go!” before the shadows took them. “They’re in the Forbidden Shadows,” she rasped, her voice weary from desperation. “Uno, Melody, Mixa, Potionwright—I’ve got to save them!”
Wally burst into the School of Pathways, skidding to a stop near the edge, kicking up dust that swirled among the students. Lucy jumped down, legs shaky but holding, and shouted, “S-somebody get Professor Matt! They’re g-gone—into the Forbidden Shadows!” Her voice cracked, echoing off the classroom tree walls. Toby slid off beside her, rubbing his back with a groan, curls dusted grey. “We need everybody right now!” he called.  Kangaroos froze, wallabies peeked, eyes wide as the air hushed.
Professor Matt emerged from the trees, robes swaying, staff glowing softly. “Lucy, Toby—what’s wrong?” he asked, voice warm but edged with worry. A shadow flickered over his head, dark and restless, but he stood firm, waiting.
“It’s the gnomes—they took a vial, Memory Twist,” Lucy said, fumbling her notebook out with trembling hands. She scribbled: Shadows took them—can I be strong, not just my freezes? “There’s something big in there—it’s got them! My freezes…” A giggle burst out, loud and wrong, and she shook her head, furious. “The potion’s making me laugh—I hate it, Professor Matt, but I can’t stop!” Her ears buzzed, the world tilting, but she pushed on. “They’re trapped—Uno chased, and they followed, but now they’re gone!”
He nodded, beard shifting as he thought, the shadow above him pulsing. “The Forbidden Shadows are awake—something’s stirring,” he said gravely. “You’re the one to lead us, Lucy—this is your fight.” He whistled sharply, and the animals got to work—emus dragged planks, kangaroos hammered nails, wallabies tied vines. Soon, a wobbly but sturdy wagon stood ready, wheels creaking, and Wally harnessed and eager, ready to pull like a draught horse of old. Toby climbed up, wincing at his back. “We’ve got to get Catherine, John, Ben, and Richard too,” Professor Matt said, joining them, staff gripped tight.
Lucy hauled herself onto the wagon’s bench, legs sluggish but steady, and took the reins, Wally ready. “Trott on!” she commanded, the wagon lurching forward as they raced up the ridge, wind tugging her hair. Catherine of Cultures stood at the lookout, binoculars swinging as she turned, robe billowing. “Lucy, what’s all this?” she asked, voice sharp. “They’re stuck in the Shadows,” Lucy panted, her voice straining. “Something’s alive in there—like my freezes, Catherine, but bigger—real!”
 John and Ben strode from their garden, John’s suit crisp, Ben with a bag of tools, nodding sharply. Richard followed, shirt dusty, steps heavy. “They’re family—I’m in,” he said, climbing aboard. “All in,” Ben rumbled, John nodding.
 As they approached the Forbidden Shadows, the air thickened with a foul stench—rotten and sharp, making Lucy cough—shadows twisting alive, hissing low and cruel: ‘Give up… you’re nothing…’ Her compass buzzed, its needle steady, guiding her through the fog of fear. Suddenly, a dark tendril lashed out, spooking Wally who broke free, the wagon rolled, crashing into a ravine with a deafening crack. Lucy hit the ash hard, scrambling up while the others were sprawled around her—Professor Matt, Catherine, Richard, John, and Ben—groaning as they struggled to rise, with Toby remaining seated.
The ground shook again, harder this time, and a colossal howl ripped through, filling the air—loud and angry, like the ripping of a cyclone. Suddenly Flare, the Dragon of Flames, burst up from the middle of the valley, its black scales shiny like wet rocks, its large golden eyes burning red, fire blowing from its mouth in a hot, burning plume, lighting up the dark with a glare that stung her eyes. Its tail lashed around, smashing trees into splinters with loud cracks, and every step shook the earth from under her feet. This was her sickness—her freezes—made big and real, bursting out of a fiery mountain that glowed moulting red beyond it. The air smelled foul, like sulphur, and its deep growl rolled over them: “Forget… let go…” A searing heat flared in her chest, Flare’s fire mirroring her own hidden fears.

The Shadows grabbed everyone, turning their weaknesses into something big and scary. Professor Matt focused on a gnome running in little circles through the ash—his mouth opened and eyes fixed, dropping his staff and saying, “Look at that little guy, Look at that little guy!”. Nothing else mattered, he was fixated on it, a drift she’d seen fleetingly during the school’s tour.  Catherine yelled, “Stay left—no, right—keep together!”—her body getting thin and shaky, her hands grabbing at nothing like she couldn’t stop telling everyone what to do, a control she’d fall back on when all was lost. Potionwright slumped against a charred stump, his knees buckling, stuttering badly: “C-c-can’t… m-m-move…”  Mixa’s words turned into a mess, “The brew—no, the gate—the s-s-stars…”—her eyes jumping around like she didn’t know where she was. Richard flopped down hard, getting bigger fast, his belly spilling out as he groaned, “Nothing matters—it’s all pointless—always has been…”—his voice heavy and sad, like he’d given up everything. John stepped back, hands up, saying, “I don’t belong here—this isn’t my problem…”. Ben spun around, grabbing his head, “It’s all wrong—the numbers don’t work…”—like he couldn’t figure out anything anymore. Uno circled Lucy, he was terrified, snapping at the darkness, while melody stuck high in a branch, not knowing if she could still fly. Toby dragged himself through the ash with his arms, ash sticking to his face, grunting, “Got to… keep going…”.
Lucy’s head got all mixed up—who was everyone? Where was this place? The potion made her ears buzz louder, and those giggles came out again, silly even though she was scared. Then Flare’s fire shot out, hitting close to Uno—embers burned his fur, and he yelped, a sound that hit her like a punch. “No!” she yelled, her voice cracking with strain, Uno’s cry snapping her mind clear. Toby dragged himself over, his arms shaking, his eyes bright. “Lucy, we’re losing them—stay with me!” he said, collapsing to the ground as he got near. “Get Potionwright—he knows potions!”
Flare’s tail lashed out again, a fiery streak snapping through the air like a stock whip’s crack—Wally reared, and Lucy scrambled to her feet, running to his side as flames roared past, singeing the hair on his flank.  “Wally!” she cried, tears streaming as he steadied, hooves pounding ash. Toby shouted from the ground,  ‘Lucy, help me up!’ , She vaulted onto Wally’s back with a practiced swing and hauled Toby up behind her with a grunt. Toby clung to her waist, his voice sharp:  ‘Go—Potionwright!’ Her compass buzzed in her pocket, its needle jerking toward Potionwright slumped by a stump.  ‘There!’ she rasped, urging Wally toward Potionwright, who stuttered, ‘P-p-potion… m-might… s-stop…’
Lucy slid off Wally’s back, legs aching from the potion’s grip, and Toby dropped beside her with a thud. ‘I’ll get him,’ he said, dragging himself through the ash with his arms, leaving a trail toward Potionwright. Lucy fumbled her notebook from her jacket, hand trembling as Potionwright rasped from the stump: ‘P-p-potion… a-ash-leaf… s-s-spark-vine… d-dusk-r-root…’ She jotted fast—Ash-leaf, spark-vine, dusk-root—can I lead, not just freeze?—her words a shield against fear. She thrust it a broken rein from the wagon’s wreckage towards Toby who caught it, grunting as he looped it around the old man’s waist, then tossed the other end to Lucy. ‘Pull us, Lucy—go!’ Toby shouted, voice rough as he clung to Potionwright, bracing in the ash.
She hurriedly tied the rein around Wally’s neck, swung back on, her legs slow but strong, and snapped the reins. “Giddy-up, Wally—go!” The Clydesdale surged forward, hooves pounding as he dragged Potionwright and Toby through the ash, Flare’s fire chasing them in a hot, wild stream. The heat pressed against her back, feeling fierce enough to blister, but she leaned low, urging Wally on as they broke into the sunlight. Potionwright coughed, his voice steadier, the dark cloud above him thinning: “W-w-we’ve g-got… t-to m-make it…” Toby shook his head, ash falling from his curls, his own cloud shrinking as he caught his breath.
Wally raced to the Alchemist’s Garden, and Lucy stumbled inside, ash tumbling off her as Toby dragged himself in behind, arms straining under the Shadows’ weight. They grabbed what they could—ash-leaf dust spilling over her fingers, spark-vine threads glowing soft, dusk-root crumbling dark and rough. Flare’s roar rumbled through the walls, fire flashing against the windows, but they got it, vials clutched tight. Outside, under the jacaranda’s silver leaves, Potionwright leaned against Wally, his knees wobbly but easing, the cloud above him fading. Toby slumped on the grass nearby, his breath ragged, then pushed himself up shakily, legs firming as the cloud over him drifted apart.
Flare’s roar shook the ground again, fire lighting the valley’s edge—Uno, Professor Matt, Catherine, Richard, John, Ben, and Melody still trapped inside. Lucy flipped open her notebook, pages fluttering, her eyes racing over old scribbles. She stopped on a line from the Bridges of Cultural Connectiveness: Toby’s arrow hit the bullseye, steady and sure. ‘Toby!’ she shouted, spinning to him, her voice bright. ‘We can shoot the potion—into Flare’s mouth! Look!’ She shoved the notebook at him, pointing, hands shaking. Toby grinned, tired but sharp, standing fully now, the last wisps of his cloud gone. ‘Yeah—I can do that,’ he said, his voice rough but firm, brushing ash off his hands. ‘But I’ll need a bow and arrow so I can hit it with the potion’. “Professor Matt, we need a bow and arrow—now!” she yelled toward the Shadows, her voice straining over the roar, recalling his tale of crafting one for her and Coco.

Potionwright’s eyes widened, his cloud vanished: ‘B-b-brilliant, love…’ He took the vials from Lucy, hands trembling but steadier, saying, ‘T-two ash…’ A figure stumbled from the valley—Mixa, ash-smeared, silver hair wild, steps faltering, her cloud lifting as she gasped, ‘Potionwright—you’re here!’ Tears streaked her face as she rushed to him, grabbing his arm. ‘You old fool, I thought it took you—I couldn’t reach Uno, the others!’ She pressed her forehead to his shoulder, tears dripping, her love raw. Mixa steadied him, her voice thick: ‘Two ash-leaf, one spark-vine, one dusk-root—don’t muck it up!’ She stirred fast, guiding his hands, the potion bubbling red, sharp-smelling—a sleepy brew. ‘Y-you shoot…’ Potionwright said, passing the vial to Toby, leaning on Mixa as Lucy nodded: ‘Into its mouth, Toby—go!’
Back in the Shadows, Professor Matt lingered, eyes locked on a gnome darting in frantic circles, muttering, ‘Look at that little guy…’ under the shadow’s grip. Flare’s fire erupted—a searing jet that blasted the gnome mid-spin, vaporizing it in a burst of ash. Matt’s head snapped up, the cloud over him shredding as Lucy’s shout—‘Professor Matt, we need a bow and arrow, now! echoed through. ‘A bow and arrow—they need a bow and arrow!’ Matt barked, spotting Ben’s tool bag in the ash where it lay. He grabbed it, pulling a knife and twine, and hacked a branch from the wagon’s wreckage—still smouldering—into a crude bow, stringing it taut. He sprinted to Wally shifting restlessly at the Shadows’ edge, tossing the bow and arrow up to Lucy, who pulled the potion vial from her pocket, tying it to the arrow fast.  ‘You’re our shot,’ she said, passing the weapon to Toby, her voice cutting through the chaos.
They raced deeper, Flare’s roar making the ground shake, the mountain spitting fire like a big, angry blaze. Toby slid off Wally, his legs dead under him in the Shadows, and dragged himself through the ash with his arms, the crude bow gripped in one hand, ash smearing his face.  Lucy leaned down from Wally, resecuring the rein’s end, heart pounding. “Your legs—they’re gone in these Shadows!” she gasped, voice tight. He grit his teeth: “Never work here—drag me closer, we’ve got one shot!” She nudged Wally forward, Flare’s heat burning her cheeks, her eyes watering as the potion made her dizzy again—those giggles popping out even though she was scared stiff. Flare’s fire shot out, a big wave that almost hit them—Wally jumped, towing Toby as flames roared past, singeing her hair. ‘Wally—stay with me!’ she cried, tears falling as he kept going.
Flare’s mouth opened wide, fire rolling inside, its roar so loud her head hurt. Lucy froze for a second—her own freezes grabbing her, making her stiff—but Wally kept moving, and she snapped out of it, shouting, “Toby—do it!” He pulled himself up with his arms, shaking hard, sweat dripping off his face as he got the bow ready, ash piling around him. He shot the arrow—red and bright against the dark—right into Flare’s mouth. The dragon jerked hard, fire blasting out everywhere, scales breaking apart like old rocks. It swung its tail, smashing more trees, then fell, quiet and still, its fire going out, the mountain turning dark and cold behind it.
The Shadows pulled back, sunlight breaking through like morning after a bad storm. Uno ran out, barking happy and loud, circling Wally with eager bounds. Melody flew down, singing soft and clear, her wings steady again. Mixa stood straight, helping Potionwright up—he didn’t stutter now, saying, ‘Lucy, you’re amazing—you did it!’ Richard got up,  standing lighter, muttering, ‘Maybe it’s not all bad…’ Professor Matt grabbed his staff, looking normal again, no more fixating.  Catherine stopped yelling, her voice strong as she ran over, and John and Ben stood tall, watching everything calm down.
Lucy got off Wally, her legs wobbly but working, and dropped to her knees as Uno leapt into her arms, his fur warm against her face. Tears ran down her face, mixing with his fur, and she cried hard, ‘I thought I’d lost you—all of you!’ Her voice broke, the potion’s silliness gone, just a big hurt spilling out. She opened her notebook, writing: Flare fell, but I’m still me—not just freezes. Her words held her strength. Toby limped over, legs stiff but steady, setting his bow beside him with a tired grin, all dusty. ‘I told you we’d get them back, Lucy—you’re tougher than anyone,’ he said, his voice rough but happy.
 Catherine knelt down, putting her hands on Lucy’s shoulders, her eyes wet with tears. ‘That dragon—Flare—it’s not gone, Lucy,’ she said, her voice shaking but full of love, like that Easter when she’d taken Lucy away from the noise. ‘It’s you, sweetheart—your freezes, your fight—and you’re still here with us.’ She pulled Lucy into a big hug, holding her close, her breath warm in Lucy’s hair as tears fell onto her robe. ‘I was so scared for you,’ Catherine whispered, her voice breaking, crying a little as she held on. Lucy hugged back hard, her chest hurting as she pushed her face into Catherine’s shoulder, saying, ‘I was scared too, Mum—I thought it’d take me away.’ Catherine held her tighter, her hands soft on Lucy’s hair, saying, ‘You’re stronger than it, love—I’m here, we’re all here.’
Professor Matt knelt too, his staff glowing warm, and said, ‘You’re not going back, Lucy—you’re going forward.’ Mixa squeezed her shoulder, smiling, ‘You’re stronger than any potion, child.’ Potionwright nodded, standing up straight, ‘You’re amazing, lass—your light’s the best thing I’ve seen.’
Lucy held her notebook close, its pages soft and full—a treasure of her own words, showing her who she was and what she could be. Flare wasn’t gone—it was her freezes, big and scary, but she’d faced it, and with her family, their love was her strength, a warm fire against the cold. The valley grew quiet, the fiery mountain just ash now, and she stood up slow, Uno pressing against her leg, his tail wagging like always.
Then the air softened, a gentle hum rising as the sunlight dimmed into a golden haze. Lucy blinked, her head light—not from the potion, but a pull toward home. Her team’s voices—Catherine’s murmur, Toby’s laugh, Uno’s bark—faded into echoes, her notebook slipping as the world blurred into a warm, radiant mist.


Chapter Eight: The Light They Carry
Lucy’s eyes fluttered open, the golden haze of her adventure dissolving into the warm afternoon light spilling through her bedroom window. A soft breeze stirred the curtains, carrying the distant hum of lawnmowers, grounding her in the quiet of home, far from the roar of a world aflame. Her throat scratched dry, her limbs heavy beneath the quilt, and the air held Mum’s lavender scent sticks on her nightstand, laced with the faint warmth of baking upstairs—a world apart from the Easter chaos at Grandma’s estate. She blinked, the ceiling’s plaster sharpening, a faint heat lingering in her chest, like Flare’s echo, and a sigh escaped as her gaze fell to the bedside table.
Beside her open diary—pages creased, inked with frantic scribbles—lay three treasures: an Apple Watch, its screen glowing with the compass app, needle twitching north; Dad’s binoculars, strap tangled from haste; and a silver feather, edges frayed, glinting in the golden glow. Lucy’s breath caught, fingers grazing the diary’s worn cover, its weight a shield against her mind’s fog. She flipped it open, tracing notes—School, Bridges, Shadows—each word a thread to a journey too vivid for dreams. Toby—caught me, arrow in fire, she read, her pulse quickening at his name, a warmth she couldn’t place. She wrote: Flare’s fire faded, but it’s me—can I be more than freezes at school?  “Was it real?” she murmured, voice raw, lifting the watch. The compass quivered, pointing beyond her room. The binoculars held echoes—snakes spotted, bullseyes hit, a boy’s grin. The feather whispered of wings that soared.
“Lucy, you’re awake!” Mum’s voice broke through, bright with relief. Kate stood in the doorway, apron dusted with flour, eyes brimming with love and worry. She crossed the room, settling on the bed’s edge, brushing hair from Lucy’s face. “Your dad brought you home last night after that seizure at Grandma’s. We were so scared, sweetheart.” Her hand lingered, warm, steady.
Lucy gripped the notebook, its pages grounding her. “Mum, I was somewhere else,” she said, voice quivering, weary from effort. “A dragon—like my freezes. I fought it with everyone—you, Dad, Coco… Toby.” She opened the notebook to Wally—strong, like the me I want back, her finger trembling. “I wrote it here—Uno’s bark, the fire. These came back,” she said, lifting the binoculars, lenses catching light. “The feather’s like Melody’s. The watch… my compass.” Her words sought truth. “I’m scared, Mum—school’s new, but I want to be me there, not just my shakes.”

Kate’s eyes widened, then softened, a tear spilling as she pulled Lucy into a hug. “Oh, Lucy, you’re stronger than anyone,” she whispered, voice cracking. “That school’s a fresh start—kids there will see you for who you are, like we do.” “Tell me everything.” 
Lucy recounted the tale, diary open, reading entries to keep her thoughts clear—Uno’s charge, Wally’s strength, Toby’s arrow piercing Flare’s fire. “I wrote to hold it,” she said, pointing to Bridges—saw kids helping me. “It wasn’t just beating the dragon. It was knowing I could—with you all. My freezes are still here, but…” She paused, pen scratching: Fought Flare, found me—school can be mine. Kate listened, hand tight on Lucy’s, the scent of fresh-baked bread drifting upstairs from the kitchen.
A bark—sharp, familiar—cut through the window, with Coco’s giggle and Dad’s chuckle. “The cavalry’s here,” Kate said, smiling. “Everyone’s coming over—Grandma, Bucket, your uncles, Rita. They want to check on you after last night. Dad’s setting up drinks on the veranda.”
Lucy’s heart lifted, diary tucked under her arm. She slipped on shoes and followed Mum to the kitchen. The kitchen buzzed—Matt arranged sandwiches, grinning, “Dragon-slayer’s up!” Coco darted in, pigtails bouncing, hugging Lucy’s waist. “You’re okay!” she squealed. Lucy jotted: Coco—hug, spark. The screen door creaked, Grandma sweeping in, overalls garden-stained, hugging Lucy with earth-scented warmth. “My brave girl,” she murmured. Bucket followed, wineglass in hand, winking. “Took on a beast, kiddo!” Lucy wrote: Grandma—steady, Bucket—wine.
Uncle John and Uncle Ben arrived, John’s suit crisp, Ben’s broad frame filling the doorway. “Fast as a fish, still?” John asked, echoing Easter. Ben ruffled Lucy’s hair, laughing. “Gave us a scare.” Lucy noted: John—fish, Ben—warm. Uncle Richard and Aunty Rita stepped in, Richard’s shirt rumpled, offering a red gummy bear. “For courage,” he said, laugh booming. Rita’s quiet nod held pride. Lucy scribbled: Richard—gummy, Rita—calm.

They spilled onto the veranda, afternoon sun casting long shadows across the wooden boards. Matt poured wine and lemonade, Bucket raised his glass, Coco chattered about dinosaurs. Lucy sipped her drink, tartness sharp, diary open on her lap. She jotted fragments—John’s wit, Ben’s quips, Richard’s stories, Kate’s corrections. Grandma shared a tale of Wally, sparking July 15, 2019, Lucy & the Draft H. Lucy wrote: Wally—strong, like me. The diary held her thoughts, weaving family warmth with a new start, a place where she’d shine.

Uno’s bark sharpened, paired with a glint of steel flashing in the neighbour’s yard. Lucy’s brow furrowed, a tug at her heart. “Mum, where’s Uno?” she asked, closing her diary, pen inside.
Kate laughed, wiping flour. “Racing around the neighbours’ yard—new folks moved in last week. Probably found a playmate.” She squeezed Lucy’s shoulder. “Go check, but don’t be long.”
Lucy grabbed binoculars and diary, darting out, veranda warmth fading into the yard’s green sprawl. Uno’s bark grew urgent, guiding her past the gully. She skidded to a stop, breath catching as Uno bounded through the neighbour’s grass, leaping around a spinning steel glint—wheels catching sun, turning swift. Her gaze lifted, heart racing, landing on curly brown hair, kissed by the sun, tousled by breeze, framing a face breaking into a sharp, radiant grin. Her chest tightened, diary trembling in her hand—Toby, the boy who’d caught her fall, fired an arrow through fire, his eyes steady when hers faltered. She’d written of him—Toby—steady, heart skips—her crush a quiet spark in every note, his strength her anchor in chaos.
“Toby?” Lucy gasped, the name a sob, tears welling as she stumbled forward, binoculars slipping to grass, diary clutched tight.
He froze, eyes widening, grin softening with wonder. “Yeah… you’re…?”
“Lucy,” she choked, dropping to her knees as Uno raced to her, paws warm on her chest, fur soft under shaking hands. She opened her diary, scrawling: Toby—here, real, my friend. Uno yipped, tail wagging wild, weaving between them.
The steel glinted again, wheels turning fully into view, and Lucy’s breath caught—a wheelchair, its frame holding Toby steady, his arms strong but his legs still, just as they’d failed in the Shadows’ grip. Her chest ached, tears spilling as memory flooded—his legs buckling in fire, yet he’d dragged himself to shoot that arrow, his grin unbroken. He’d fought beside her, his own struggle mirroring hers, her freezes a dragon, his legs a shadow. She scribbled, hand shaking: Toby—fought with me, hurts like me, strong like me. Her crush bloomed into awe, heartbreak, love—he was real, his challenges as raw as hers, his strength a light she’d follow anywhere.
“Toby,” she whispered, voice breaking, straining with emotion, tears streaming. “You were there—the dragon, your arrow… your legs…” She clutched the diary, its pages wet with tears, his grin searing her soul.
His eyes glistened, grin faltering, then steadying, raw and radiant. “I saw it too—you, that horse, that fire. Thought it was a dream ‘til now.” His voice cracked, hand trembling as it reached for hers. “My legs… they don’t work here either. But I keep going, like you.”
Lucy sobbed, the weight of his words crashing over her—her epilepsy, his disability, their shared fight in a world of shadows. She grasped his hand, warm and strong, and wrote: Toby—arrow, fire, like me at school. “We fought Flare together,” she said, voice soft but steady. “At school, I’ll be like that—strong, with friends like you.”
A flutter sliced the air—a magpie swooped down, landing between them, black-and-white feathers sharp in light. It cocked its head, staring at Lucy, then Toby, and trilled, a piercing song ringing through her bones—their fight, their fire, their strength. It hopped to Lucy, wings brushing her knee, then nudged Toby’s hand, sealing a pact. Lucy’s tears fell, diary open: Magpie—Melody, knows us. She knew, with every lesson carved into her: she’d stood against fear, leaned on hands that held her, found home, and carried a memory they shared.
Uno whined, nuzzling her, and Toby’s laugh broke through, low, warm, choked with awe. “She knows us,” he said, voice thick, hand steady where the magpie touched. Lucy sank into grass beside Uno, their gazes locking, a tide of wonder swelling. The wheelchair’s wheels shone, his arms a strength she’d trusted—unshakable, real, scarred like her.

“You fought with me,” Lucy whispered, tears streaming. “You’re stronger than I knew.” Her voice cracked, diary trembling with effort: Toby—friend, hero, home.
Toby’s grin softened, tears spilling as he squeezed her hand. “You too, Lucy. You faced that dragon—your dragon. We’re the same.” His words broke, a confession binding them.
The magpie trilled, song weaving light, lifting air. Lucy held his hand, Uno warm at her side, diary open, its pages a map of her soul. It wasn’t a dream—here was Toby, real, impossible, the boy who’d fought beside her, his struggles twined with hers, Uno barking between them, bound by truth she’d forged: resilience in facing freezes, courage in shadows, teamwork with those who held her, guidance leading home, a collective memory tying them. The magpie took flight, wings slicing upward, spiralling over garden—her house aglow with kitchen warmth, veranda where family laughter echoed, rooftops stretching into an afternoon sky streaked with gold. Lucy clung to Toby’s hand, tears soaking her cheeks, a radiant ache flooding her chest—she’d found him, her mirror, her flame, their shared scars a vow etched in starlight, forever bound by a love and fight that would never fade.

















Chapter 8: The Light They Carry - alternative
Lucy’s eyes flickered open, like waking from a dream too bright to hold. The golden glow of her adventure faded, giving way to soft afternoon sunlight spilling through her bedroom window. A breeze tugged at the curtains, carrying the hum of lawnmowers and the smell of cut grass, pulling her back to the quiet of home—far from the wild, fiery chaos she’d left behind. Her throat felt dry, her arms heavy under the quilt, and the air held Mum’s lavender sticks on her nightstand, mixed with a warm whiff of baking from upstairs. It was so different from the noisy Easter at Grandma’s estate. She blinked, the ceiling’s cracks coming into focus. A faint heat pulsed in her chest, like an echo of Flare’s fire, and she let out a small sigh, her gaze landing on her bedside table.
Next to her diary—pages crumpled, scribbled with messy thoughts—sat three special things. An Apple Watch glowed, its compass app’s needle twitching north, like it knew a secret path. Dad’s binoculars lay beside it, strap all tangled from being grabbed in a rush. And a silver feather, edges worn, shimmered in the sunlight, catching her breath. Lucy’s fingers brushed the diary’s cover, its weight steadying her foggy mind. She flipped it open, reading words like “School,” “Bridges,” “Shadows”—each one a thread tying her to a journey too real for dreams. Her eyes caught a line: Toby—caught me, arrow in fire. Her heart skipped, a warm flutter she couldn’t name. She scribbled, hand shaky: Flare’s fire faded, but it’s me—can I be more than freezes at school? “Was it real?” she whispered, voice scratchy, picking up the watch. The compass wiggled, pointing past her room. The binoculars held memories—snakes slithering, bullseyes hit, a boy’s grin. The feather seemed to hum of wings that flew free.
“Lucy, you’re awake!” Mum’s voice burst in, bright with relief. Kate stood in the doorway, apron dusted with flour, eyes shiny with worry and love. She hurried over, sitting on the bed’s edge, brushing hair from Lucy’s face. “Your dad brought you home last night after your seizure at Grandma’s. We were so scared, sweetheart.” Her hand stayed warm on Lucy’s, like a promise.
Lucy clutched her diary tight, its pages keeping her steady. “Mum, I was somewhere else,” she said, voice wobbly, tired from trying. “A dragon—like my freezes. I fought it with you, Dad, Coco… and Toby.” She opened the diary to Wally—strong, like the me I want back, her finger trembling. “I wrote it here—Uno’s bark, the fire. These came back,” she said, holding up the binoculars, their lenses glinting. “The feather’s like Melody’s. The watch… it’s my compass.” Her words hunted for truth. “I’m scared, Mum. School’s new, and I want to be me, not just my shakes.”
Kate’s eyes grew wide, then soft, a tear slipping down as she pulled Lucy into a hug. “Oh, Lucy, you’re stronger than anyone,” she whispered, voice cracking. “School’s a new start. Kids there will see the real you, like we do. Tell me everything.”
Lucy opened her diary, reading to keep her thoughts clear. She told of Uno’s brave dash, Wally’s steady strength, Toby’s arrow slicing through Flare’s fire. “I wrote it to hold on,” she said, pointing to Bridges—saw kids helping me. “It wasn’t just beating the dragon. It was knowing I could—with all of you. My freezes are still here, but…” She paused, pen scratching: Fought Flare, found me—school can be mine. Kate listened, hand squeezing Lucy’s, as the smell of fresh bread floated up from the kitchen.
A sharp bark cut through the window—Uno’s, loud and familiar—mixed with Coco’s giggle and Dad’s laugh. “The cavalry’s here,” Kate said, smiling. “Everyone’s coming—Grandma, Bucket, your uncles, Rita. They want to see you after last night. Dad’s setting up drinks on the veranda.”
Lucy’s heart lifted. She tucked her diary under her arm, slipped on her shoes, and followed Mum to the kitchen. It buzzed with life—Matt stacked sandwiches, grinning, “Dragon-slayer’s up!” Coco zoomed in, pigtails bouncing, hugging Lucy’s waist. “You’re okay!” she squealed. Lucy jotted: Coco—hug, spark. The screen door creaked, and Grandma swept in, overalls smelling of dirt, wrapping Lucy in a warm hug. “My brave girl,” she murmured. Bucket trailed behind, wineglass in hand, winking. “Took on a beast, kiddo!” Lucy wrote: Grandma—steady, Bucket—wine.
Uncle John and Uncle Ben arrived next, John’s suit crisp, Ben’s big frame filling the doorway. “Fast as a fish, still?” John teased, like at Easter. Ben ruffled her hair, laughing. “Gave us a scare.” Lucy noted: John—fish, Ben—warm. Uncle Richard and Aunty Rita came in, Richard’s shirt messy, handing her a red gummy bear. “For courage,” he said, laugh booming. Rita’s quiet nod felt proud. Lucy scribbled: Richard—gummy, Rita—calm.
They spilled onto the veranda, the sun stretching long shadows across the wooden boards. Matt poured wine and lemonade, Bucket raised his glass, and Coco chattered about dinosaurs. Lucy sipped her sharp, tangy drink, diary open on her lap, catching bits of John’s jokes, Ben’s quips, Richard’s stories, and Kate’s fixes. Grandma told a story about Wally, bringing back July 15, 2019, Lucy & the Draft H. Lucy wrote: Wally—strong, like me. Her diary wove family warmth with hopes for a new start, a place to shine.
Uno’s bark turned sharp, joined by a flash of steel in the neighbor’s yard. Lucy’s brow creased, heart tugging. “Mum, where’s Uno?” she asked, closing her diary, pen tucked inside. Kate laughed, wiping flour. “Racing around the neighbors’ yard—new folks moved in last week. Probably found a friend. Go check, but hurry back.”
Lucy grabbed her binoculars and diary, darting out, the veranda’s warmth fading into the yard’s green sprawl. Uno’s barks grew louder, leading her past the gully. She stopped short, breath catching as Uno bounced through the neighbor’s grass, circling a shiny steel glint—wheels spinning, catching the sun. Her eyes lifted, heart racing, landing on curly brown hair, sun-kissed and messy in the breeze, framing a face with a wide, bright grin. Her chest tightened, diary shaking in her hands—Toby, the boy who caught her when she fell, who shot an arrow through fire, his eyes steady when hers wobbled. She’d written about him—Toby—steady, heart skips—his strength like a light in her storm.
“Toby?” Lucy gasped, his name a sob, tears stinging as she stumbled forward, binoculars dropping to the grass, diary clutched tight. He froze, eyes wide, grin softening with wonder. “Yeah… you’re…?”
“Lucy,” she choked, sinking to her knees as Uno raced over, paws warm on her chest, fur soft under her shaky hands. She opened her diary, scrawling: Toby—here, real, my friend. Uno yipped, tail wagging, darting between them.
The steel flashed again, wheels rolling into view—a wheelchair, holding Toby steady, his arms strong but legs still, just like in the Shadows’ grip. Her heart ached, tears spilling as memories rushed in—his legs giving out in the fire, yet he dragged himself to shoot that arrow, grin never fading. He fought with her, his struggle like hers, her freezes a dragon, his legs a shadow. She scribbled, hand trembling: Toby—fought with me, hurts like me, strong like me. Her crush grew into awe, heartbreak, love—he was real, his challenges as true as hers, his strength a light she’d follow anywhere.
“Toby,” she whispered, voice breaking, tears streaming. “You were there—the dragon, your arrow… your legs…” She gripped the diary, pages wet with tears, his grin burning in her heart.
His eyes shimmered, grin wobbling, then steadying, full of feeling. “I saw it too—you, that horse, that fire. Thought it was a dream ‘til now.” His voice cracked, hand shaking as it reached for hers. “My legs… they don’t work here either. But I keep going, like you.”
Lucy sobbed, his words hitting hard—her epilepsy, his disability, their shared fight in a tough world. She grabbed his hand, warm and strong, and wrote: Toby—arrow, fire, like me at school. “We fought Flare together,” she said, voice soft but sure. “At school, I’ll be strong, with friends like you.”
Toby’s grin widened, eyes bright. “You’ll be amazing, Lucy. Guess what? I’m starting at Fig Tree School next week. My mum said it’s a place where everyone fits in.” He paused, squeezing her hand. “You going there too?”
Lucy’s breath caught, hope sparking like a star. “Yeah, that’s my new school!” she said, voice lifting. “We’ll be there together?”
“Together,” Toby nodded, his smile a promise.
A flutter cut the air—a magpie swooped down, landing between them, black-and-white feathers sharp in the light. It tilted its head, looking at Lucy, then Toby, and sang a clear, ringing song that echoed their fight, their fire, their strength. It hopped to Lucy, wings brushing her knee, then nudged Toby’s hand, like sealing a promise. Lucy’s tears fell, diary open: Magpie—Melody, knows us. She knew every lesson in her heart: facing fear, holding onto those who cared, finding home in shared moments.
Uno whined, nuzzling her, and Toby’s laugh broke through, warm and full of wonder. “She knows us,” he said, voice thick, hand steady where the magpie touched. Lucy sank into the grass beside Uno, their eyes locking, a wave of wonder growing. The wheelchair’s wheels gleamed, his arms a strength she trusted—real, scarred, like her.
“You fought with me,” Lucy whispered, tears streaming. “You’re stronger than I knew.” Her voice shook, diary trembling: Toby—friend, hero, home.
Toby’s grin softened, tears spilling as he squeezed her hand. “You too, Lucy. You faced that dragon—your dragon. We’re the same.” His words broke, tying them together.
The magpie sang again, its song weaving light, lifting the air. Lucy held his hand, Uno warm at her side, diary open, its pages a map of her heart. This wasn’t a dream—here was Toby, real, incredible, the boy who fought beside her, his struggles twined with hers. Uno barked, happy between them, bound by the truth she’d found: strength in facing freezes, courage in shadows, friends who held her, a path leading home, memories tying them tight. The magpie flew up, wings slicing high, circling over the garden—her house glowing with kitchen warmth, veranda ringing with family laughs, rooftops stretching into a sky streaked with gold. Lucy clung to Toby’s hand, tears wet on her cheeks, a bright ache in her chest—she’d found him, her mirror, her flame, their shared scars a promise carved in starlight, a love and fight that would never fade.


Chapter 8: The Light They Carry – Source.
Lucy slowly opened her eyes, as if emerging from a hazy dream where last night’s wild adventure faded into the gentle, golden light of a warm afternoon streaming through her bedroom window. The delicate flutter of cotton curtains stirred in a soft breeze, carrying with it the distant hum of lawnmowers and the fresh scent of cut grass, anchoring her in the tranquil quiet of home—a stark contrast to the chaotic, fiery upheaval of a world on edge. Her throat felt scratchy and dry, her limbs weighed down beneath a heavy quilt, while the familiar aroma of Mom’s lavender sticks mingled with a subtle, comforting warmth drifting from the kitchen upstairs. In this serene space, the memory of the Easter tumult at Grandma’s estate felt like another world. As her eyes adjusted, the rough texture of the ceiling came into focus, and a faint heat, reminiscent of Flare’s lingering presence, warmed her chest. A slow, reflective sigh escaped her as her gaze drifted toward the bedside table.
Resting on the table, beside an open diary with creased pages filled with frantic scribbles, lay three treasured artifacts: an Apple Watch with its screen softly aglow, the compass app’s needle quivering insistently towards the north; a pair of Dad’s binoculars, their strap haphazardly tangled from a hurried usage; and a silver feather, its edges lovingly frayed yet catching the morning’s golden light as if it held a secret magic. Lucy’s breath caught as her fingers grazed the well-worn cover of the diary—a visible tether anchoring her fragile thoughts. With careful reverence, she flipped the diary open, her eyes tracing cryptic entries marked with simple words: School, Bridges, Shadows—each a delicate thread weaving together memories of a journey so vivid it defied the boundaries of dreams. Then her gaze fixed on a line that read: Toby—caught me, arrow in fire. Her pulse raced, each beat pulsing with the remembrance of that defining moment, as if the very air around her reaffirmed its truth.
Her trembling hand added another line in her familiar scrawl: “Flare’s fire faded, but it’s me—can I be more than freezes at school?” The words blended hope and uncertainty. In a hushed, raw murmur, she lifted the glowing watch from the table. The compass needle seemed almost to shiver, pointing beyond her quiet room. Nearby, Dad’s binoculars held the echoes of past adventures—fleeting images of a snake darting through shadows, a bullseye struck in the heat of battle, and the memory of a boy’s steady smile that had once lifted her spirits. The silver feather, resting silently, appeared to whisper secrets of wings in flight, hinting at a potential escape from her limitations.
“Lucy, you’re awake!” a bright and loving voice broke the quiet, filled with relief. In the doorway stood Mum—Kate—with an apron dusted in flour from a busy morning, her eyes glistening with both worry and tender affection. She moved across the room with deliberate care, settling on the edge of the bed. Gently, she brushed a loose lock of hair from Lucy’s face and said, “Your dad brought you home last night after that terrible seizure at Grandma’s. We were so scared, sweetheart.” Her warm hand lingered on Lucy’s, lending silent solace.
Clutching the familiar notebook close to her chest, Lucy’s voice came out quivering as she spoke, “Mum, I was somewhere else.” The fatigue of her inner battle seeped into every word as she continued, “I saw a dragon—like the ones in my freezes—and I fought it with everyone: you, Dad, Coco… and Toby.” With a hesitant yet determined gesture, she turned to a page marked with the word “Wally—strong, like the me I want back,” her finger trembling over the ink. “I wrote everything down—the sound of Uno’s determined bark, the roar and crackle of fire. Those moments, they came rushing back,” she explained, lifting Dad’s binoculars so that the lenses caught shards of light. “This feather reminds me of Melody, and the watch acts like my compass.” Her eyes, shimmering with the mix of fear and longing for truth, met her mother’s. “I’m scared, Mum. The school is new, and I want everyone to see the real me, not just someone defined by my freezes.”
Mum’s eyes widened, and in that moment, a single tear escaped, trailing down her cheek as she enveloped Lucy in a tight, comforting hug. “Oh, Lucy, you are stronger than anyone I’ve ever known,” she whispered, her voice cracking with emotion. “This new school is a fresh start, and I promise, they’ll see the real you, just as we do.” Leaning closer, she gently urged, “Now, tell me everything.”
Taking a deep breath, Lucy began to share her story. With the diary propped open in front of her, she recounted each vivid detail: Uno’s fearless charge, the steadfast strength of Wally, and the unforgettable moment when Toby’s arrow had slashed through the wildfire of Flare’s fury. “Every word I wrote was like a lifeline,” she explained, pointing to words scrawled under the heading Bridges—where she recalled other kids lending their hands when she needed help. “It wasn’t just about defeating the dragon. It was about discovering that I can do so much more, especially with all of you by my side. My freezes are still here, but…” She paused, the sound of her pen scratching across the page marking her hesitation as she recorded: “Fought Flare, found me—school can be mine.” All the while, Mum listened intently, her hand firm on Lucy’s, as the soft aroma of freshly baked bread wound its way upstairs, blending reassurance with homely comfort.
Then, a piercing bark shattered the conversation—sharp, familiar, and filled with urgency—accompanied by the lilting giggle of Coco and Dad’s warm, deep chuckle echoing in the background. “Looks like the cavalry has arrived,” Mum remarked with a gentle smile. “Everyone’s on their way—Grandma, Bucket, your uncles, even Rita. They all want to check on you after last night. Your dad’s already setting up drinks on the veranda.”
Lucy felt a surge of lightness in her heart as she tucked her diary under her arm and quickly slipped on her shoes, joining Mum as they made their way to the bustling kitchen. The room was alive with energy: Matt was busy assembling sandwiches at the counter while grinning broadly as he joked, “Dragon-slayer’s up!” Coco darted in with boundless energy, her bouncing pigtails almost a blur as she wrapped her arms around Lucy’s waist with joyful exclamation, “You’re okay!” Lucy couldn’t help but note in her diary: “Coco—hug, spark.” At that moment, the screen door creaked open to reveal Grandma, her overalls stained with the earth of her garden and carrying an aroma reminiscent of fresh soil and sun-warmed fields, as she enveloped Lucy in an embrace that radiated steady, nurturing care. “My brave girl,” Grandma murmured softly. Bucket soon followed—a playful wink and a held wineglass in hand—as he teased, “Took on a beast, kiddo!” prompting Lucy to note separately: “Grandma—steady; Bucket—wine.”
Later, Uncle John and Uncle Ben arrived, each atmosphere distinct in their appearance—John, dressed in a crisply pressed suit, and Ben, whose broad, open smile and sturdy frame filled the doorway effortlessly. “Fast as a fish, still?” John teased in reference to some well-known Easter pranks, while Ben ruffled Lucy’s hair with an affectionate laugh. Lucy made a quick notepad entry: John—fish; Ben—warm. Soon after, Uncle Richard and Aunty Rita entered. Richard’s shirt was casually rumpled, and he extended a bright red gummy bear as if it were a tiny award. “For courage,” he boomed with heartfelt mirth, while Rita offered a quiet, proud nod. Lucy scribbled swiftly: “Richard—gummy bear; Rita—calm reassurance.”
Before long, the entire family spilled out onto the veranda, where the afternoon sun cast long, dramatic shadows across the weathered wooden boards. Matt moved fluidly between bottles of wine and pitchers of freshly squeezed lemonade, pouring drinks with practiced ease; Bucket raised his glass in a triumphant salute, and little Coco chattered animatedly about dinosaurs as if they were the most magical creatures on earth. Lucy, her gaze drifting between her family’s faces and the diary resting on her lap, sipped her tart drink slowly. She scribbled fragments of the afternoon—snippets of John’s witty remarks, Ben’s gentle teasing, Richard’s enthralling stories, and Mum’s careful corrections. In a quiet interlude, Grandma regaled them with a detailed tale of Wally from a sun-drenched July 15, 2019—a day when Lucy and her friends had embarked on an unforgettable adventure. In a neat line, Lucy wrote: “Wally—strong, just like me.” The diary, now more than a record of fantastical events, wove together strands of familial warmth with the promise of a new beginning—a place where her true self would finally shine.
A sudden, urgent bark from outside snapped Lucy’s attention back to the present, accompanied by a sharp glint of steel in the neighbor’s yard. Her brow furrowed and her heart gave a small, painful tug. “Mum, where’s Uno?” she asked, her tone anxious as she gently closed her diary, the pen still wedged between the pages. Mum chuckled softly while wiping away stray flecks of flour from her apron. “He’s probably racing around the neighbor’s yard—those new folks moved in just last week. I bet he’s found a new playmate,” she explained, squeezing Lucy’s shoulder gently. “Now, go check on him, but don’t be too long.”
Grabbing Dad’s binoculars and holding her diary close, Lucy darted out into the yard. The inviting warmth of the veranda faded behind her as she stepped onto a sprawling patch of green. Each step made the grass whisper under her sneakers, and Uno’s increasingly urgent barking led her past a small gully blanketed with clover and wildflowers. Abruptly, she skidded to a halt as Uno bounded forward with exuberance, weaving between tall blades of grass and circling a bright, spinning glint of steel—wheels reflecting the sun’s brilliance as they turned swiftly.
Her eyes lifted in surprise, and her heart pounded as she caught sight of a cascade of curly brown hair, sun-kissed and playfully tousled by the breeze. It framed a face that had just erupted into a radiant grin, sharp and genuine. In that heart-stopping moment, her chest tightened and her diary trembled in her grasp—it was Toby, the same boy whose brave gesture had once halted her fall, the one who had fired an arrow through the heart of chaos. Every written note that whispered his name—“Toby—steady, heart skips”—echoed a quiet, enduring spark in her soul, his strength an unwavering anchor amid the swirling storm.
“Toby?” she gasped, the word escaping as a broken whisper. Tears welled in her eyes as she staggered forward, letting the binoculars slip softly onto the emerald grass while clutching her diary as if it were a lifeline.
Toby froze in his tracks, his eyes widening in a mix of surprise and tender wonder, his smile softening as he recognized her. “Yeah… you’re…?” he managed, disbelief tangling in his tone.
“Lucy,” she choked out, collapsing softly onto her knees on the soft grass, Uno bounding over with warm, reassuring barks, paws pressing gently against her chest. In that instant, as the diary lay open and vulnerable, she scribbled new words: Toby—here, real, my friend. Uno yipped happily as his tail whipped between them, a living symbol of the bond they shared.
Then, as if fate was to deliver one final, heart-wrenching scene, the glint of steel reappeared. Wheels rotated steadily into view—a wheelchair now trampling across the lawn. There, Toby sat, his frame supported by the metallic device; his strong arms carried his unwavering spirit, yet his legs remained still, a stark reminder of the Shadows’ cruel magic. Emotion tightened Lucy’s chest, and memories flashed unbidden—the vision of his legs failing amid a blaze of fire, yet his determination driving him to fire that crucial arrow, all in one heroic act. With trembling fingers and watery eyes, she scribbled hurriedly: Toby—fought with me, hurts like me, strong like me. In that raw moment, her crush transformed into a profound blend of awe, heartbreak, and love; here was a boy whose struggles mirrored her own, whose courage lit up the darkest recesses of her soul.
“Toby,” she whispered again, voice cracking under a torrent of emotion as tears spilled freely down her cheeks, “you were there—the dragon, your arrow... your legs.” Her hand gripped the diary tighter, and its inked pages bore not only her words but her despair and hope intertwined. His eyes, shining with both sorrow and resilience, met hers. His voice cracked as he replied, “I saw it too—you, that wild horse, that roaring fire. I thought it was just a vivid dream until this very moment.” His hand reached out, trembling slightly before enveloping hers. “My legs… they don’t work here either, but I keep on fighting, just like you do.”
In the raw silence that followed, Lucy sobbed as the weight of his words cascaded over her. In that shared space of vulnerability, their silent battles—her epilepsy, his disability—melded into a mutual courage. Clasping his warm, strong hand, Lucy scribbled one final line in her diary: Toby—arrow, fire, like me at school. “We fought Flare together,” she affirmed softly, “and at school, I’ll be just as strong—with friends like you by my side.”
At that very moment, a sudden flutter cut sharply through the heavy air; a magpie swooped down with sudden urgency, its black and white wings slicing through the light. It landed between them, cocking its head inquisitively as if to inspect their shared secret. The bird’s sharp, piercing trilled song resonated through the quiet afternoon, each note echoing the essence of their fight, of their inner fires and newfound strength. The magpie then hopped directly onto Lucy, its wings delicately brushing against her knee, and nudged Toby’s hand with gentle insistence. Lucy quickly jotted in her diary: Magpie—Melody, knows us. In that delicate moment of shared understanding, every lesson she had ever learned crystallized; the realization that she had faced fear, leaned on those who truly held her, and discovered a home in the hearts of those who loved her. The magpie took off, its wings arcing gracefully upward and spiraling above the garden—a final salute before disappearing into the light where the house glowed with the comforting warmth of the kitchen and the joyful echoes of family on the veranda.
Lucy clutched Toby’s hand as if it were a lifeline, the tears now mingling with the remnants of a radiant ache that filled her chest. Here, at last, was her mirror, her flame—bound forever by their scars and the promise of a shared journey. “You fought with me,” she whispered, her voice trembling with honesty and gratitude, “and you’re stronger than I ever knew.” The diary, still open on the emerald grass, bore her final inscription: Toby—friend, hero, home.
In response, Toby’s soft, tearful smile deepened as he squeezed her hand, his eyes brimming with shared vulnerability. “You too, Lucy,” he confessed quietly, his voice thick with emotion, “you faced that dragon—your very own inner storm—and you did it. We are not so different after all.” His words floated in the humid air, a binding confession that sealed their entwined fates.
The magpie’s trilled melody rose again, a piece of nature’s symphony that seemed to stitch the moment together with light and wind. Lucy held tight to his hand as Uno whined softly at her feet, and together they stayed rooted in that place—a garden of memories and blossoming hope. The diary, with its scrawled entries mapping the contours of her soul, was no longer just a chronicle of fantastical escapades but a living testament to facing freezes, embracing courage in the depths of shadows, and finding that no one ever truly fights alone.
As the magpie soared high over the sunlit rooftops, the golden afternoon continued to embrace the house, its veranda resonating with family laughter. Lucy, still clinging to Toby’s steady hand, felt each tear as a promise—a promise that through love, struggle, and shared scars, a future filled with light and resilience awaited, forever etched like an enduring vow under the endless, starlit sky.


