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      Faster, faster, must run faster… must get away!” I screamed to myself in my head. I could feel the horrible dark thing starting to close in behind me; closer and closer it came. There was an exhausting heaviness to the atmosphere, and an acidic mist that made it hard to breathe. I held my throat and started to choke, and then a deafening roar filled my ears, spurring me to run even faster still, panic gripping my body. I was stumbling over all sorts of obstacles, and I knew that whatever was chasing me would soon catch up and grab me. As I pushed forward, trying to escape with such urgency my feet felt like they were glued into lead boots, my heart was pounding hard. I couldn’t let it catch me, I just couldn’t.

      “Helayna!” I cried. “Run…”

      My cries felt like they were a whisper. Although I tried to scream as loud as I could, it was as if no sound would come out of my mouth, and all that emerged was a muffled mess. I couldn’t get the sound out loud enough to warn Helayna. My feet now felt like they were sinking into the ground as I ran, and I was slowly coming to a complete and utter stop. My fight was over and I screamed and screamed and screamed as the dark thing grabbed me.

      Suddenly, and to my ultimate relief, I was brought to my senses by the feeling of my arm being shaken as I tossed and turned in horror.

      “Beck, Beck, you’re dreaming, love… Wake up, darling, you’re just having a dream.”

      It was Mum; she was sitting close to me on the side of my bed, whispering to me. I was so glad to see her. I flung my arms around her neck and hung on tightly. I was panting as if I had just run a mile race; out of breath and with beads of sweat spotting my brow.

      “You must try and get over this, Becks, you know nothing can hurt you now,” she said sweetly to me, and I knew that she was right, but the dream was so real and so had been a most recent ordeal.

      “Lie down now and go back to sleep,” she said, as she stroked my cheek.

      I knew I was safe, so I did as she asked and pulled my duvet up to my ears, even though it was really warm outside. Mum left the bedroom and blew me a kiss on her way out. She’s such a great mum, and I love her loads. There was no noise to be heard outside, and I soon started to drift back to sleep.

      I’d been having these nightmares for the past couple of weeks; but a lot had happened to me recently, and I was still trying to come to terms with it all. Strange things do happen to some people.

      Strange things have been happening to me for most of my life, and I guess I should take this opportunity to explain some of them to you. It’s hard to know where to start really, but I know that some of you will relate to what I am about to tell.

      Let’s start by asking whether you have ever noticed in the corner of your eye a little flicker of light and wondered what it was; or in the garden caught sight of something super small but intriguing darting about among the plants, brambles and trees on a crisp frosty morning – or maybe in the early evening in summer – but you couldn’t quite make out what it was. I have seen these things. In fact, it used to drive me crazy, but on closer scrutiny, and with much patience, and the intention of getting to the bottom of what kept zinging about just outside my line of vision, it soon became clear to me that what I was witnessing were not insects buzzing about, but tiny little beings, humanlike in form, going about their daily business.

      I also remember the minute little birds that used to fly with them; they were so small they could have been mistaken for moths, and perhaps they were, with their silky satin-like wings that glowed the most vibrant and deepest iridescent green and blue. They would fly almost motionlessly, like little hummingbirds, darting in and out of the heavily scented roses and other flora; if I was lucky enough to see them, then I was likely, if I sat quietly and patiently, to see a little being playing close by.

      I feel almost embarrassed talking about them for fear of being ridiculed; you see, people don’t tend to believe in such things these days, even though they were held in high regard in centuries past. However, I’m sure you will have more of an open mind by the time you have read my story. In modern times, people often refer to them as elementals; I call them faery folk.

      I can’t quite remember when I first started seeing them, so I guess they must have always been there. I remember on a few occasions they came into the house, but I never questioned having them about. They knew about me, and the fact that I was watching them, and if anything, they appeared to want to be around me, particularly at times when I was in need of support. If I was desperately sad or cross about something, they would arrive, as large as life itself, as if to say, “Hey, please feel better, we’re here to help you.”

      I remember sobbing into the pillow on my bed after my beloved old cat Arthur died; I had never believed that the death of something I loved so very much would leave me feeling so much grief and pain and affect me so badly. My heart felt like it was truly breaking. I had never lost a family member before, and my cat was like a little brother to me; he was always around. I used to talk to him, tell him my feelings, play with him. He loved chasing falling leaves in the garden and anything that I cared to drag around the house for him. He seemed to know my thoughts.

      He didn’t really hunt for birds anymore; he was old, and besides, he only had one eye. When he was young, he used to fight with other tom cats, and on one occasion he came off worst. The poor thing had his eye scratched so badly that he had to have an operation to have it removed. In his older years he spent hours snoozing on the patio in the sunshine, or on the window seat cushion in my bedroom, and just loved being cuddled and loved.

      Mum and Dad were sad too at the loss of Arthur, but they seemed to manage their emotions very well and didn’t cry. I wanted to be alone. I couldn’t bear the fact that Dad was burying him in the far corner of the garden on that particular Saturday afternoon. He had dug a large hole under our old walnut tree, and I couldn’t understand why my little brother William was standing there and watching the whole ceremony with utter intrigue and not a tear in sight. In William’s defence, he was only three and a half years old at the time, and didn’t really understand what death was, and the finality of it all. I was seven and it hurt so bad. I couldn’t bear the thought that Arthur would be cloaked by the cold dark earth, so I offered Dad one of my old jumpers to wrap him in before he was taken down the garden. I could not, and would not, be a part of Arthur’s final journey, the pain was simply too hard to cope with and the deep ache in my heart just wouldn’t go away. I beat at my pillow and cried and cried.

      I was starting to drift off to sleep, through pure emotional exhaustion, when I heard them. They were climbing through the gap where my sash window was open, and one of them had bumped into a glass crystal lamp that stood on a small table next to the window. Its lovely little glass beads clinked gently with the movement, and it caught my attention as lots of little rainbow reflections started darting erratically around the bedroom ceiling and walls.

      There were two of them, both tiny females in pale green. There was a luminescent glow about them as they crept quietly in. I don’t recall seeing wings, but these were clearly tiny magical beings. They stood upright together looking at me. They both took a handful of something from little pouches that were connected to their tiny belts and threw it up into the air, waving their arms around wildly. The air seemed to come alive, and I soon felt bathed by a warm golden glow that slowly and gently filled the room. It felt as if they had showered me with all the love they could possibly muster, and for a while, I felt a little more peaceful and calmer inside. I was still horribly sad, but my pain had been eased just a little.

      The purpose of their visit was to take some of my pain away. I gave them a gentle and exhausted smile, whispered to them, “Thank you,” and with that they leaped back nimbly across to the window seat, climbed back out onto the windowsill, made their way, I presume, back down the wisteria plant and were gone. I then went into a deep sleep.

      Sometime later I caught them stealing from the kitchen. We had French doors that opened onto the patio from the breakfast area, and when Mum had baked my favourite golden syrup and peanut cookies and the weather was warm, she would throw them open to aerate the house.

      It was late evening during mid-summer, and I must have been about eight years old. It was warm and I couldn’t sleep so I decided to sneak down to the kitchen and help myself to one of the freshly baked treats. As I crossed the kitchen and approached the pantry, which was situated close to the open French doors, I noticed the unmistakable luminescent glow coming from within. I crept forward quietly and was astonished and delighted to see that four or five little faeries, male and female, had created a chain and were helping themselves to some of the sweet sticky delights from the biscuit tin. Two of them had eased the top off with a cheese knife, and after scaling the tin and tipping one of the biscuits out, were busy breaking it up with what looked like little axes. They were then dropping the pieces down to the others to push into large bags that they held slung over their shoulders. They were making one heck of a mess with so many crumbs, but I guessed that our friendly little house mouse would soon be around to pick up any leftovers.

      The little folk clearly liked Mum’s baking, so rather than disturb them, I crept silently back out of the kitchen and returned up the stairs to bed, grabbing a ripe apple from the fruit bowl in the hallway instead.

      I never spoke about seeing the faeries to Mum and Dad, even though Mum spoke of them often and had the most wonderful faery ornaments dotted around the house. I just accepted that they were around. On reflection, I suppose it’s all part of the wonder of being a child and having a mind wide open to all the possibilities this wonderful universe of ours has to offer.

      My name by the way is Becky Piper, and by the time I had reached the age of twelve, I wondered whether anyone else could see faeries. The urge to talk about what I had seen grew stronger and stronger and eventually I confided in my good friends Helayna, Alex and Tom, who initially just teased me about it.

      Alex and Tom are brothers from the farm next door, and I have known them since we moved to Holly House some six years ago. They are the same age as me, and our mothers were, and still are, very good friends. The boys are twins, though they don’t look that much alike, and they have very different tastes. Tom is mad on karate and is now a brown belt, but Alex has no interest in karate at all, and would rather play rugby, which Tom hates. And Tom has his sandy hair cut short, whilst Alex has a mass of curls. Anyhow, I knew the boys well and I knew I could trust them.

      Helayna is the daughter of the local vicar, Reverend Timmis. We have been friends since nursery. She’s fun and full of mischief, with a flock of the lightest blond hair that looks mostly quite scruffy, and the biggest, bluest eyes I have ever seen. She, apart from Mum, is my best friend in the whole world and I know that she will always be there for me.

      We live in a small village high on the edge of the city of Oxford. I am fortunate enough to live in a lovely rambling house that has one of those hexagonal-shaped glass observatories up in the attic space on the top of the roof; the views over the city are awesome, especially at night when the city is lit up with streetlights and looks as if it’s on fire, alive with twinkling embers. Early in the morning it looks hauntingly beautiful as the mist drifts eerily over the rooftops and church spires, and the bells of all the churches chime in unison. The roof of the observatory has a copper top to it, which has turned a distinct blue-green colour over many, many years. Sitting on the top of that is an old gold-painted weathercock, which detects which way the wind is blowing.

      The observatory is a favourite place for my friends and me to meet up. It is a quiet and out of the way spot where we can chatter and not be disturbed by anyone. It has a particular smell about it – a kind of musty smell; old wood, old plaster and old peeling paint I guess. My dad hasn’t quite got round to decorating it yet, but we like it just the way it is.

      I like to spend time with my dad there in the evening with my telescope and watch the moon and stars. I never get tired of looking at the craters and mountains all over the moon’s surface, and just wish I could catch sight of a UFO. I know that one day I will. I often wonder whether there is life there on the moon, hiding deep under the surface. I am sure there must be and one day I will have the evidence to prove it.

      My dad, Chris, bought our house cheap when it was absolutely dilapidated and has, over the years, painstakingly and lovingly restored it. We came from a modest house previously, but my dad writes songs and luckily a few of them were hits for a well-known recording artist and that made him a lot of money. He used that money to follow his dream and found our current place.

      Dad built himself a small studio in one of the downstairs wings and kitted it out with all the latest musical gadgets and instruments, and he spends a lot of his time working on new songs in there. Sometimes we have pop stars come to the house too, which at first was really exciting, but I’ve become quite used to it now. My friends are still totally bowled over by it, and often ask to come round for tea when someone famous is staying over.

      Dad has great fun with us in the garden, playing chase, and badminton and football; Mum chases him when he gets too close to her flowerbeds. We have a tennis court over one side, a big patio and terrace out the back, with steps down to a huge lawn. There is a large wild pond on the other side of the garden and a shallow wood that stretches all around the whole lot.

      Over by the tennis court Mum has her vegetable garden. Her name is Rachel. She’s great, and just loves being outside. I love going down the garden to gather up vegetables for dinner. She gives me a list, and I go and pick it. I love the taste of raw runner beans, little cherry tomatoes straight off the plant and fresh carrots.

      Mum likes to take us down to the woody part of our garden and make up stories; she’s a great storyteller. She talks about nature and how we should appreciate and care for it, and how we should love and protect animals. I am learning quite a lot now about the earth’s energies, and what makes things grow. It all sounds a bit unreal, but I’m starting to get a grasp of what she’s been teaching us.

      Inside my house we have one of those big curved wide staircases, like the ones you see in big houses in movies. Dad is particularly proud of it, as he worked hard on it to make it look good again. I like to glide down the banister rail on a cushion when I am feeling particularly adventurous.

      We have seven bedrooms upstairs. Five big ones on the first floor, and two huge rooms in the attic area that are used for Dad’s gym and Mum’s creative hobbies.

      My bedroom is great. It’s quite a big room, and in it Mum built me a cabin bed, with cupboards above and below, and pretty curtains with purple netting and silver stars all around the edges. My room is full of old things that I just can’t bear to give away, like my old doll’s house, old rocking horse and dressing up box full of Mum’s old zany clothes. It is a colourful and funky room, painted in purples, pinks and blues. It suits my personality.

      I collect crystals and have a little dish of them by my bed. I like them as they are said to have magical properties. I sleep with a little piece of amethyst under my pillow, as I was told that this particular stone helps you sleep and protects you from bad dreams, and you know? I’m sure I sleep better. I have hung pretty quartz crystals in my window and enjoy the rainbow dashes, when the sun shines, as they dance on my bedroom walls in the breeze.

      My mum, I suppose, has always been a little bit eccentric. She loves crystals and nature and has a bookcase full of books on all things mystical, magical and wacky. She’s always dipping into them and coming out with some weird quote or another. Some of what she has to say, though, makes perfect sense to me. Dad doesn’t share her passion, but he respects her views and is interested in what she has to say.

      Soon after moving to the house, Dad and Mum decided to employ the services of retired gardener Mr. Hedges, quite an apt name, I thought, for such a profession. Judging by the way he walks and the way he talks, which isn’t very often, I would say he must be about one hundred and two years old. He wears the same clothes day after day: a navy bib and brace overall, a tweed flat cap and tweed overcoat. It never seems to matter whether it’s a scorching summer’s day, or the middle of winter, Mr. Hedges never wears anything different. He doesn’t have a wife or children of his own, and he doesn’t like people much, but he does keep the garden looking beautiful.

      He comes to the house two days a week. He’s courteous to Mum and Dad, but he’s not really sociable. Dad bought him one of those sit-on mowers second hand from the local cricket club, so he can mow the lawn in comfort, without getting too worn out. He was so thrilled he really did crack a smile, and I often see him whizzing round the garden, sometimes twice a week when the grass is growing fast. I would love to have a ride on the mower, but he never lets us near, and just shouts and flails his arms around if we ever approach the vicinity where he’s working. Mum tells us to take no notice of his grumpiness because he keeps the garden looking nice. I have to admit, because of his scary nature, we kids have often surmised about what he may or may not have done to anyone that upset him, particularly as he has some pretty awesome tools stored in my dad’s shed, and we kids have particularly wild imaginations.

      I remember one occasion when Mr. Hedges was working in the back garden, deadheading the roses with his secateurs; Mum asked me to go and ask him if he would like a cup of tea or a cold drink. I skipped happily down the garden to where he was, and he went from being in quite a relaxed working position, to standing rigid and looking at the ground.

      “Mr. Hedges, Mum wondered if you might like a cup of tea or a cold drink?”

      There was no reply, so I asked again.

      “Mr. Hedges, would you like a cup of tea or a…”

      “Tea with sugar, girl!” he snapped, without even looking at me. He just stood rigid, looking at the ground, and he did the same when I brought the cup of tea out to him. I couldn’t understand why he would never really look at Mum or me when we talked to him. He spoke more easily with my dad, but even then, he was a bit quiet. Mum thought he must have been hurt, perhaps by a failed romance, and maybe this had made him bitter and sad. What a shame, I thought. He just seemed so unhappy.

      The last person I really need to tell you about is Martha, our cleaning lady. Mum doesn’t much like the thought of having someone to come in and help with the cleaning. The truth is, she’s so busy growing fruit and vegetables, painting or enjoying another of her many hobbies that she just doesn’t have time to keep on top of the housework. Martha comes in on a Tuesday and Friday morning. She vacuums right through, mops the floors and dusts everywhere. She must be sixty-something years old; she’s quite a pretty lady but she’s very, very shy. She never got married and lives alone in the village. She has a pretty little cottage that’s covered in honeysuckle and rambling roses. She likes to have a cup of tea and a biscuit with Mum occasionally, but even then, she doesn’t really have much to say, she just drinks her tea up quickly and gets on with her chores.

      I’ve caught Mr. Hedges glancing at her from time to time when she’s been putting the washing out, but the two of them have never spoken. I often think that although they are quite an odd pair, they would probably make quite a happy couple. The trouble with that, though, is that Mr. Hedges is clearly too grumpy, and Martha is much too shy for them to ever get to know one another.
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      The summer holidays were fast approaching. It was the middle of June, and we were all looking forward to a good rest from school. The weather was warm and sultry. It was so light in the evenings now that my friends and I were able to meet up regularly in the late afternoon, and for a while after dinner if we didn’t have homework to do. We felt happy and carefree, and it felt so good to be young.

      It was a bright and sunny Saturday morning and I’d bounced out of bed, freshened up, and asked Mum if I could pack myself up a bit of a picnic as I was meeting Helayna, Alex and Tom. We were all gathering at Helayna’s house. Her father was away visiting the church in the next parish, so the coast was clear to get together in the graveyard and tell stories; this was one of our favourite pastimes. Mum was fine about it but insisted that I sat down and had some breakfast first. So, after that, I made a cheese salad roll, helped myself to a chocolate muffin, finished it off with a nice apple and made myself a drink of orange squash.

      “That’ll do me,” I said to myself.

      It was almost ten a.m. Mum had just opened the door to let a visiting friend and her son in; he’d come to play with William, and before she could close the door again, I bounded out.

      “See you sometime later this afternoon, Mum,” I chirped.

      “About when?” queried Mum.

      “Mmmm… by four p.m. I’ll be with Helayna at her house, bye…”

      “Have you got your phone with you?”

      “Of course,” I sighed.

      Rucksack slung over my back, I hot-footed it up to Helayna’s house. It was very old and made of stone, and it belonged to the church. It was a lovely Gothic-looking building with huge arched windows; the kind that you see on buildings in creepy story books and Scooby Doo cartoons. It had fancy leaded windows and heaps of ivy creeping up the walls. It wasn’t scary though, which is quite surprising considering it was right next to the church and graveyard.

      The church was old, about five hundred years I think, and the graveyard was full to bursting with old graves. Some of the tombstones were fascinating, and quite unique. One that always grabbed our attention was a very unusual grave; it was that of a soldier who had been killed during World War I. His tombstone was of a full-sized stone soldier lying on the top of a stone plinth. He was in uniform, and his sword lay by his side; his boots looked so real. He had a moustache, and his eyes were closed, and two little girls knelt at his feet; I wondered whether they might be sculptures of his children. He must have been a young father when he died, and most probably of high standing, as a grave like this must have cost a fortune. It was sad, but to be very honest, you don’t really think about how sad it is when you’re young; you just think about how creepy it is, how weird it is and how thrilling it is to be close to something so out of the ordinary.

      Some of the headstones stood so high that they came up to my chin. They had lots of inscriptions on them, and some were over two hundred years old. Many of the words were illegible, worn away by the frost, rain and winds of many a cold winter and covered in golden yellow lichen. I wondered what, exactly, still lay beneath the soil. Would there be anything left in the coffin? Or would it be full of dust, bones and old teeth by now? Maybe the coffin was gone too, rotted away by years of being under deep, dark, damp soil.

      One other particularly spooky, but beautiful grave, consisted of a giant sculpted angel standing at the head of a stone tomb, draped in long intricate garments, with her arms outstretched. She stood taller than I, and there was a lovely inscription etched into the stone which read something like For darling Mary. mother, wife, sister, daughter, who was taken by the Good Lord on 22nd September 1894 aged 34 years. How sad was that, I thought, and how very young to die.

      I trotted through the garden gate, and
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