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      Just to say, I have written these stories some time after they took place. My memory is incredibly good so I can recount what happened in the finest detail.

      After each adventure I took the time to talk to my friends about their very distinct individual experiences, so when I talk about situations that happened in my absence, I am in fact recounting events as they were told to me by my friends.
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      All was quiet close to the Ridgeway this fine Saturday evening in late May. There were no dogs to be heard barking, nor seen roaming over the farmland that surrounded us. No pheasants clucked as they usually do whenever the sunlight begins to fade, and no birds fluttered about the air but for the odd skylark; the evening was quite still and ultimately mysterious.

      The dimming sky was crystal clear with stars just beginning to appear, full of mystery and moonlight. The silence was broken only by the chuckle of children’s voices; our voices, behind a bowed earth mound, its blanket of bluey-green grass waving gently in the cool breeze. Sheltering behind, and lit only by a glowing gas fishing lantern, a rug lay stretched out and on it we sat: me, Helayna, Tom, Alex and my little brother William.

      The atmosphere was almost touchable – cool and tranquil – disturbed occasionally by the haunting sound of the wind as it danced through the sloe bushes; it leapt then was quiet, then leapt again and was quiet – tinkering with our young ears.

      We had been delivered, along with our bikes, in the back of Dad’s big four-wheel drive to Woolstone, a lovely little village nestled in the Oxfordshire countryside, very close to a monumental landmark called the Uffington White Horse. Helayna had moved here only recently. It was a sudden move, and not a welcome one as far as she was concerned. Helayna’s mother had been called to look after one of her good friend’s properties. It was a valuable old house with lots of antiques and its owner had been called away to work overseas for a few months and was paying Helayna’s mother handsomely for looking after it for her.

      Oh, I missed her desperately and Helayna felt very sad at being moved so abruptly and so far away from her friends. Though it was only twenty-five miles or so, twenty-five miles felt like the other side of the world to us. I did see her at school, but she was no longer a short walk away. Mum and Mrs. Timmis had been talking and Mrs. Timmis thought it might be good for Helayna’s wellbeing to have her faithful and familiar friends round for a sleepover, so long as we were all on our best behaviour. Dad had lectured us before we arrived to be well behaved. He did not want a call to come and collect us early as he had a lot of work to do in his studio.

      The old house was sprawling with plenty of space, and I shared Helayna’s room, which was large and sparsely furnished, while all the boys settled with sleeping bags and pillows on the floor in one of the spare rooms. Mrs. Timmis had laid out a couple of super-thick double duvets for them to set their sleeping bags on, so they wouldn’t be too uncomfortable. We were all excited to be together again. Togetherness was of utmost importance.

      Anyhow, it was half term, and as the evenings were starting to become very much lighter, we were allowed out for just a bit longer. We had jumped on our bikes and pedalled off into the village to explore. We ended up settled at the edge of a sheep field not too far from Helayna’s house.

      It was a beautiful warm evening, particularly warm for May, and from this vantage point we could see far and wide into the distance.

      “Come on, Alex, tell us one of your stories,” squealed Helayna excitedly. “Make it a good one though – see if you can really scare us this time. You tell the best ones of all.”

      “OK.” Alex dropped his head and looked into his lap, deep in thought for a few seconds, as if meditating. He then lifted it briskly – his eyes wide and alight – a story to be told.

      “Are we ready then?”

      “Yes,” we all replied, seemingly in unison. William snuggled a bit closer to me.

      “OK, this is a story of two robbers who lived over two hundred years ago; they robbed stagecoaches that travelled from Wantage to Oxford and stole treasure worth millions and millions from all the big houses around here. There are a lot of posh houses you know.” Alex had clearly checked out the area when we arrived and concluded that this was indeed a rich place to live. “One of the men was tall and very thin, the other was short and stout, and they bickered constantly amongst themselves about who would carry the robbed treasure and money. They wore the very best silk shirts, velvet britches and cloaks when robbing, and often wore patches over their eyes and other disguises to cover their identity.”

      “A bit like Dick Turpin?” piped up Helayna.

      “I suppose so. Anyhow, they kept the treasure in a huge trunk which they soon had to hide because they’d heard rumours that bounty hunters were searching for them and were getting close. If the bounty hunters found them and the evidence of their dastardly crimes, they would be hanged by the neck for robbery until they were dead!

      “The robbers lived in East Hanney and worked as carpenters by day – their names were Herbert Lewis and his cousin Ely Lewis. They were known in the village as a couple of ruffians as when they were drunk, they would often get into bar brawls at the local tavern. They dressed scruffily whilst working to keep suspicion of their thieving criminal antics undetected and behaved respectfully when sober. They were generally seen as helpful members of the community.

      “The two men decided it was time to bury the treasure they had been storing, so they built a sturdy wooden cart in their workshop to carry the great trunk, and in the dead of a cold winter’s night, travelled some miles up to the downs near Wayland’s Smithy, pulling the cart behind them with two strong horses.” Alex sounded like he was keen to visit the place he spoke of. “They whipped the poor horses hard to make them pull faster, but the horses were very tired, and struggled to climb the steep track to the top of the hill. The trunk and cart must have weighed at least two tons.

      “Eventually they reached their desired place, and after much huffing and puffing, the evil duo managed to haul the trunk off the cart and drag it in amongst the trees of the nearby wood. They had started to dig their hole and were chuckling menacingly amongst themselves when –” Alex paused, and we looked at him in wonder “– SUDDENLY!” Everyone jumped and Alex lowered his voice to a dramatic whisper that got louder and louder, “there was a rustle in the bushes and the air became prickly with tension. The earth began to tremble gently beneath their feet, the feeling became more and more intense. The robbers looked about them, for they were truly scared and did not know what was going on. The rumbling got louder and louder and then with a CRASH and a BANG!” Alex shouted, very animated as he did so, and everyone huddled closer together, “without warning the ground collapsed beneath them. A gaping hole was suddenly there, and while their horses bolted, free of the heavy treasure and cart, the robbers slipped through the broken ground and fell like the sand in an hourglass, taking the treasure trunk with them.

      “They landed heavily and unbeknown to them at the time, they had fallen into a dark other world. A world full of witches, monsters, and long-dead skeleton soldiers of the axe-wielding savage Guncar the Horrible, the evillest man of all Saxon times who now dwelled for all eternity in the underworld! Both treasure and robbers were banished to the unknown forever.”

      Helayna fidgeted nervously on the blanket.

      “Sounds like something out of our last adventure, and I wouldn’t want to be there again,” she said.

      “Shhhhh…” I hushed her, “this is just starting to get interesting.”

      “Witches and monsters roamed the tunnels of the world under the ground; it was a sinister place,” continued Alex, a solemn expression etched across his face. “When they regained their senses, they tried to clamber the walls to get back up to the open ground above them, back to the real world, for they could see the light of the full moon. They were happy to leave their treasure behind and escape from this awful place if only with their lives. They could, after all, rob again. But as they tried to climb the walls, the rock seemed to soften and turn creepily into a mass of slimy clay hands that took hold of their arms and legs and dragged them back down again into the dark abyss. It was as if the wall had come to life and its spirit could be heard whispering:

      ‘Read the rhyme before daybreak,

      It hangs upon the coven wall.

      A terrible fate you will await

      If sunlight strikes the crystal ball.

      The ground will close and steal the light

      And for your lives you will have to fight…’

      “After the robbers heard this, they looked up to see a huge glimmering crystal perched on a ledge at the top of the deep hole. It was sparkling in the cool moonlight, waiting for the sun. The two men searched frantically for the coven amidst a labyrinth of underground caves but ended up time and again right back where they had begun, at the foot of the wall. They had run around in circles for what seemed like hours. As they looked up, tired, exhausted and covered in sweat, they realised they were too late, and their fate was sealed. The first beams of daylight struck the crystal and the hole in the ground closed above them, leaving no escape. They would not have escaped even if they had found the coven though…”

      “Why not?” murmured Tom.

      “Because the door to the coven is guarded by two skeleton soldiers, dedicated soldiers of the axe-wielding Guncar, and no man has ever passed them and survived. They are, after all, built of bone and stand over seven feet tall. They are strong as oxen and they hold magic swords that lead them to their victims like magnets.

      “Inside the coven were the nastiest of witches; and if they had discovered the two lost men, I dread to think what would happen, for these powerful witches had a great appetite for stray travellers… if you know what I mean.”

      “I’m not sure I do know what you mean,” I commented.

      “I’ll just leave that to your imagination,” replied Alex, “Let’s just say, they don’t get much interesting stuff down there to eat.” Helayna wriggled uncomfortably.

      “One of them had snakes in her hair, a bit like Medusa. There were three witches in all.

      “The worst being of all though was Guncar. He was eight feet tall; his teeth were of sharp steel, and he had the most sinister, bulging, deathly-black eyes. His skin was dark and scaly, and his hair was long, black, and wiry. He was a true savage. They say that Guncar can be heard galloping across the hills on horseback looking for lost souls, and if he catches them, well, I wouldn’t want to be them…” Alex finished with a grin.

      “That was an awful story. I expected spooky, not awful,” said Helayna in a whinging tone of voice.

      “You wanted scary,” he said as he warmed his fingers by the gas lantern, “so I gave you scary.” Alex was feeling satisfied with his tale. He was quite the storyteller.

      “All that business about skeleton soldiers and witches, Alex, was that all made up?” I asked.

      “Well of course, you didn’t think I’d really believe in all of that did you?” he chuckled.

      “He’s just got a very exaggerated imagination,” remarked Tom. “He’s always been the same. He likes to jump scare me all the time at home.”

      “You can handle it,” replied Alex with a smirk, “Anyhow, you lot wanted to be spooked, so I did my best to spook you all. I just made it as convincing as I could. I did do some research on the internet on this place yesterday though, and there is a story of two robbers who stole great riches and vanished on the downs one night, never to be seen again a couple of hundred years ago – but I don’t suppose it’s true; it’s probably just a story.” He shrugged. “Oh, there was talk of a boggit too.”

      “A boggit?” repeated Will nervously.

      “Yes, a boggit,” replied Alex. “Apparently a mischievous presence that’s said to frequent the woodlands opposite Wayland’s Smithy; it’s probably a load of rubbish though and just something someone’s made up to get attention.”

      “Oh,” blurted Helayna, “I don’t much like the sound of that.”

      “I did some research on Wayland’s too,” I interrupted. “Did you know there’s a legend about a Norse blacksmith, whose name was Wayland the Smith. He shod the hooves of the horses of tired travellers for silver. Rumour has it that he created the sword Excalibur for King Arthur too. There’s also a lot of crazy stuff that goes on up here… lots of ceremonies carried out by pagan and other groups… a bit wild really…”

      “Do you know much about pagans?” enquired Helayna.

      “Not really. I think they worship lots of gods rather than just one god like we do. From what I can remember, I think they mostly worship nature. They just don’t fit in with the other main religions that we know about, and we all know there are many, probably dozens worldwide.”

      “Yeah,” chirped Helayna, “like Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism; we’ve been learning a lot about these at school.”

      “And no forgetting Buddhism,” added Kurt, “I like what I’m learning about that one.”

      “They’re all a bit confusing to me,” muttered Tom, leaning back on his elbows.

      “Paganism could be one of the oldest religions on the planet,” I concluded, “going back far longer than any of the others.”

      “Blimey, you seem to know a lot about it,” said Tom.

      “With Mum’s book collection, and the kind of stuff she watches on TV, it’s hard not to learn about this stuff.”

      “Hmmmm…” he replied.

      “It’s quite interesting really,” I assured him.

      “Erm… I think it’s time to go back now,” said William. He was now almost nine years old, but easily frightened by these sorts of tales.

      “Shall we go picnicking up to White Horse Hill and Wayland’s Smithy tomorrow?” suggested Helayna. “It would be great fun to see the old remains, and anyway we need to make the most of the warm days and our time together.”

      “I think it’s a great idea,” said Tom enthusiastically, “I’ve never been there, so I’d love to. Let’s make a day of it and have an early start. If we go on our bikes and take plenty of food, we can do loads of exploring.”

      “Too right,” said Alex, smiling broadly, “it’ll be a laugh. When should we start out though?”

      “Mmmm… Mum’ll have breakfast done by nine,” said Helayna, “so let’s aim to get out as soon as possible after then. I could get her to put a picnic together for us.”

      “That would be good,” I said, remembering all the times Mum had fed my friends.

      “What’s the time, Alex?” asked Helayna.

      Alex fumbled with his sleeve and leaned his wrist over to the lamp. “Almost a quarter to nine,” he mumbled.

      “Cripes!” exclaimed Helayna. “Does anyone have a mobile? I’ve left mine on my bed. We should have been back by eight thirty at the latest.”

      “Here, use this,” I said, passing mine over. Helayna soon made the call to her mother and explained that we had all become a little distracted but that we were all safe and would be home very soon.

      As we gathered ourselves up Helayna had already taken to her feet and was hurriedly pushing her tatty red bike, its chain guard rattling against its frame as it bounced over the deep grooves left in the earth by tractor wheels.
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