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Michael paused at the bottom of the staircase, one hand gripped on the mahogany banister as he looked upwards. Having just lugged the last of the boxes up the first set of stairs, bound for his new bedroom, he was now ready to relax. But he'd heard something, like the low murmuring of distant voices. He remained still and listened for more noises but all was silent. The place was old, built in the Georgian era when Edinburgh decided it needed to have more houses to the north of the city dubbed the New Town. It could have been the piping he'd heard, or just the natural groan of an ageing building. Putting it from his mind, he headed to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of red. He had intended to unpack the few remaining boxes left from the move up to the Scottish capital from Norfolk, but he could deal with that tomorrow. What he needed was a nice, relaxing drink while the kids, led by Michael's eldest, seventeen-year-old Tom, were out exploring the city.

Michael had just sat down on the black leather soft he'd brought up from the old house, when there came a sharp rap at the front door. With a heavy sigh, he put the untouched drink on the mantelpiece and went to see who was paying a visit. Pulling the door open, he was met with a black-and-white woollen deerstalker; the large white bobble inches from his face. Its wearer was peering down into a multi-coloured rucksack.

'Hi, Elsa. Sorry I'm a couple of months late,' said the hat, with a feminine, Scottish burr. 'Should have rang to say I was coming back today. Can I have my key, please?'

When Michael only responded with a frown, the hat moved upwards to reveal its wearer; a small, pale-faced woman with two different-coloured eyes, one violet, the other green. A smattering of freckles lay across the bridge of her nose and a couple of strands of red hair appeared to have escaped the clutches of the hat.

'You're not Elsa,' she said, with a hint of suspicion. She peered over his shoulder as if expecting someone to be standing in the hallway. 'Where is she?'

'I don't know, I'm afraid.'

'Afraid?' She leapt on the word like an interrogator leaping on a random word. 'Why?'

'Oh. Sorry. I meant I don't know anyone called Elsa,' Michael explained. 'Unless you're referring to the lady who used to live here. I never found out her first name.'

'Used to live here?'

'I believe she passed away about three months ago.' Michael was prevented from saying any more by the woman gripping his arm; her face ashen.

'O gods,' she muttered. 'O gods, O gods, O gods. How did she die? Please, it's very important.'

'I - I was told it was natural causes. Died in her sleep. Peaceful,' he blustered.

The woman had been holding her breath as she'd listened to Michael. Now she exhaled slowly, and released his arm. 'Well, that's something,' she said, heavily.

'Look, I feel awful for being the one to break the news about your friend,' said Michael. 'I was just about to have a quiet glass of wine. You're more than welcome to join me. You look like you need a drink.'

She glanced behind her for a moment, then faced Michael again and nodded. 'That would be lovely. Thank you.'

He stood aside to admit her and realised there were several various-sized rucksacks and backpacks by her feet. Instantly, he took as many he could carry and brought them inside, casting an eye at the grey clouds overhead, leaving her to carry the smaller bag in. With the bags sitting in the hallway, he showed her through to the living room then dashed back through to the kitchen to retrieve another wine glass. When he returned, the woman was stood by the unlit fireplace, taking in the room and sipping from the glass of wine Michael had put down to answer the door.

'Looks totally different,' she said, nodding at the sparse furniture and decor adorning the spacious room.

'It was pretty bare when we moved in,' Michael explained, pouring himself another glass from the bottle on the coffee table. 'A couple of bits of furniture, that's all. I think Elsa's family must have taken the rest, or sold it.'

The woman rolled her eyes. 'I think they would have sold Elsa herself if they'd got a good deal out of it.'

'Ah.'

'She always used to say that she was sure she'd brought home the wrong babies from the hospital. And if she didn't, then she sure as hell wished she had.''

Michael laughed. 'Sounds like she was quite the woman.'

'Yes, she was,' the odd-eyed woman said softly. Another sip of the wine seemed to perk her up. 'Anyway, a strange woman shows up on your doorstep, drinks your wine, and doesn't even have the manners to introduce herself.' She moved towards him, extending her free hand. 'I'm Hattie.'

Her hand felt surprisingly warm to the touch. 'Nice to meet you. I'm Michael.'

Introductions made, Hattie took a comfortable step back and smiled genially at him. 'So, is it just yourself here, or are your family about to jump out and say "boo"?'

'Well, I do have a family. Three kids. They're out exploring the city.' Michael replied, beckoning Hattie to take the seat by the fireplace. He sat back down on the sofa. 'I was a bit wary of letting them out in a new city but my eldest is mature enough to look after the others. Well, I like to think he's mature, anyway.' He stared at his drink for a moment. 'He's got his mobile phone so he's just a call or text away.'

'Exactly,' agreed Hattie. 'Explored the house yet?'

Michael shook his head and took another sip of wine. 'I think I'll leave that for tomorrow. We left the old house just before seven this morning so I'm too tired to do an Indiana Jones at the moment. Actually, once the kids get back, I'll get Ben and Ingrid settled and get some sleep myself.'

'Is that a subtle hint that you want me to go?' Hattie asked, a smile flickering on the edge of her mouth.

'Oh goodness, no,' Michael said, not meaning to cause any offence.

Hattie's smile widened and she placed her empty glass on the coffee table. 'Don't worry about it. I'm quite tired myself. It'll be nice to sleep in my own bed again.' She got to her feet again and Michael did likewise, placing his own glass next to hers.

'Yes,' said Michael, following Hattie through to the front door. 'There's nothing like your own bed. Did you stay in many hotels while you were away?'

'Pah!' Hattie erupted. 'Hotels? I wish!' Michael expected her to continue, explain her words, but she started picking up her bags instead.

'Do you want help with these?' he asked, already lifting a paisley-patterned carpet bag which smelt distinctly of lavender and iron.

'Thanks,' she replied, awkwardly opening the door handle with her elbow. 'I live in the house opposite so it's not too far.'

Michael managed to grab hold of another bag, a small suitcase this time, before Hattie disappeared into the cold darkening sky outside. Three bags still remained in the hallway but he could nip back to get them in a minute.

There was an abandoned coldness about Hattie's house that made Michael shiver almost as soon as he'd stepped over the threshold. But it was to be expected if the owner had been away for over four months. The place was in darkness. Hattie tried the light switch nearest the door but nothing happened.

'The meter's obviously run out of juice,' she explained, not sounding too bothered by the fact. 'I'll sort it out tomorrow.'

'Will you be alright without any power?' he asked, looking around the gloomy hallway where the only visible thing was the wooden flooring and the corner of a side table.

Hattie swept the small pile of mail which had accumulated on the doormat during her absence, and nodded. 'I'm used to it,' she said, with a shrug. 'Thanks for the help,' she said, facing him with a smile.

'That's quite all right. There's still a couple of bags in my hallway. I'll be right back.' Turning, he walked hurriedly back to his house and returned less than a minute later carrying the rest of Hattie's things. He set them down in the hallway with a groan. 'My goodness, what have you got in these things?' he asked, feeling a twinge in his back as he straightened up.

'Oh, just the usual,' Hattie replied, a little too breezily. 'Thanks once again.'

'No problem. And if you need anything, you know where we are.'

Hattie smiled again. 'Shouldn't I be saying that to you, you being the newcomer?'

'It works both ways,' Michael replied, diplomatically. He turned to head through the open door again.

'Enjoy your exploration day tomorrow,' Hattie said, standing with one hand leaning against the door frame. 'You'll have been told about the attic, I assume.'

This made Michael pause. He stopped walking and turned to face her. 'The attic? Why?'

'Michael, has anyone been up in the attic?' she asked in a controlled voice.

'Just my son, Ben.' He faltered, seeing the alarmed expression forming quickly on her face as she rushed past him, leaving her door wide open. Ever the cautious person, he closed her door and ran after her as she burst into his house.

By the time he reached the hallway, his neighbour was nowhere to be seen, although the heavy sound of someone running up the winding staircase alerted him to where she was. Slamming his own front door closed, he gave chase, reaching the top of the second set of stairs to catch his breath. Hattie was standing by the door to the attic, both hands grasping the round door handle and making sure the room stayed closed.

'What's going on?' Michael said finally, feeling a slight tightening in his chest. He looked across at the woman. She was glaring back at him accusingly.

'Some idiot opened this door, that's what's going on,' she hissed.

'My son was the one who opened the attic door, and he is by no means an idiot. Why don't you want anyone going in there? My kids never found anything strange about it. In fact, my son wants it to be his bedroom - once we get repairs made, of course.'

Hattie looked at him in disbelief. 'And you don't mind your son sharing a room with -' She broke off and lunged forward, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him towards her.

'Sharing a room with what? What are you doing?' Michael insisted, trying to keep his cool, despite the increasingly bizarre turn of events. But Hattie wasn't listening. She took hold of his hands and placed them over the handle, warning him to keep the door closed no matter what, before storming down the stairs again. 'Where are you going now?' Michael yelled.

'Back in a second,' she called back as if she was just popping out to the shops.

Michael waited a few seconds, hands still clamped around the door handle, before calling out for the woman again. 'Hattie!' No answer. He stared at the door frame, parts of the red paint peeling away. What was so terrible about the room beyond? Sure, the estate agent hadn't shown him this part of the house but only due to lack of a key, which he'd been subsequently sent after buying the place. Right now, he was tempted to throw the door open, if only for a second, just to see. See what, he wasn't sure. After all, the kids hadn't noticed anything odd when they'd been in there earlier. And if they had, nothing had been mentioned.

On Hattie's reappearance, Michael was ready to demand she tell him what the heck was going on. But the sight of the thing in her hand shut him up. At first sight, he thought it was a gun and he would have automatically put up his hands in a surrendering mode, but as she approached him he realised it wasn't quite like a normal gun. Not that he'd seen many in real life.

'Okay,' Hattie said, exhaling sharply. 'You can let go of the handle, now.'

'Not until you explain exactly what's going on,' Michael said, firmly. 'I mean it. I don't know who you are. You could be anyone.'

'You think I'm nuts.' She said, and rolled her eyes.

'Quite frankly I'm not sure what to think. But all I know is neither of us are moving from this spot until everything is explained.'

'You won't believe me.'

'I'll be the judge of that.'

The stand-off continued a little while longer as Hattie stared at Michael. He just returned the gesture, adamant he, nor she, was going nowhere. Finally, her shoulders sagged and she gave in.

'Elsa had a spot of trouble with -' She stopped and narrowed her eyes. 'With some irritants, let's just say. She called on me and I contained them in this attic and locked the door. Elsa was under strict instructions never to unlock it unless I was present. But, of course, she went and died.'

'What do you mean by "irritants"?' Michael asked. 'Thieves? Trespassers? What?'

Hattie laughed bitterly. 'If it was that simple, the police would have been called straight away. No, these things needed a specialist.'

Michael frowned. Specialist? What, was she implying she was some sort of MI5 agent, or suchlike? Granted, the secret service probably recruited people who could blend seamlessly into society, not be noticed. With her different-coloured eyes and red hair tucked under that winter hat, she definitely stood out. 'You mean to tell me you're some kind of James Bond spy?'

She gave him a look as if she'd just realised he's crazy. 'Um, no,' she said carefully. 'Not exactly.'

Michael was getting sick of beating about the bush. 'Just tell me, then!' he shouted.

'They're pixies!' she screamed back.

The ensuing silence was deafening. Michael broke it by laughing. 'Pixies? What?'

Hattie shot him a scathing look, and Michael was sure her violet eye flashed momentarily in the dim glow of the lightbulb above them. 'Yes, Pixies. And if you'd ever had run-ins with them before, you would not be mocking me.'

'Well, I'm sorry but pixies?'

'Yes, yes. Pixies, pixies. That's what I said,' Hattie retorted, evidently getting just a little tired of Michael's reaction to the news of just what was in his attic space.

'So you locked pixies in my attic?' Michael said in confirmation. Despite his dubious tone, he still had his hands clamped to the door handle.

Hattie took off her hat, hung it over the banister and ran a hand through her mane of curly red hair. Michael was momentarily taken aback by the abundance of hair which trailed down to her waist. It put him in mind of those pre-raphaelite paintings. It took Hattie to cough purposefully to make Michael realise he'd been staring.

'Could you stand aside, please?' she said, pressing a button on the gun-like weapon in her hand. It made a sound like it was charging up. Michael felt uneasy about having a dangerous thing like that in the home, but if he had been really worried, he would be frogmarching this strange woman down the stairs and out of the house. Hesitating for only a moment, he did as she asked and reluctantly stepped away from the door, worried but curious as to what would happen when she opened the attic door to find nothing in there.

'Okay,' she said, her voice calmer now. 'I'm going to count to three and then I'm going to open this door. Whatever you do, don't come into the room. You can stand in the doorway, just in case I need your help. All right?'

'Fine.'

She nodded and stood in front of the door, one hand on the door knob, the other grasping the weapon tightly. 'One... Two...' she whispered, 'THREE!' On the third count, she shoved open the door with enough violence for Michael to take a safe step back, and stalked into the room. The attic was almost pitch-black, save for the lights of the city casting a soft glow into the room. Michael was just about to reach for the light switch, but Hattie got there before him.

Despite his growing sense of Hattie being seriously mad, Michael scanned the room for anything out of the ordinary, and felt a little ridiculous at the relief he felt when all he saw was nothing but a bare, wooden floor and blank walls. He looked at Hattie, ready to tell her he told her so but she was aiming the weapon at a spot next to the window.

'What are you still doing here?' she asked in a cold voice.

'Sorry?' said Michael, unsure whether to step into the room.

As if not hearing him, she continued. 'The door's been unlocked. Why didn't you escape, huh?'

'There's nobody here, Hattie,' Michael said.

'Michael, come in and close the door. Stand guard against it,' she ordered, never taking her eyes away from the space. 'If you feel something try to open it, keep it closed.'

'What something? These pixies of yours?'

Hattie nodded.

'Well, I can't see them.'

At this, Hattie turned her head to glare at him. 'Well, of course you can't. You see my eyes? See how they're different colours? Well, regard them as being like 3D glasses.'

'3D glasses?'

'Yes. When things - creatures, like these pixies - want to become invisible to the naked human eye, only people with eyes like mine can still see them properly.' She paused. 'Okay, the 3D analogy was a bit crap but you understand what I'm saying?'

'I think so,' said Michael, thinking he did nothing of the kind.

'Good. So, please. Just do as I ask?'

Wordlessly, Michael stepped into the attic and closed the door, with his back against it.

'Thank you,' said Hattie, with what sounded like a little sigh.

'Now what?' Michael asked.

'Now,' Hattie answered, her fingers tightening their grip on the weapon. 'I'll do what I should have done months ago.'

'You're not going to kill them?'

'Of course not. Why would I do that? What a silly question,' she replied, making him feel utterly chastised for asking in the first place.

'Well what are you going to do?'

A smile appeared on her face. 'I'm going to paint them.'

And there it was. There was the signal that things had definitely become stranger. Michael didn't even bother asking what she meant by "paint them". He was learning fast that this appeared to be a relatively normal thing for his new neighbour to do. And here Michael thought his neighbours back in Norfolk were odd because of their obsession with toads; everything from toad patterned curtains (in all rooms) to embalmed toads kept in a trophy cupboard. They were normal compared to this.

When the first shot occurred, Michael realised what was different about the gun. It was the kind you got at those Paintball places. So that's what she meant, he thought, staring at the blue paint now splattered on the wall and half the window.

'Missed,' Hattie muttered, spinning round to aim at the far corner of the room. She fired again and another dollop of blue hit the attic wall. Michael winced and then leant forward slightly, peering at what looked like a small hand and wrist, all in blue, darting across to the other corner.

'Ha!' Hattie exclaimed, the gun still trained on the seemingly hovering hand. She pulled the trigger again and this time the paint revealed the rest of the creature. It never stopped long enough for Michael to get a good look at it, but the pixie, as Hattie had said, was at least three foot and painfully thin. 'One down, four to go,' said Hattie, her sights
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