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    Prologue




    As midnight approached in Hangman’s Wood two girls fled through the forest, desperately searching for a way out. Every pounding step through the suffocating darkness brought the witching hour closer, and with it, a moment’s fusion as the human world and the fairy realm intersected.




    The smaller, dark-haired of the two girls ran the hardest. Through trickery and deceit, the moment when the two worlds connected would propel her into the fairy realm unless she made it out of the woods in time.




    The second girl, lanky and boyish, led the way, her green eyes darting for any opening that signalled the end to the forest. Her hands throbbed as she ran; dripping blood from the stinging cuts on her palms. She had gained them from severing the bonds that had held her companion captive only moments before.




    On and on they ran, threading through the trees and over the carpet of leaves and roots that was the forest floor. In the air above, fey creatures glided and swooped; waiting for the moment when the girl would be surrendered to them. Within the gnarly barks of the trees they passed, faces stirred and called out to them. Time was running out and the edge of the woods was nowhere in sight.




    Breathing raggedly now, both girls had no choice but to persevere. But then came the moment when the inevitable could no longer be stayed.




    ‘Stop,’ the smaller girl muttered, slowing down.




    ‘We can’t stop!’ the other hissed. ‘Move. I said MOVE!’




    Her dark-haired companion had stopped altogether, and sank to the ground, closing her eyes and clamping her hands over her ears to block out some noise that only she could hear.




    ‘Get up!’ the taller girl urged. ‘Tanya, you can’t stop now – get up!’




    But Tanya was too far gone; slumping to rest against the woodland floor. Midnight had arrived and the transition was taking place. There was nothing either of the girls could do to stop it. Vines were crawling and snaking towards the fallen girl, snaring her, ready to pull her away into the dark recesses of the fairy realm. Whipping out her knife, the other girl slashed and sliced them away. There were too many. They had only moments before Tanya would be imprisoned in the fairy realm. Unless . . .




    The solution was so blindingly obvious that the taller girl could not believe she had only just thought of it. Her bloody hands trembling, she reached into her pocket and removed a small pair of silver scissors. Kneeling at Tanya’s side she pressed the point to the unconscious girl’s thumb until a dark bead of blood formed there. Pressing her own wet, red thumb against the wound she held on tightly as Tanya stirred at the pricking sensation.




    ‘How did I . . .?’ she began.




    ‘Take me,’ the other girl whispered, pressing her hand tighter against Tanya’s. Their blood mingled, and with it, so did Tanya’s legacy. ‘Take me instead,’ she repeated. ‘She has a life to go back to. I don’t . . . take me instead.’




    The vines crawling over Tanya slowed . . . then shifted their direction, edging towards the other girl. She felt the cool damp of the dark leaves against her skin as the branches crept over her. Ignoring her impulse to flee, she remained perfectly still, allowing the woodland to submerge her. The scissors fell from her hand, swallowed with the rest of her by the foliage. Humming began in her ears, a low swarm that eventually gave way into murmuring voices.




    She felt herself being tugged at by the vines that covered her, pulling her this way and that, like a cat toying with a spider. The voices became clearer; the curious comments of fey creatures as they awaited the new arrival into their world. Then the foliage drew back as swiftly as it had advanced, leaving her huddled on the ground central to a crowd of fairy onlookers. They watched with glittering eyes; some merely curious and others with more intent; young and ancient, beautiful and hideous. As she watched them watching her, the girl leaped to her feet and launched into a run with a ferocious yell. At the sound of her cry more than half the fairies scattered back to their hiding places leaving several gaps in the mass that had gathered. Choosing the nearest, she ran.




    Her lungs still burned, not yet recovered from her earlier running with Tanya. But now Tanya was gone, safely back on the other side in the human world. The girl heard scurrying behind her, and wings in the air. Branches moved, trying to trip her as she fled. Each jump to dodge them became harder as her limbs tired and grew heavier.




    Then she saw it: a hollow in a huge old tree, a space big enough to hide. Drawing closer, she saw green berries among sprays of leaves and recognised them. No fairies would dwell here. Throwing her bag inside the hollow, she clambered in after it, arranging the foliage of berries to better conceal the hollow. Her body tensed as the scurrying passed her hiding place, then moved on. All became silent. She had done it. She had escaped.




    Exhausted, the girl fell into sleep. When the sun rose hours later, she did not wake. Nor did she stir as night fell once more. All around her the forest grew, cradling the old tree and its hollow in leafy arms.




    The girl in the hollow slept on.
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    [image: ]VER SINCE FAIRIES HAD STOLEN away her little brother, Rowan Fox – or Red, as she now called herself – had thought of nothing except how to get him back. It consumed her and became her sole purpose, her reason for being. His disappearance had occurred less than two months after their parents’ death eighteen months ago. At the first opportunity, Red had run away to search for him. During the months that followed she had lived by her wits and refused to doubt – even fleetingly – that she would find him. Her determination had been rewarded. She’d made a breakthrough. The breakthrough.




    She had finally gained access to the fairy realm.




    It was dawn when she woke from a sleep that had been like a black void. She was curled into the hollow trunk of an ancient tree. Shivering, she reached out a stiff, cold hand to push aside the tangle of branches and brambles concealing her from the forest. As the mottled morning light filtered through the undergrowth she saw the scars.




    Both palms were caked with a dark substance. Dried blood. Her skin was lacerated with thin slashes, crossing this way and that. There were too many to count, yet despite the blood, the injuries had healed to silvery scars. Her mind raced back, remembering how she had got them, freeing Tanya.




    Her empty stomach growled. In addition, her full bladder was aching.




    Grimacing, Red pulled herself from the hollow and stumbled away from the tree. She had pins and needles in her feet from sitting cramped for so long. Warily, she took a quick look around. Unable to hold on any longer, she lowered her trousers and squatted.




    The woods were unnaturally quiet. When she was finished she stood up and collected her belongings from the hollow. From her bag she withdrew the knife that she always carried with her and strapped it into its holster on her belt. Then she took a few steps back and looked up at the tree. It was an old and sturdy oak, but thanks to the birds – or whatever else lived in the tree – seeds from another plant had found their way into some nook of the bark and taken hold, for it grew all over the tallest part of the tree. A spray of red berries caught her eye. They were rowan: her namesake, although she hadn’t been called by her real name for a long time. Another lifetime. It was the reason she had chosen this particular tree. Legend had it that rowan offered protection against enchantment; the malevolent magic of witches . . . and fairies.




    Uneasiness settled heavily upon her. The berries had been hard and green when she had entered the hollow shortly after midnight. Now they were red and soft, having ripened – overnight. Added to the healed scars on her hands, this unsettled her. It seemed that time had passed.




    Quickly she tried to recall what she knew of the plant. The berries usually became red in autumn. But when she had entered the hollow just after midnight it had been July, the height of summer. Something was wrong. She had heard of time slips in the fairy realm, but if her guess was correct it would mean that more than two months had passed somehow.




    Red glanced around the forest. Nothing stirred, but she knew that this scene of peaceful isolation was an illusion. She wasn’t alone. Something would reveal its true nature eventually; a face in the bark of a tree perhaps, or a haunting song inviting her to dance. She had heard of the dangers of the fairy realm.




    Now she was in it she had to be ready for them.




    There was one last thing to do before setting off. Using the knots in the bark of the oak tree as footholds, she hoisted herself up to reach a rowan branch that was marginally thinner than her wrist. The branch snapped immediately beneath her weight and fell to the ground.




    The length of rowan wood was about a foot shorter than she was tall. Resting it in the crook of her arm, she removed the knife from her belt and began hacking at the smaller twigs and branches that were growing from it, snapping them off to leave a staff of sorts. Now, with this added protection, she was ready.




    She moved off. The woods were silent and cool, the early morning air swirling like wraiths in a low mist on the forest floor. Dew dripped from above. Red could smell the damp leaf mould on her clothes from being inside the hollow. It was mixed with the scent of her own sweat and blood. She reeked – and she knew it.




    She walked relentlessly, following the sun as it moved higher in the sky. The air warmed a little but retained an autumnal chill. Still she walked, her staff poised and her eyes and ears alert for any sound that she was being pursued. As the forest awoke, leaves rustled with movement above her head. A few times she looked up to catch sight of fey eyes peeping down at her. Sometimes they vanished as their eyes met hers. Others, less wary, more curious, emerged further from their nooks for a closer look, their wings and markings blending with the newly golden, ruby and rich brown of the trees.




    Presently, she heard the welcome sound of running water. Her heart lightened. She headed towards it until she found herself before the tiny brook that cut through the forest.




    It trickled past, carrying the odd leaf here and there. Red knelt at its edge thankfully, placing the wooden staff carefully in front of her knees so that it remained close, should she need it. She pulled her backpack off and unzipped one of the compartments to withdraw her water flask. She shook it; it was almost empty, containing less than a mouthful of liquid. She unscrewed the lid and emptied the stale water onto the grass next to her, before taking the flask and plunging it into the water. It ran over her hand, icy and fresh.




    Once the flask was full, she took several long gulps before returning it to her bag. Afterwards she turned back to the water and began to gently wash the blood from her hands, watching as it disappeared into the flowing stream like swirls of dark red paint. She scooped up handfuls of water and sloshed it over her face and neck. Refreshed, she sat back on her haunches and watched her reflection in the stream. It swayed with the movement of the water, and with another jolt Red saw that her hair had grown. Leaning forward, she lifted a hand to her head and touched her short, mousy tresses. She had cut it herself only days before, into a short, boyish style. But sure enough it was longer. Half an inch of her natural auburn showed at the roots. Time had definitely passed.




    Suddenly a figure appeared in the water beside her reflection. Quick as a cat, Red grabbed the rowan staff and turned as the figure loomed towards her, just inches away. Red slid back in shock, losing her balance. She fell backwards into the brook, losing hold of her wooden staff. At the same time a swarm of birds and fairies scattered from the trees above, shrieking warning calls as they deserted the area.




    As Red emerged spluttering from the chilly water, she glimpsed the rowan stick drifting downstream, out of reach.




    A rough hand stretched towards her, accompanied by a low voice.




    ‘Come, child . . .’




    The face of the woman to whom the voice belonged was partially hidden in the shadow of the hooded green cape she wore. Beneath the hood long, grizzled hair spewed out, spilling over the woman’s shoulders. There were things tied and knotted into the tendrils; pieces of rag and little rolls of parchment. Red could see little of her face. A crooked nose – thin at the bridge and broad at the tip – was the dominant feature. Her nostrils were large and pink-rimmed. Her mouth was thin and curved, her lips colourless like the rest of her skin, but when she spoke the inside of the mouth was unusually red. There were dried flecks of spittle at its corners. It was impossible to tell whether she was even fey or human.




    ‘Come,’ she said again, with difficulty, as though the words felt strange in her mouth. She hunched suddenly, giving a horrible, hacking cough.




    Red stood her ground, not moving an inch. Her heart was still hammering from the woman’s sudden appearance. How had she arrived so soundlessly? Water ran from Red in rivulets, and her hand gripped the hilt of her knife, ready to pull it. She saw the woman’s head incline and knew she had noticed it, still sheathed firmly in Red’s belt, at precisely that moment. Red moved her hand very slightly, as though she were about to draw it. Though she was unsure whether the woman meant her harm or not, something in her gut made her uneasy. She wanted the woman gone, and if it meant scaring her then so be it.




    The woman backed away as silently as she had come, edging between the trees. Red watched, still motionless, as she slowly vanished from sight. There was something strange about the way the woman had moved; something she was unable to pin down. Red shook herself as goose pimples appeared on her arms. She was cold now, as well as hungry. She needed to find food – and soon.




    She gathered her bag and made to move off, habitually checking her knife with a quick pat of the hand. The familiar feel of the cold hilt reassured her. Lifting her bag onto her shoulder, she set off, determined to set a quick pace in order to keep warm and dry off. Her wet clothes clung to her, and her hair dripped icy water down the nape of her neck. She shivered, and walked faster, cursing the fact that she had nothing else to change into. All she owned were the clothes on her back.




    She had not walked very far when she saw another fairy. In the stillness of the wood, a subtle movement in the branches overhead caught her attention. A grey-skinned creature the size of a small child was hunched in the trees above. It was squat and rotund, its skin leathery like elephant hide. Either side of its dome-shaped head were large, bat-like ears. It looked like an ugly stone gargoyle. She paused momentarily before proceeding, never taking her eyes off it. The creature returned her gaze with an unflinching, amber-eyed stare, and crouched lower on the branch, holding on with ragged-looking claws. Its appearance made her realise that the other rustlings and whisperings had stopped. Either the fairies were being very quiet or this part of the wood was strangely lacking in their numbers.




    Cautious now, she kept up her stride as she passed beneath the branches, the creature overhead. On the pathway before her lay a fallen tree, its thick trunk’s width reaching the height of her knee. In front of it lay heavy bracken and other forest debris. She needed to watch her footing. Momentarily she took her eyes off the gargoyle-like thing above to step over the tree trunk. As she did so, two things happened at once. The first was a strange sound coming from overhead: the chink and clinking of metal on metal. The second was that as she lowered her foot to the earth beyond the fallen tree, the ground gave way beneath her.




    As she plummeted forward, arms flailing, her left leg, still behind the tree, was forced into its bark; carried by her own weight. She felt fabric and flesh tear as it caught the rough surface, extending down the length of her shin as gravity propelled her over. She was falling, through branches and foliage into darkness. As the ground swallowed her, the last thing she was aware of was a high-pitched cackling before everything went black.
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    Eighteen Months Ago




    THE FIRST DROPS OF RAIN FELL shortly after the thunder started. They met the windscreen of the car with fat, untidy splats, before being spread across the glass with a squeak as the wipers clicked on. Outside, the January afternoon was sepia-coloured, finally giving in to the storm it had been spoiling for.




    It matched the mood in the car perfectly.




    In the back seat, Rowan’s head was lowered, her long, auburn hair falling forwards over her shoulders. Through the gaps in her fringe she could see her father’s face in the rear-view mirror. Though his eyes were on the road, she could tell from the way his dark brows were knotted together that his concentration was not. He was angry. Angry with her. So far, the journey had been one of silence, but Rowan knew that it would not last. She did not have to wait long.




    ‘You’re grounded.’ Her father’s voice was level, but there was an edge to it. He was struggling to keep his temper in check.




    She gave a small nod. It was no less than she’d expected.




    ‘For a month,’ he added.




    At this, Rowan’s head snapped up. ‘A month? But . . . the school trip, next week . . . I’ve just got all the camping stuff!’




    ‘It’s all going back,’ her mother said, from the front passenger seat. ‘We’ve still got the receipts. You’re not going.’




    ‘But that’s not fair! It’s all planned – you have to let me go!’




    ‘What’s not fair, young lady, is your behaviour,’ her father snapped. ‘We were worried sick about you today.’




    Rowan brushed her hair back. ‘I was fine,’ she muttered. She stared at the back of her father’s head and resisted the urge to flick the bald spot that had taken nest in his once thick, dark hair.




    ‘Fine? Fine?’ her mother said. ‘Anything could have happened to you! You can’t do that – just bunk off school for the day and swan off to London on a whim! What were you thinking?’




    ‘It wasn’t on a whim,’ Rowan said quietly. I planned it, she thought. She looked down at the small paper bag that was clenched in her hand. On the front of it were the words: The National Gallery. She turned the bag over in her hands distractedly.




    ‘You’re twelve years old, Rowan,’ her father continued. ‘You may think you’re grown up, but you’re not old enough to go off in London by yourself—’




    ‘Let alone on the underground!’ her mother interrupted. ‘It makes me feel sick just thinking about it!’ She raised a hand to her temple and massaged it. It was a gesture Rowan knew well.




    ‘I’ve said I’m sorry,’ Rowan muttered. She caught her father’s eye in the mirror then, for the briefest of moments, before he turned back to the road.




    ‘“Sorry” is only a word. And there’s a difference between saying it and meaning it.’




    ‘I do mean it.’




    At this her mother turned round to watch her closely.




    ‘You’re not sorry you did it. You’re sorry that you were found out.’




    Rowan said nothing. It was partly true.




    ‘Suspended, again!’ her mum continued. ‘Three schools in two years. And now you’re on your last warning at this one—’




    Her voice began to crack and she broke off.




    Rowan lowered her head again. She’d heard it all before.




    ‘This obsession of yours has to stop, Rowan,’ her father said. ‘I mean it. No more talk of seeing things, these creatures . . . these . . . these fairies.’ He spat the last word out quickly, as if he couldn’t bear the taste of it in his mouth. ‘Or whatever you’re calling them these days. Perhaps we humoured you for too long. The time for these stories and fantasies is over. Finished.’




    ‘For you, maybe,’ Rowan whispered. Her eyes downcast, she slowly reached into the paper bag and withdrew several postcards. She had bought them at the gallery. She stared at the first: the black and white photographic image of a girl whose chin rested in her hand as she gazed serenely at the camera. In the foreground, several tiny figures danced before her. The image was a famous one in a sequence of five photographs taken in the early nineteen hundreds. On the reverse of the postcard, a small caption stated: The Cottingley Fairies. She sifted through the rest, absorbing the images. A sepia watercolour painting of winged creatures flying over London’s Kensington Gardens; a woman wearing a mask of green leaves. Each was beautiful, intriguing. And on the back of each card, beneath the title of the image, was the name of the exhibition: Fairies: A History in Art and Photography.




    Carefully, she eased the postcards back into the paper bag. It crumpled and rustled beneath her fingers. In the passenger seat, her mother’s fair hair bobbed as she turned at the noise.




    ‘What have you got there?’




    ‘Nothing,’ Rowan said defensively, trying to stuff the bag in her backpack – but it was too late.




    ‘Hand it over. Now.’




    Reluctantly, Rowan passed the bag to her mother. As the postcards were slid out once more there, was a quiet moment in which all that could be heard was the thrum of the car’s engine as it continued its journey along the packed M25. In that moment a small sigh caught Rowan’s attention and, for the first time since she’d got in the car that afternoon, she glanced over at her baby brother, asleep in his car seat. His thumb was lodged firmly in a rosebud mouth; his wrist sticky with a line of dribble. He’d inherited his golden looks from their mother; blond curls and thick-lashed, wide blue eyes. Subconsciously, Rowan lifted her hand to her own unruly mane of red hair, cursing it again. Even in looks, she was the one who was different. Even in looks, she didn’t fit in.




    The sound of tearing paper brought her back to reality.




    ‘What are you doing?’ she demanded, lunging forward.




    Her mother had torn the postcards into two, and was preparing to tear again.




    ‘Don’t!’ Rowan yelled.




    ‘Quiet!’ her father hissed. ‘You’ll wake James!’




    But all Rowan could see was her mother’s hand wrenching at the pictures, and suddenly she didn’t care about waking her brother. She was too angry.




    ‘Stop!’ she shouted. ‘Stop it!’




    Her voice collided with James’s sudden howls as he woke up. Chaos erupted in the car. Rowan and her parents were shouting. The baby was shrieking. Rowan was straining against her seat belt, leaning forward between the two front seats as far as she could go, reaching for her mother’s hands. Her mother was yelling at her to sit back. Outside, the rain lashed against the windscreen as the wipers worked furiously to keep it at bay. And then, realising the hopelessness of the situation, Rowan gave up, throwing herself back into her seat with tears blurring her vision. She blinked them away. Next to her, James continued to wail, and she reached over and placed her hand on his cheek, stroking gently. Beneath her fingers was a fish-shaped birthmark the colour of a tea stain.




    As her tears dispersed, she became aware of a movement in the foot well. Looking down, she watched as a small opening appeared in her rucksack, and then two tiny, pale paws appeared through the gap, closely followed by a rodent-like head. The creature looked up at her disapprovingly before crawling out of the bag and scurrying up her leg. She winced as it bit her, twice. It was displeased with her for having the fairy images on the postcards, she knew. But not half as displeased as her parents would be if they knew she hadn’t paid for them all. She had not been brave enough to steal the book accompanying the exhibition, but the postcards had been small and easy. In fact, the entire thing had been easy – except the part where she’d been found out.




    Rowan had got up, eaten breakfast and brushed her teeth, then showered and dressed into her school uniform. She’d taken her lunch box from the kitchen worktop, then kissed James’s fair head as he sat in his high chair, his face grubby with mashed up baby food. After calling goodbye to her mother she’d walked out of the front door, and out of her ordinary little street.




    Only, today, instead of turning left to go to school she’d turned right at the end of the road, heading for the train station. Before buying her ticket she’d changed quickly in the toilets there, stuffing her school uniform into her bag and pulling on the jeans and top she’d stashed away the night before. A quick once-over in the mirror confirmed that out of uniform she looked older than twelve: fourteen at least.




    It took just over half an hour to get to Fenchurch Street, then a further twenty or so minutes on the tube to get to central London. She hadn’t enjoyed the tube journey at all. It was rush hour and she’d been crammed into the packed carriage with her nose wedged into a stranger’s armpit. After leaving the train she hurried through the station, ducking her head and avoiding the gaze of all around her; the commuters, the underground staff, and the beggars reaching towards everyone who passed.




    Once out in the air, walking across Trafalgar Square, Rowan had started to feel better. Dodging the pigeons she walked past the great stone lions and up the steps to the National Gallery. Inside, the gallery was bustling with visitors. Amongst hoards of tourists and schools on day trips it was easy to mingle anonymously. She picked up an exhibition guide and set off, ignoring the more famous attractions – the Botticellis and the Van Goghs – instead making her way to the furthest galleries, the ones that held the exhibition of interest. There the rooms were quieter, with fewer visitors.




    Rowan cast her eyes hungrily over the walls, questioning and absorbing what each image had to offer. The majority of paintings she disregarded; these were the saccharine notions of beautiful creatures nesting in flowers or perched benignly on toadstools. One quick glance was all it took for her to dismiss them for the fanciful dreams that they were. It was the others she was interested in. The darker images of masked beings camouflaged in woodland; the images of humans being made unwilling dancers to a bewitched tune; a child being coaxed towards a stream with one hand, while the other held another child beneath the icy water. These were the images Rowan was seeking. The images that held truth, as seen by those like her. Those with the second sight.




    Rowan broke from her thoughts and came back to the present. The car was silent now except for a small whimper from James every now and then, but she knew that once they arrived home and James was out of earshot she was in big trouble. Her only consolation was that she’d at least done what she’d set out to do without getting caught. That part had come later, just after she’d left the gallery and was walking across the Square. When the hand clamped down on her shoulder, the last face she’d expected to see when she turned around was her father’s, his expression of relief quickly becoming one of anger. Into her face he thrust a National Gallery leaflet detailing the exhibition – and which had train times printed on it in Rowan’s writing. In dismay she realised that he must have fished it out of the bin after receiving the phone call from the school about her absence.




    She still couldn’t believe he had found her.




    The creature that only she could see had made its way over to James, and was now nestling with him in his car seat, crooning a strange little sound; something like a lullaby. Rowan wondered if he could hear it. He couldn’t see it, of that she was sure, but he did seem to be settling back into his slumber. She watched as the creature reached out with its paw and brushed a lock of golden hair away from her baby brother’s eyes. As it did so, its whiskers skimmed his cheek, and for a moment his mouth curved into the faintest of smiles. And that was the moment Rowan’s life changed forever. The moment the lorry came crashing through the central barrier with a deafening screech of metal upon metal and ploughed into the car.




    Afterwards, Rowan would always remember those few seconds in horrifying detail. The shattering of glass that was followed by icy wind and rain. The scraping and creaking of the car as it buckled against the crushing weight of the lorry. James’s helpless, confused cries mingling with her own as the car flipped onto its roof, spinning like a sycamore seed. Torn postcards fluttered around her head like broken fairy wings.




    She would remember her wish to protect her little brother from this terrible harm . . . and how the ugly, nameless little fey creature had suddenly ballooned in size and thrown itself upon him, wrapping him in a furry, protective cocoon.




    She would remember the flashing lights, and the side of the car being cut away; how she’d screamed when they pulled her out, snapping her arm in order to do so. But the thing that Rowan would never forget, and which haunted her most, was the complete silence from the mangled front of the car.
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    [image: ]HEN RED PULLED BACK INTO consciousness, the first thing she knew was that she had soil in her mouth. She spat in disgust and then clamped her hands to her aching head. Already she could feel a bruise forming at her temple. Thin rays from above lit her dim surroundings. She looked around with gritty eyes.




    She had fallen into a hole of some kind, that much was clear. Underneath her, broken branches and roots sprawled like dismembered limbs. She ached as though she’d been kicked by them. Reaching out, she felt the walls of earth around her and gave a dry swallow. The damp earth clung to her fingers. She could feel roots protruding from it, some tiny, some large. Bracing herself, she stood up and raised her eyes, prepared to face her growing fear that she had been swallowed by one of the Hangman’s Catacombs: one of the seven infamous deneholes in this area of forestland. Did the deneholes exist in the fairy realm as they did in the mortal world? The question hung in her mind, only to vanish when she saw that the branches loosely covering the hole were no more than about six feet above her.




    Daylight poured in through the gap where she had fallen through. No, this wasn’t a denehole, she realised. This was something worse. As her head was starting to clear her mind worked logically. Running her hands around the earthy walls again, she registered what she had missed the first time: the walls were not a natural formation. Apart from the roots they were smooth. The hole had been dug for a purpose.




    The hole was a trap.




    Calmly she sat down, ignoring the rush of adrenalin to her limbs. She had been in worse situations and she had learned that the most damaging thing she could do was panic. Quickly, she worked out the dimensions of the trap. Its diameter was about one and a half metres; its height about three. With practical thinking and the right tools, she might be able to climb out. She drew out her knife and, with a hard thrust, plunged it into the side of the hole. It slid in easily and sat there. Red tested its resistance by leaning a little on the handle. The blade held firmly, promising to take her weight. She withdrew the blade with some effort, then stood up and set about hunting for her first foothold.




    On the other side, something shifted in the darkness. Red stopped moving immediately. Stupidly, she had not even considered that she might not be alone in the trap. Warily, she took another step, straining to hear. There it was again: shuffling in the dry matter beneath her feet, accompanied by a small sound. Whimpering. Slowly, she knelt and took a long, thin branch that had fallen from above. With it she began to turn over the leaves, lifting and sifting. Upon the third sweep of the stick Red found herself staring at the pitifully thin form of a young fox, its ribs protruding from its coat.




    It stared back at her with the dull, hopeless eyes of something that has given up and is waiting for death. It did not look like it would have to wait long. Briefly, she thought of the water in her flask. Then, steeling her heart, she looked away, turning back to the task in hand. She had to think of her own survival. If the fox was dying of thirst then it must have been in the trap for a few days. There was every chance she could be resigned to the same fate.




    Soon she found what she was looking for, a chunky root growing out from the side of the hole a couple of feet from the bottom. She tested it with her weight, and it held firm. Stepping up on it she felt around above, searching for something, anything else to grab on to. Her grasping fingers came into contact with something cold and rough: a piece of rock held tightly by the earth. Encouraged, she stepped back down. Now she needed something to place in-between the root and the rock, which could then serve as another foothold. She dropped to her hands and knees and began hunting. A piece of wood would be ideal – a strong branch which she could carve into a point with her knife and then drive into the walls of the hole.




    It was then she made a second discovery. Her hand came into contact with it as she rooted around beneath a pile of dead leaves. Somehow, even before she saw it she knew what it was. Her skin crawling, she held the object under the shaft of light. It was a little yellow shoe. A child’s shoe . . . with tiny flowers stitched into it. It must have belonged to a little girl, she realised. A little girl . . . no more than three or four years old, trapped down this hole, alone in the dark. What had happened to her? Suddenly Red was afraid. Using her fingers, she shook out the dirt that was caked inside and for a moment just sat there, simply holding the shoe and staring at it. It looked like it had been down there for a long time. In places the leather had rotted away but the label inside confirmed it was from the human world. She shuddered and dropped it. It had belonged to somebody – a child, with a name and a family. Somebody’s daughter. Somebody’s sister, maybe. A child just like James.




    She tried to tell herself that whoever – or whatever – had dug the pit, would surely only use it for the purposes of food; for catching wild animals. The child must have fallen into the hole by accident – but then, if she had been rescued, why had her shoe been left behind?




    Unnerved, she glanced at the fox. It watched her with its empty amber eyes. Whoever had left the trap wouldn’t have any use for the pathetic creature; it was nothing but skin and bone. It would barely make a meal for the crows. Despite her resolve not to get involved, she knew then that she could not just let it die. Slowly, she edged over and knelt at its side. It looked up at her and tried to shuffle away. Her ears caught the merest hint of a weak growl in its throat. This was promising, at least. It still had some spark of fighting spirit left. She reached into her bag, withdrawing her flask and a small tin camping dish she used for food – when she had food, that was. She poured a little water into it, careful not to overfill it in case the poor creature gulped it down too quickly. Then she dipped her fingers into the water and let a couple of cool drops fall onto the fox’s hot, dry nose, before placing the bowl as close as she could to its mouth and then backing away into the corner. She had done what she could. Now it was up to the fox.




    Rooting around, she found a sturdy wooden branch. She snapped it using the heel of her boot, then began to sharpen one end with her knife. Out of the corner of her eye she stole a glance at the fox. Its tongue had curled out of its mouth as it sought the droplets on its nose.




    ‘Poor thing,’ Red murmured. The fox’s ears twitched slightly at her voice. To her amazement it then raised its head and leaned forward to the bowl of water.




    ‘Go on,’ she whispered, willing the animal to drink.




    The fox lowered its muzzle to the water and began to lap at it slowly. It eyed her warily as it drank – and it drank for only a few seconds before lowering its head to rest, but Red was encouraged.




    In the minutes that followed she continued to work steadily, sharpening her branch into a point, then beginning another. After a few minutes the fox lifted its head to drink a little more before resting again. Already there seemed to be a spark of life in its eyes. She carried on with her task. And, at intervals, the fox continued to drink. When the bowl was empty she filled it once again, listening as the fox lapped noisily. She wondered if the water would be enough to save it – for surely the maker of the trap would take pity on the skinny creature and release it – or whether, by helping keep it alive, she was simply prolonging its suffering. She pushed the latter thought from her mind. She was ready to put her plan into action.




    She took off one of her boots and, using the heel, began to knock one of the sticks into the wall of the earth at about waist-height – halfway between the roots and the rock she had discovered earlier. With each whack of her boot she felt her underarms prickling with perspiration. By the time she’d finished, the branch was a sturdy peg in the wall of the hole, with a good few inches left for a foothold. Still holding her boot in her hand, she stepped up on to the root nearest the bottom of the pit then, with her free hand holding the thicker root above her head, moved up again onto the foothold she had just made. Then came the tricky part: while balancing on the foothold, she now had to repeat the process of knocking another branch into the earth. Only this time, she was balancing precariously on her foothold and pressed against the side of the hole while trying to drive the wood in with her boot heel. And this was where her plan began to fail.




    As she attempted to hammer in the wooden peg, the earth above her crumbled and disintegrated, showering her in dirt as it broke and fell down on her. Some of it fell in clumps; other parts crumbled to a dust that flew into her eyes. She held her breath, determined not to inhale it, and persevered with the wooden peg for a further few moments, but to no avail. The earth nearer the entrance was brittle and dry, and would not allow her to knock the peg in. Dismally, she clambered down, shaking dirt from her hair and clothes. Her idea was not going to work.




    She wiped the sweat from her brow and took a sip of water. It would need to be rationed now – for there was no way of telling how long she would be in the hole. She looked over at the fox, and saw that it seemed to have perked up a little, although it was still weak.




    ‘Looks like you and I have more than just a name in common,’ she told it. ‘We’re stuck down here together.’




    She had not long finished the sentence when she heard a sound from above. Something was moving through the woods. Immediately she was alert, pressing herself against the side of the earthy wall beneath the shade of the branches above. The hole was plunged into darkness as the light was momentarily cut off; something was obscuring the gap in the branches through which she’d fallen. Then, one by one, the branches that had been placed across the entrance to the trap were being lifted off. She knew then that this was no animal, nor a passer-by. This was the setter of the trap. As the light filled the trap once more, Red knew there was no point in trying to stay hidden. In seconds there would be nowhere for her to hide.




    Boldly, she stepped forward out of the shadows and turned her face up to the light. ‘Hello?’ she called. Sunshine dazzled her eyes. Silhouetted against it was a ragged, hooded figure with long, grizzled hair.




    Red recognised her immediately. The old woman!




    An odd mixture of feelings went through her then. A small glimmer of relief at being found was tainted by uncertainty. If the old woman had set the trap, how had she managed to dig the hole? She looked too frail for such a task. But then another thought occurred: perhaps the trap was old, dug by another, and the old woman had just found it and claimed it as her own.




    Wordlessly, the old woman threw something into the hole. Red’s concerns melted away as she saw it to be a strong-looking knotted rope. The woman was helping her to get out. Gratefully, she held it and tested it with a firm tug. The rope held true. Quickly, she grabbed her tin camping bowl from in front of the fox and shoved it in her bag. The fox was sitting up now, peering into the light above with fear in its eyes. Red shot it one last look, hoping that she would be able to persuade the old woman to let it go – for surely it would be worthless to her. Then she began to climb.




    At first, she was able to use the footholds she had found earlier, but halfway up, when her sore hands were taking the brunt of her weight, the pain brought tears to her eyes. By the time she reached the opening her body was juddering with exhaustion. Soon, one arm was flung over the side of the hole, closely followed by the other. The old woman was standing before her silently, her face obscured by her heavy hood as it had been before. She reached forward and offered her hand to Red. This time, Red had no other option than to accept it.




    As the gnarled fingers took her own, the old woman released a small breath that could have been from the burden of Red’s weight. But as Red was tugged closer to her she was overcome by the awful, cloying scent of that one small exhalation, and as she played the sound back in her mind it became more like a sigh. It smelled like things that were rotten and decaying. She collapsed on her knees at the woman’s feet, managing a single glimpse of the face that was concealed beneath the hood. The thin red mouth was twisted into a hideous grin.




    Then, with one hand still clasped around Red’s, tightening like a noose, the other was drawn back. Helpless, Red could only watch as it came rushing towards her . . . and dealt her a vicious blow to the head.




    Although the blow to Red’s head did not render her unconscious, it stunned her badly. Crumpling to the ground, she heard the low sound of something moaning – a creature in pain – and knew it to be herself. Mingling with it was another sound: the cackling of the gargoyle-like fairy in the trees above. She tried and failed to sit up, forced instead to lie helplessly on her side. Her vision clouded for a moment. She did not have the strength to put up a fight as her wrists and ankles were bound behind her.




    Before her she saw the woman hunched over at the mouth of the hole, hauling something out of it. The fox was trapped within a woven net, and it was struggling feebly and whimpering. The woman turned towards Red, and then she felt something thrown over her also; something rough and scratchy. It was secured tightly above her head, and then she was being dragged over the ground. Stones scraped spitefully at her thin back and there was a peculiar pricking sensation at one of her ankles.




    ‘Who are you?’ Red managed. ‘Why are you doing this? Let me go!’




    The woman did not reply. Twisting her hands in their bonds, Red fumbled for her knife, already knowing that it would be gone. The woman must have removed it after striking her. Through the weave of the cloth Red could make out the sunlight, flickering through the branches above. Her head throbbed. Still, the creature in the trees screeched, its cries thinning as she was dragged further into the woods.




    Soon she had recovered enough from the blow to start struggling. The fug in her head had cleared, but the woman paid no mind. Red yelled then, though it rewarded her with nothing but a sore throat. She quickly gave up calling out after noticing that the woman seemed curiously unconcerned. It meant that there was no one to hear her.




    When the woman stopped, Red twisted around within the confinement of the sack. It smelled terrible and was stained with something dark. She pressed her face into the itchy fabric, squinting through the weave. A small wooden cart lay ahead. The woman unlatched the back of it, then Rowan felt herself being hoisted up. She heard the woman grunt with effort as she lifted her, and then she landed heavily into the flat wooden bottom of the cart. There was a smaller thud as the fox was tossed in on top of her. She felt its thin body roll off and land beside her. There was a bang as the hatch was slammed back into place and latched once more, preventing her from rolling – or jumping – out. Then came a creak and a clatter from above, and when she tried to sit up she found that some kind of mesh had been closed over the top of the cart too, forcing her to lie down.




    ‘Where are you taking me?’ she yelled. ‘Please – let me go! You have to let me go!’




    Her pleas fell on deaf ears. If the woman heard she did not show it. Instead Red heard her moving to the front of the cart, and then it began to rumble over the uneven ground.




    Next to her she felt the fox, trembling with terror, its breathing shallow. When the cart stopped a short while later, the fox had stopped moving altogether. She heard the mesh thrown back and the hatch pulled down, and then something creaked: a door. The top of the sack was seized and once more she felt herself being dragged, out of the cart and over a threshold onto a hard floor. From the coldness of it seeping through the sack, Red guessed it was stone. Seconds later, when the sack was cut open, she saw that she was right.




    She was in a small, ramshackle cottage. It was crudely built of stone, with a wooden door and small, uneven windows. In the furthest corner, a huge black pot bubbled over a fire, billowing thick steam. Stories of wicked old witches in the woods filled her mind. There was an awful smell about the cottage. As she looked up at the low thatched roof, the source of the smell was revealed as her eyes met with a gruesome sight.




    Animal skins of every description hung from the rafters: some large, some small, older ones that were dry and newer, fresher ones still dripping grotesquely. There were pelts of badgers, rabbits, foxes, deer and squirrels, plus many more that she was unable to identify. The stench that filled her nostrils was death. In cages of wood dotted around the edges of the cottage, more animals were crammed in. These were still living, but Red could tell from their eyes that they knew the fate that awaited them. They had seen and they understood.




    She squirmed, trying desperately to loosen her bonds. The woman had left the cottage and was outside, unloading the cart. A moment later she returned, throwing a smaller sack onto the cottage floor before disappearing again. It landed against Red, and she knew it to be the fox. She manoeuvred herself into a position to be able to rest her hands upon the sack. Through the cloth she could feel its pitiful body, still warm, but utterly motionless. It was dead, as she knew it would be, and Red was glad, for at least now it would be spared knowing what was to come – unlike the poor creatures trapped around her. She lay still as the woman’s form filled the doorway once more, watching through narrowed eyes as a basket of herbs and plants was placed just inside the door. When the woman left for a third time, Red scanned the cottage for something, anything she might use as a weapon. Her sharp eyes caught sight of the hilt of a small knife on the hearth, next to a mound of vegetables. She wriggled like a caterpillar over the stone floor towards it, cursing that the fireplace had to be in furthest corner from her. She had made it only halfway across the floor when a wheezy laugh sounded from behind her. The woman had come back.




    Red tensed, swallowing hard. She forced herself to roll over. The woman watched her, bemusement on her crooked face. Summoning the remainder of her strength, Red wriggled with all her might to close the gap between herself and the knife. But she was too slow, too awkward, and the woman had crossed the floor and was upon her before she’d got anywhere close. Grabbing her by the ankles, the woman pulled her into the middle of the cottage before releasing her. Then, slowly and deliberately, she threw back her hood and reached into the tangled mass of her hair. From it she untied a thick lock of grizzled grey hair and let it drop to the floor. It landed next to her, and Red could see small pieces of fabric knotted into it and, looped into a tiny plait, a tarnished locket. It was open, and inside were two portraits: one of a man, and another of a woman.




    Confused, Red stared up at the old crone – and gasped. Before her eyes, the woman was changing. Her hair became lighter and smoother until it was the colour of honey. Her eyes were amber, and her limbs longer and slender. In a matter of moments the wizened crone she had first encountered was gone; replaced by a much younger woman. Her face was hard and thin; her mouth cruel.




    It was like she was a completely different person.




    Moving far more quickly now she had shed her disguise, the woman knelt and seized Red by the hair with one hand, forcing her head back. Red winced, but managed to refrain from yelling out. With her other hand, the woman tilted Red’s chin slowly, as though admiring her.




    ‘You’re a feisty one,’ she said softly. ‘I came as soon as I heard about you. In my best . . . garment, no less . . . though you were not fooled, even by the appearance of a helpless old lady.’ She paused and gave a soft little sigh, and once again Red was subjected to that terrible scent which was her breath; of things dead and rotting. ‘I haven’t had a young one for some time now,’ she whispered. ‘But I’m ready for a change. You’re going to be very . . . useful.’




    ‘What are you talking about?’ Red said, horrified. ‘What do you mean?’




    The woman did not answer. Instead she stood and moved over to a thick animal pelt resting on the floor, serving as a rug, then kicked it back to reveal a trapdoor. She heaved it open, then pulled Red up. A dark little wooden staircase led down into a cellar. Cold, damp air drifted up from it.




    Red swayed on her feet, the bones on the insides of her ankles digging into each other from being bound so tightly. Standing, she was able to see much more of the cottage – though none of what she saw was a comfort.




    A large work surface stood at the back, smeared with dark stains. On it were several dead birds, some of which had been plucked. Their feathers filled a wicker basket nearby. Assorted animal skulls were heaped in another basket, next to a mortar and pestle containing a fine white power. Bottles and jars littered the other surfaces, their contents dark and slimy-looking. An unfinished iridescent garment glittered from where it lay folded over the back of a wooden chair, a needle hooked into it, waiting to finish the job. As she looked more closely Red saw that the material the garment was made up of was hundreds upon hundreds of tiny wings: butterfly wings, all stitched together. She turned to face the woman who by now she had guessed could only be a witch.




    ‘I can’t feel my legs,’ she pleaded, swaying again.




    The witch smiled back at her, and from the folds of her long dress produced something sharp and glinting: Red’s own knife. Stooping, she brought the knife down in a sharp slash, slicing through the bonds that held Red’s ankles. Then, with no time for Red to feel surprise or relief, a hard shove sent her flying into the depths of the pitch-black cellar, before the trapdoor was slammed shut and bolted from the other side.




    With her hands still tied behind her back Red had no means of saving herself, and though she tried to regain her balance on the steps, she failed. Luckily she did not have far to fall, and she broke it by landing heavily on her left side into a thin pile of damp, stinking straw. She lay there, too frightened and stunned to move.




    Seconds later she received her next shock when a gloomy voice spoke out of the darkness.




    ‘So . . . she got you too, did she?’
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    [image: ]ANYA AWOKE WITH A START as the train she was travelling on juddered to a halt. She had been dreaming of fairies again. Not the cosy, friendly type portrayed in picture books, but the other type. Ones that did more than pilfer and pinch, and trick and lie. She had been dreaming of fairies that stole away human children, never to be seen again. Real fairies.




    Tanya shook herself and wiped a thin layer of perspiration from her upper lip. She knew better than most that few people believed in fairies these days. Of those who did, even fewer had the ability to see them.




    Tanya knew this because she was one of them.




    Outside the window the sign on the shabby little platform read Tickey End. At her feet, her brown Doberman, Oberon, yawned and scratched, then stood up, sensing that their journey was at an end. Tanya got up and grabbed her luggage from the rack, then hauled it to the carriage door. As the train emptied of its last few passengers, she squinted through the sunshine, feeling the cool October air hit her warm cheeks, and stepped onto the platform. Oberon followed, eagerly sniffing the air.




    ‘I’ll take that for you, love.’




    Tanya allowed the portly attendant to heave her bag from the train, correctly guessing that it wasn’t often he saw thirteen-year-old girls travelling alone from London to Essex. Indeed, this was the first time Tanya had ever travelled alone. Normally, her mother would have driven her, but as their car was in the garage being fixed, Tanya had persisted in being allowed to take the train.




    ‘Back for the holidays?’ the attendant asked.




    Tanya shook her head. ‘Just visiting,’ she said. ‘I’m staying with my grandmother for half-term.’




    ‘Where’s that then, nearby?’




    ‘Elvesden Manor,’ Tanya replied.




    The man’s smile froze on his lips. ‘Take care, now.’ He gave a polite nod, and moved away to help someone else.




    Tanya watched him go wordlessly. His reaction was not unexpected. Everyone who lived in Tickey End had heard the stories surrounding Elvesden Manor. Stories of how the wife of the original owner had died in a lunatic asylum, followed by the disappearance of a local girl just over fifty years ago – whom many believed to have been killed by the manor’s groundskeeper at the time.




    The house was shrouded in mystery, a never-ending source of tittle-tattle. But gossip was damaging. The accusations regarding the missing girl had tarnished the former groundskeeper’s life, and now the old man was a recluse, never venturing from the second floor of the house.




    However, the problem with the true version of events – which Tanya had had a hand in unravelling in the summer – was that the majority of people would not believe them. For the truth was that the missing girl had been trapped in the fairy realm for half a century, unable to leave unless somebody else took her place. Her attempt to return to the mortal world had almost resulted in Tanya exchanging places with her and becoming trapped instead. But Tanya had been lucky. Someone had saved her . . . by taking her place in the exchange. Her stomach formed a tight knot as she remembered that dreadful night.




    She sat down on a nearby bench and waited, the autumn breeze blowing her long, dark hair around her face. Through the diminishing throng of the last passengers a lone figure was striding towards her. As the man approached, Tanya could see the lines in his weather-worn face. As always his dark hair, greying at the temples, was fastened back into a careless ponytail. His name was Warwick, and he was the groundskeeper of Elvesden Manor. He looked older than she remembered. He stopped before her and gave a slight nod.




    ‘Good journey?’




    Tanya shrugged and smiled. ‘It was all right.’




    Warwick gave Oberon a heavy pat on the head before hoisting Tanya’s bag up onto his shoulder easily. Together they walked towards the car park. As they passed the ticket office Tanya saw unfriendly eyes aimed at her companion. She stole a tentative glance at Warwick. His eyes were fixed straight ahead, giving no indication that he had noticed. Tanya glared back at the station staff, but if they saw they never reacted.




    Warwick was well known in Tickey End for being the current groundskeeper of the notorious Elvesden Manor. But he was also the son of Amos, the old groundskeeper suspected of foul play in the missing girl’s disappearance. Like Tanya, Warwick was one of the few people who knew of the fairies’ existence – and of his father’s innocence. Yet the knowledge was bittersweet, for it was something that would not, and could not, be accepted by the people of Tickey End.




    They clambered into Warwick’s battered Land Rover and exited the car park, onwards and out of Tickey End through the narrow, winding lanes of the Essex countryside. In the summer the trees had been lush and leafy, forming a thick canopy over the road. Now the branches stretched overhead were shedding their leaves like unwanted gloves. They lay across the road in a carpet of russet, scattering like birds or fairies as the Land Rover rumbled through them.




    ‘Fabian’s looking forward to seeing you,’ said Warwick. ‘I think he wants you to go trick-or-treating with him.’




    During the summer, Tanya and Fabian, Warwick’s twelve-year-old son, had become good friends. Fabian also knew of Tanya’s ability to see fairies, though he did not share it.




    ‘And your grandmother’s just hired a new housekeeper,’ Warwick added.




    After the usual small talk silence settled. Warwick was not much of a talker at the best of times, Tanya knew, but today he seemed preoccupied. She wondered if he was thinking about the hostile stares he had received in Tickey End. Even though he had appeared not to notice, she knew he must have.




    Warwick fiddled with the radio, flicking between stations. Strains of music were replaced by static, then he settled on a news channel and relaxed back into his seat. Tanya leaned back and stared out of the window, wishing that Warwick had chosen a music channel and not the news. A few minutes later, however, her head snapped up.




    ‘A missing toddler who vanished last October has been found,’ said the radio newsreader.




    Tanya fumbled for the volume and turned it up.




    ‘What is it?’ Warwick asked, but Tanya barely heard him.




    ‘Lauren Marsh went missing from a sweet shop in Suffolk. Today she was found unharmed near to where she originally vanished. Detectives are searching for fourteen-year-old runaway Rowan Fox in connection with this abduction and two others. Today it was confirmed that Fox’s own young brother went missing last February while the two of them were in care. Fox has not been seen since July, and there are mounting concerns for her safety.’




    A telephone helpline number was given for anyone with information on the abduction, and then the newsreader moved on to another story.




    Tanya sat back in her seat, biting her lip. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Warwick glance at her before turning back to the road. Then, the Land Rover slowed and he swung into a lay-by, cutting the engine.




    ‘That was her, wasn’t it?’ he said, quietly. ‘Rowan Fox. The girl who saved you. The girl who took your place.’ He paused. ‘The girl who calls herself Red.’
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