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  Prologue




  IN A BUSY SIDE STREET OF LONDON, A hooded figure let itself into a small shop. Once inside, the person locked the door and checked that the CLOSED

  sign was displayed, then threw back the hood. A thin-faced, bespectacled man with shaggy grey hair, he appeared ordinary at first glance. Yet look a little closer and the tips of two pointed ears

  were visible beneath his hair – to those who were able to see such things at least.




  Stepping over a pile of untouched letters on the doormat, the man hurried through the shop to a door at the back marked PRIVATE, a large, brown package in his gloved hands. Surrounding him on

  both sides were tables and shelves of the shop’s wares: clocks, watches and time-keeping devices of every description. In his haste, he bumped against one of the tables, knocking a small

  carriage clock to the floor and shattering its glass face. He did not stop, or even pause, however. None of the items in the shop, save for the contents of the brown package, held any value to

  him.




  Pushing through the door, he entered a little room, the shelves of which were lined with yet more clocks in various states of repair. He set the package gently on to the table and, with

  trembling hands, began to unwrap it.




  ‘Please,’ he muttered. ‘Let this be the one. Let the search be over.’ From the brown paper wrappings, he removed an object and set it on the table. It was a golden

  hourglass, with two glass globes at either end, and fine, pale sand that flowed from the top to the bottom. The man peeled off his gloves and, holding his breath, laid his hands gently upon it.




  Nothing.




  Another dead end. This wasn’t the one he was searching for after all. With a cry of rage, he flung it aside. It shattered in a flurry of sand and glass and landed on a pile of broken

  hourglasses he had previously checked and discarded. His face twisted in temper, the man stormed from the room and descended a narrow set of stairs to the cellar below.




  He barely noticed the damp, musty smell of the place any more. At first, it had bothered him, but since taking over the shop several months ago he’d grown used to it; the cold and dark,

  too. He spent most of his time down here.




  He stepped over a stack of books to a row of candles lined up on a shelf. With a click of his fingers, their wicks burst into flame, sending a golden glow through the dark space. Every surface

  was cluttered; yet more books mouldered away in damp corners; grisly ingredients glistened in glass jars. Strange apparatus occupied several tables, and scribbled notes and diagrams were scattered

  at every turn. And at the centre of it all stood a large, black cauldron.




  The man crossed to the cauldron, treading carelessly over a balled-up note he’d long since tossed aside. From a beam above the huge, black pot, a lacy dress hung like a corpse. The man

  lifted his hand to caress the faded white fabric, regret and longing etched into his face.




  ‘Some day, Helena,’ he whispered. ‘Some day, I’ll find it. And I’ll bring you back.’




  Behind him, in a darkened corner of the cellar, something shifted in the shadows. Something used to being quiet and going unseen. The man half turned his head, and an unspoken question passed

  between them.




  ‘I’ve been watching, Master.’




  ‘And?’ The man’s voice was sharp.




  The figure remained in the shadows, reluctant to step into the candlelight. It did not like to be seen, for good reason. Its face – if it could be called that – was terrible to

  behold.




  ‘I see the boy, but not how to find him. Protection keeps him hidden; it’s too strong for the vision to break through.’




  The man’s lips pressed into a thin line. ‘Even for me.’ He stared into the cauldron, brooding. There, reflected in the cauldron’s depths, was the watery image of a child,

  but it was so blurred it was impossible to see his features or any of his surroundings clearly. The man scowled, chewing his lip. And then the scowl left his face as a thought struck him.




  ‘Of course,’ he whispered. ‘Why didn’t I think of it sooner?’




  ‘Master?’ the creature intoned.




  The man stood up a little straighter, then scanned the cellar, looking for a particular ingredient. Once he’d located it, he plucked a small glass bottle from a shelf and dusted it off,

  then removed the stopper. From it, he allowed a single drop of liquid to fall into the cauldron. Then from a nearby table he took an old pocket watch and carefully wound its hands forward. Into the

  pot it went with a soft splash.




  ‘I’ve been doing it all wrong,’ he said, his eyes lit with feverish excitement. ‘Wasted years trying to track the object, and months trying to trace the boy, with no

  luck. But now . . .’




  He peered into the cauldron. ‘Show me,’ he commanded. ‘Reveal the face of the next person the boy will meet.’ The cauldron bubbled in response. In the murky depths, the

  water cleared and then the vision changed. As it did so, the man’s expression changed also. For the first time in a very long while, he smiled. There, in the water, the face of a girl he had

  never seen before appeared. He watched as she walked up a path, arriving at the door of a quaint little cottage.




  ‘The girl,’ he breathed. ‘This girl will lead us straight to him. She just doesn’t know it.’ His smile broadened, giving way to a low chuckle. ‘Find the girl

  . . . and we find the boy.’
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  The Wishing Tree




  TANYA FAIRCHILD SENSED THERE WAS something wrong with the place from the moment they walked in.




  ‘This is it.’ Her mother unlocked the door to Hawthorn Cottage and pushed it open. ‘What do you think?’




  Tanya followed her mother into the dark space beyond the door, dragging her suitcase and her heels. Her eyelids had begun to twitch. She rubbed at them, wondering if some dust had flown up, or

  if it was perhaps the effect of the darkness after coming in from outside. She wrinkled her nose. ‘It smells . . . funny in here.’




  Oberon, her plump, brown Doberman, clearly agreed. His claws clicked over the wooden floor as his large, wet nose took in the scent of the unfamiliar surroundings.




  ‘Well, of course it does.’ Her mother set down her own suitcase and reached for the nearest window, throwing the shutters wide open. Bright sunshine streamed in. ‘We’re

  the first booking of the season. It’s bound to smell a bit musty – the place has been closed up all through the winter.’




  ‘No, it’s not that.’ Tanya looked around the holiday cottage, trying to figure out what it was that was bothering her.




  Her mother continued to open all the windows, flooding the place with light and fresh air.




  ‘Look how sweet it is,’ she exclaimed, pointing to the tiny kitchenette, where an old-fashioned whistling kettle sat on a gas hob, and mismatched floral teacups, pots and pans were

  arranged on brightly painted shelves.




  Opposite, a living-room area held an inviting blue sofa, a small coffee table and a larger, white painted table with three chairs.




  ‘These must be the bedrooms,’ her mother said, moving to two doors at the back. She opened one of them. ‘Oh, Tanya, they’re lovely. Come and see.’




  ‘In a minute,’ Tanya replied distractedly. It was clearer now, the sound she had picked up on as soon as she had entered the cottage: a light scuffling that seemed to be coming from

  underneath the floorboards. She knelt down and put her ear to the floor, trying to locate the source. It was difficult to hear, for her mother kept calling out with every new discovery.

  ‘Mine’s a four-poster bed . . . and just look at the Victorian bathtub!’




  Tanya covered the ear that wasn’t pressed to the floor and listened harder. There it was again . . . scuffle, scuffle, scratch. The smell was stronger here, too: an earthy, outdoorsy sort

  of smell. Oberon trotted over, his head tilted to one side, listening.




  Maybe it’s just a mouse, she thought, realising as she did so that her stomach was tensed into a hard knot. ‘Please, please, let it be a mouse. Or even a rat. Anything but

  that . . .’




  The scuffling paused, became a rustle. Then, alarmingly close to Tanya’s ear, came another sound: a busy sniffling, snuffling noise that was far too concentrated to be coming from the nose

  of a mouse. Her eyelids twitched again; a warning sign. Still she hoped that she was mistaken, that it was not really one of them that she was about to see.




  She didn’t have to wait long before a crabby little voice growled up through the floorboards.




  ‘Summer already? It must be summer, because every summer they come. Horrible, stinking humans! With their noise and their chatter, and their dirt and their disgustable, rancidious food

  smells!’




  A sharp tap by Tanya’s ear made her jump. Something had struck the underside of the floor. She shifted position, peering down through a gap in the floorboards. A tiny, bloodshot eye, half

  hidden beneath a bushy, grey eyebrow, glared back at her through a plume of dust. Oberon gave a yelp of surprise, then sneezed violently.




  ‘I can see you, you little maggot!’




  ‘Who are you calling a maggot?’ Tanya said indignantly. ‘We’ve only just arrived. We haven’t done anything to you!’




  ‘Doesn’t matter.’ The glare deepened. ‘You’re all the same. A nuisance, that’s what.’




  ‘I could say the same thing about you,’ Tanya retorted. ‘Always getting me into trouble for no good reason. It’s not my fault I can see you – I wish I

  couldn’t, you know!’




  ‘Be careful what you wish for,’ the horrid little voice said. ‘I could easily stamp out your eyes while you sleep.’




  The words sent a chill over the back of Tanya’s neck, but the stubborn streak in her would not allow herself to be bullied.




  ‘And I could easily stamp you out altogether,’ she whispered. ‘I should think you’d fit quite nicely under the heel of my shoe.’




  She held her breath. The bloodshot eye widened, then narrowed.




  ‘Insolent wretch!’ The eye vanished from the gap and was replaced by a glimpse of jagged, yellowing teeth. ‘You wait. Just you wait!’




  A low growl rumbled in Oberon’s throat. He couldn’t understand what was being said, of course, but he knew that his beloved Tanya was being threatened – and he didn’t

  like it one bit.




  ‘Tanya?’




  Her mother’s voice nearby startled her. She sat up, banging her head on the corner of the coffee table. ‘Ouch! What?’




  Her mother was watching her carefully, a puzzled look on her face. It was a look Tanya had seen many times.




  ‘What are you doing?’




  Tanya rubbed the sore spot on her head. ‘Nothing. I . . .’ She hesitated, tempted, as she so often was, to simply tell the truth. ‘I mean, I thought I saw a . . .’




  Her mother’s expression was changing, from puzzled to impatient.




  ‘Tanya, please don’t say “a fairy”,’ she said. Her voice was suddenly weary and very quiet. ‘You’re twelve, much too old for all that nonsense

  now.’




  ‘A . . . spider,’ Tanya finished, her shoulders slumping. It was no good. Her mother had never listened before. Nobody had. Why should things be any different now?




  ‘Oooooh! A spider, am I?’ crowed the voice from beneath the floorboards. ‘So, the daughter can see me, but the mother can’t . . . Oh, I’ll have some fun with this,

  you see if I don’t!’




  Tanya got up from the floor and sank miserably on to the sofa, the fairy’s gleeful laughter ringing in her ears. The relief on her mother’s face did little to make her feel any

  better. It wouldn’t last. The fairy had promised trouble, and Tanya knew only too well that she would get it. It was just a question of when.




  ‘Why don’t you make a start on unpacking and I’ll put together some lunch?’ her mother suggested.




  Tanya nodded glumly. She got up and collected her case, then trudged to the back of the cottage. The first bedroom was larger, with the four-poster bed her mother had described, and a quaint,

  old-fashioned bathtub just visible through another door into the bathroom.




  The second bedroom was simpler and smaller, but bright and cheerful with crisp lemon bedding and matching curtains. She heaved her suitcase on to the bed and unzipped it, pulling out her clothes

  and shoes into a higgledy-piggledy pile, then went over to the tiny, criss-crossed window and stared out. A rambling flower garden with a narrow stone path lay before her like something from a

  picture book. As she watched, a little brown hedgehog ambled across the grass and two robins perched on a crumbling birdbath. She smiled faintly, then almost tripped over Oberon who had crept in

  and settled on the rug behind her. He thumped his tail as she scratched his chocolate-brown head, before gathering an armful of clothes to put away. Oberon settled down for a snooze.




  She worked quietly, listening out for any telltale scratches or muttering from under the floorboards, but none came. She hoped that this was the only fairy in the house. In the countryside, she

  knew, fairies were never very far away. Tanya had endured many a stay with her one surviving grandmother, Florence, who lived in an old country manor in Essex.




  Tanya had never liked the house and dreaded it every time her mother sent her there, for it was crawling with fairies. In the kitchen alone, there were two: a funny little creature in a dishrag

  dress who hid behind the coalscuttle, and an ancient, grumpy brownie who lived in the tea caddy and was fond of rapping her over the knuckles with its walking stick every time she reached in for a

  teabag.




  Then there was the unseen clan that had invaded the grandfather clock and who were the reason the blasted thing never worked. Their sly insults rang in Tanya’s ears every time she passed

  it. Worse still, a froggy-looking creature with rotten-egg breath lived in the bathroom pipes. Much like a magpie, it stole anything it could lay its clammy little fingers on that happened to be

  shiny. Despite the unpleasant idea of spending her holiday sharing a cottage with whatever it was that was lurking under the floorboards, Tanya had to admit that it was better than going to her

  grandmother’s house.




  Before long, the last item had been put away and her mother was calling her for lunch. She returned to the living-room area and helped her mother carry the dishes and bowls to the table. Once

  seated, she poured some orange juice and helped herself to salad, bread, ham and a hard-boiled egg, munching in earnest as she suddenly realised how hungry she was.




  Unsurprisingly, Oberon had awoken from his nap and was now resting his head on Tanya’s knee, his long, brown nose sticking out from beneath the tablecloth. She smuggled him a piece of ham,

  and would have got away with it had he not wolfed it down so noisily, prompting a sigh from her mother.




  ‘Oh, Tanya. I’ve told you about feeding Oberon titbits – you know he’s becoming an awful scrounger. And besides, he’s getting rather plump.’




  ‘He’s not plump,’ Tanya muttered, but all the same she couldn’t help feeling a bit guilty. Oberon was a dreadful beggar at the dinner table and a thief, too, when

  he thought he could get away with it. ‘It’s just . . . puppy fat.’




  It was her fault, of course. It had started a few months ago, when her father had left. The first few weeks hadn’t been so bad, because it didn’t feel real, not at first. She could

  pretend that he was just away on business, like he so often was, and that soon he would be coming back. However, after a month of weekend visits and strained conversation, and the house gradually

  emptying of his belongings, it finally began to sink in that he really was gone. It was then that Tanya began to miss him terribly. And so did Oberon.




  So when Tanya had found him curled up on a tatty, forgotten pair of her father’s slippers – the last of his possessions left in the house – she’d done the only thing she

  could think of to cheer him up: she had given him a biscuit. In that moment, seeing him crunching happily and wagging his tail, Tanya, too, had felt better. It was an easy fix and it didn’t

  last. She knew that, but now Oberon had come to expect it, it made it so much harder not to give in. Especially when he looked at her the way he did now, with those beseeching brown eyes of

  his.




  She stroked the tip of his nose with her thumb. ‘Good boy. Go and lie down now.’ He lumbered off obediently and she pushed her plate away, her appetite gone now that thoughts of her

  father had crept into her mind.




  ‘What’s the matter? Not hungry?’




  Tanya stared at the empty third chair at the table. ‘Why are there three seats if there are only two of us?’




  Her mother lowered her eyes and wiped her mouth. ‘Because the cottage can take up to three people.’ She hesitated. ‘I know you miss him. I still do, too—’




  ‘You miss him?’ Tanya scoffed. She couldn’t help it. ‘You were the one who made him leave!’




  ‘It will get easier.’ Her mother’s voice was pleading. ‘I know you don’t believe it now, but things are better already.’




  ‘How?’ Tanya demanded.




  ‘Because at least the shouting and the arguments have stopped.’




  Tanya got up, knocking into the table.




  ‘I’m going for a walk,’ she said stiffly.




  Her mother looked crestfallen. ‘Don’t go far and don’t be too long.’




  Tanya nodded and collected Oberon’s leash, along with some spare change, and zipped them into her rucksack. Oberon trotted to her heel as she opened the cottage door, passing beneath the

  archway that was busy with climbing roses, their scent heavy and sweet in the thick July air. She closed the door with a heavier bang than intended, then started off down the little stone path that

  led through the garden and away from the cottage.




  Her mother was right: the arguments had stopped. She should be grateful for that, she knew she should. Yet, somehow, what the arguments had left behind was almost as bad, because it was silence.

  And in that silence Tanya’s loneliness and anger grew and began their own ugly fight, growing louder and louder until it was all she could hear.




  Soon the path came to an end and opened out on to a road. It was busier here with cars trundling along in search of somewhere to park and the cries of seagulls overhead. Tanya lifted her nose to

  sniff the air and the briny scent of the sea filled her lungs. The sea wall was just a stone’s throw away; she could see it from here.




  At the side of the road a wooden board read: Welcome to Spinney Wicket! On the opposite side, a white signpost pointed in various directions: Seafront, Pier, Pavilion, Spinney Castle. She

  took a few steps in the direction of the pier, then paused. Faint strains of funfair music reached her ears, along with shouts of laughter. It was enough to change her mind. She knew from

  experience that the only thing lonelier than silence was to be alone around others who were having fun.




  ‘Come on, Oberon,’ she said. ‘We’ll go this way instead.’ With that, she set off in the direction of the castle, Oberon’s nose bumping the back of her legs as

  she went.




  The new path took her along a little dirt road, overgrown with wildflowers and overlooked by fields of sheep and cattle. After a good five minutes of walking in solitude, she began to feel

  uneasy. The sounds of the seafront could no longer be heard and she hadn’t seen another soul since she took the path.




  Little snickering, chittering noises from the long grass caught her attention, and once or twice she thought she heard whispers from within the greenery. Tanya kept her eyes on the path;

  she’d had enough of fairies for one day.




  Suddenly, the dirt road came to an end, bringing her to a wide-open meadow. Shielding her eyes from the sun, she gazed into the hazy distance. There, on top of a hill, Spinney Castle sat like a

  crown. At the highest point, and in some of the windows, dark shapes moved; people were exploring.




  From the corner of her eye, a flash of emerald light caught her attention. She turned towards it, squinting. It had come from a large, solitary tree that stood halfway between her and the

  castle. As she stared at it, another flash – bright blue this time – dazzled her eyes.




  ‘What on earth are those lights?’ she wondered aloud. Mesmerised, she moved towards them, quickening her pace. Oberon bounded along beside her, hardly able to control his excitement

  at all the new smells. As they drew nearer, Tanya watched for the mysterious lights. They seemed to go off all of a sudden in a chain: one, two, three. Silver, green, silver again. Nothing for a

  further minute . . . perhaps the source of the mysterious lights had seen her approaching? But no, there were another two. Lilac and turquoise this time.




  As she got closer still, Tanya could see the tree in greater detail. It loomed above her, almost as wide as it was tall. Its trunk was thick, gnarled and knotted. It looked very, very old. The

  thought struck her how odd it was for the tree to be here all alone in the meadow. There were no other trees close by; the nearest were off in the distance by the castle. Stepping beneath the cool

  shade of its branches, she stared up into the dense, green leaves. There she found the answer to the strange lights.




  Glass bottles and jars, in their dozens – no, hundreds – hung from the branches above. They were all shapes and sizes, and every colour she could think of. Most were coloured glass,

  but some were plain or had been painted. Each one contained something. She reached for one of the lower hanging ones, a small, tear-dropped bottle of pale blue. Inside, rolled tightly and bound

  with string, was a piece of paper with something written on it.




  Are these messages? Tanya wondered. If so, who are they for? The harder she looked, the more she saw; it seemed that every little twig was adorned with something. And that was not

  all, for there were also ribbons and strips of cloth tied to the tree, too. A soft breeze rushed through the leaves, whispering over the bottle tops to create a lilting melody. The ribbons rippled

  and the bottles danced as though they approved, and the movement sent them swaying out into the sunshine where rays of light bounced off them in jewel-coloured flashes.




  Tanya stood there, drinking it in with her eyes. She did not know what the tree was, or what all the bottles and jars were for, yet somehow it didn’t matter. It was the most beautiful tree

  she had ever seen in her life, and it seemed to her to be curiously magical, too.




  And, as she held that very thought, the knots in the gnarled tree trunk twisted and rearranged themselves. Two of the knots opened . . . and blinked. Below them, a third knot puckered before

  opening in an enormous yawn.




  Tanya stood rooted to the spot, unable to tear her eyes from the face in the tree. The tree-eyes – dewy and green – fixed upon her and the mouth opened once more to reveal a twiggy,

  crooked set of teeth.




  ‘One wish, what’ll it be?’ it said. ‘For you have found the Wishing Tree.’
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  The Second Sight




  TANYA KNEW HER MOUTH WAS OPENING and closing, but she simply couldn’t find any words with which to respond. Naturally, she was used to odd

  things happening around her; seeing fairies meant that there was little that surprised her. But the tree had spoken. Spoken! Whoever knew there was such a thing as a talking tree, except in fairy

  tales? And however was one supposed to reply?




  Oberon appeared equally baffled. As far as he knew, trees were for sniffing and marking territory, not talking. He cowered and pressed himself into the back of Tanya’s legs. She reached

  down and gave his head a comforting pat, and was still searching for the right words when the tree, evidently not a patient sort, grew tired of waiting for her to answer and spoke again.




  ‘One wish only, understood?




  There are rules, so listen good.




  Wish for more wishes – that’s a no.




  Away with nothing you will go!




  No one killed or back from the dead,




  And what you’ve wished can’t be unsaid.




  No changing the past, no future revealed.




  Some things must remain concealed.




  No exchange, no guarantees,




  So make your choice responsibly.




  Every wish comes at a price,




  Whether it’s nasty or it’s nice.




  So what’ll it be? Tea with the Queen?




  Wings for a day? Pay back someone mean?




  Become stinking rich, win your true love’s heart?




  Grow taller, run faster, become super smart?




  Talk to your dog or turn into a cat?




  Eat chocolate all day and never get fat?




  Find something lost, have beauty or youth?




  Wish for a liar to tell the truth!




  Walk on the moon, achieve instant fame?




  One wish and the world could know your name.




  Be sure to use your common sense,




  Each wish comes with a consequence.




  For wings are tricky to explain.




  Fame means no peace for you again.




  Riches come, but at what cost?




  While magical love is easily lost.




  And it’s all very well scoffing chocolate all day,




  Being skinny’s no good if your teeth rot away!




  So take your time and use your head.




  There’s nothing you’d rather wish instead?




  Now speak it loud and speak it clear




  Or write it down and hang it here.




  Don’t use rags or glass of red.




  Choose something else, like green, instead.




  Then like a little seedling planted




  Your wish shall surely soon be granted.’




  The tree stopped. Stared expectantly. Yawned again and then hiccuped. Tanya was still at a loss for what to say, but now her mind was racing with possibilities. One wish!




  What do I wish for?




  The answer came almost immediately, floating before her like one of the wish bottles on the breeze.




  I wish for Dad to come back. For him and Mum to love each other again.




  She opened her mouth, ready to utter the words. Her face was hot with anticipation. And then a voice, a new voice, sounded from somewhere within the branches above, shocking her into

  silence.




  ‘Yes, yes, I heard you the first time,’ it said crossly. ‘You don’t need to keep repeating your silly rules!’




  Tanya shifted position quietly, peering up into the leafy branches. Looking this way and that, at first she could see nothing beyond the foliage and swaying glass. Then she spotted something: a

  boot. An extremely battered black boot, so battered that the toe had almost worn away to a hole. The boot gave way to an equally tatty trouser leg, all of which was balanced on a high, sturdy

  branch some way above her head. A low grumbling followed.




  ‘. . . String, string . . . where did I put that string?’




  There was a rustle in the branches and a handful of leaves floated past Tanya’s head. Whoever the boot belonged to still had no idea they were not alone and was rummaging in their pockets,

  presumably for the lost string. Eventually, after much fumbling and several grunts of exasperation, a hand reached down to the boot and began pulling the shoelace from it.




  ‘This’ll have to do.’




  Tanya hesitated, feeling like an intruder. Part of her wanted to slink away, but another more curious part wanted to find out who the person up in the tree was, because she had questions. When

  the tree had first spoken, she had assumed that she was witnessing another element of the fairy world. The fact that this other person could also hear the tree meant one of two things: that the

  person was like her and saw things most people could not, or that this tree was a different kind of magic and could be heard by anyone it chose. Given that Tanya had never met anyone, ever, who

  shared her strange ability, she thought the second explanation was the most likely.




  She was startled from her thoughts by a loud thump in the grass and a muttered, ‘Oh, heck!’ from above.




  She looked down. A green glass bottle with a shoelace looped round its neck had landed in a clump of grass just by her foot. Oberon leaped back with a yelp, giving them away.




  ‘Who’s there?’ the voice demanded. An angry rustling followed. Branches swished and wobbled. The mysterious tree climber was coming down.




  Tanya gulped and stooped to pick up the bottle. A scrap of paper was rolled into a tight coil inside. ‘You . . . you dropped this,’ she called eventually, not knowing what else to

  say.




  ‘Well, obviously,’ the voice retorted, dripping with sarcasm. Legs dangled in the air for a moment as a branch above shook, then a person not much taller than herself dropped to the

  leaf-scattered grass.




  ‘Not so rough!’ the tree snapped. ‘I may look tough, but I’m too old for moves so bold!’




  Tanya stared at the boy in front of her. The boy glared back, eyeing the bottle in her hand with suspicion. He was about her age, eleven or twelve, with skin the colour of caramel and the

  brightest blue eyes she had ever seen. His tousled hair was as black and shiny as liquorice, and in need of a good cut. The ends of it brushed against a grubby red neckerchief.




  Tanya was aware that the tree’s eyes were flitting between herself and the boy, waiting for one of them to say something. It clearly didn’t like being ignored.




  ‘How long have you been standing there?’ the boy asked.




  ‘Not very long,’ Tanya answered. ‘A couple of minutes.’




  The boy’s eyes widened.




  ‘A-hem!’ said the tree. Again, neither Tanya nor the boy responded.




  ‘I heard you talking—’ Tanya began, but broke off as the boy lunged towards her.




  Instinctively, she leaped out of his way, only realising at the last moment that he had merely attempted to snatch the bottle from her hand, not harm her. In any case, Oberon jumped up with a

  warning growl, his huge paws landing squarely on the boy’s scrawny chest. He went down like a skittle, landing hard on his bottom with a breathless ‘Oof!’ before scrambling to his

  feet again and taking off across the meadow.




  Delighted, Oberon let out a trio of barks, as though to say, ‘And don’t come back!’




  ‘Wait!’ Tanya yelled after the boy. ‘You forgot your wish!’




  The scruffy figure, already out of hearing distance, didn’t slow down. In a few seconds, he was merely a speck on the landscape, then was gone from sight. Oberon looked up at her, a

  ridiculously proud expression on his face. She sighed and scratched his ears. It was typical of Oberon to be afraid of a talking tree, but not hesitate to protect her if he thought she was in real

  danger.




  She examined the glass bottle, wishing she’d had a chance to speak to the boy properly before he ran off. Now she was stuck with his wish and she didn’t know what to do with it.

  Should she hang it up on the tree, she wondered, or was it bad luck to leave someone else’s wish instead of your own? If only she could find the boy somehow. That way she could give him back

  his wish and ask him about the tree at the same time.




  She twisted the shoelace round her fingers gloomily and stared at the ant-sized figures over at the castle. There was very little chance of bumping into the boy again in a busy seaside town such

  as Spinney Wicket, not unless she knew where he would be. Her only clue was the tree – if the boy had meant to leave a wish, then he would probably be back again, but Tanya couldn’t

  wait out in the middle of a meadow for hours on end in the hope that he’d turn up. It would soon grow dark and cold.




  Or was the tree her only clue? She looked back down at the bottle again.




  ‘That’s not your wish so don’t dare peek,’ the tree said unexpectedly, making her jump. ‘Don’t be a nosy little sneak.’




  ‘I wasn’t going to!’ Tanya said indignantly.




  Two bushy clumps of green moss furrowed over the tree’s eyes in a disbelieving frown. ‘Humph,’ it said, before the knots in the bark rearranged themselves and the face

  vanished.




  ‘I wasn’t,’ Tanya insisted, even though there was no one to hear her now. ‘I don’t need to.’




  There was something on the bottle, raised lettering moulded into the glass. It read: Pepper’s Pantry in fancy writing. Underneath, there was an address: No. 9, The Pier, Spinney

  Wicket.




  Of course, there was no guarantee that the boy himself had bought the bottle of whatever it was from this place; he could have easily picked it up out of a bin. He could also, Tanya thought

  grouchily, be on holiday just as she was and be returning home any day soon. But the bottle was a start at least, and it was the only clue she had to go on. She unzipped her rucksack and pushed the

  bottle inside, then set off towards the castle.




  She had barely taken ten steps when she came across a wooden information stand that was almost entirely camouflaged in the meadow. It was choked with bindweed, and what little wood was visible

  had faded to a mossy green. Tanya cleared some of the weeds. It was little wonder she hadn’t seen it from the tree.




  The Wishing Tree of Spinney Wicket, read the sign. Estimated to be over two centuries old, this grand elder is Spinney Wicket’s most magical resident. Legend has it that, upon

  buying the land from his neighbour, one Farmer Bramley and his son began cutting down a number of trees with the intention of planting new crops. When they reached the tree, a small voice called

  out to the men, pleading with them to stop.




  The men lowered their axes, astonished to see the face of a young tree sprite taking form within the bark. The sprite informed them that elder trees, also known as fairy trees, carry vast

  power. This tree, it warned them, was its home and, if they should chop it down, their crops would fail and their luck would turn rotten. If they spared the tree, however, the sprite would repay

  them, and any human who so requested, by granting a wish.




  The farmer and his son heeded the sprite’s warning and, so it is said, lived long, happy lives with the most successful crops for miles around. Word of their good fortune quickly

  spread, and soon the tree could barely keep up with the wishes. To prevent wishes being lost or forgotten, the practice of writing them down and hanging them on the tree became common, and

  continues to prevail.




  Today people still journey from far and wide to ask a wish from the tree, though few can claim to have seen the sprite. Those who do are believed to possess the ability to see fairies,

  otherwise known as the second sight.




  So, what are you waiting for? Make a wish! Just be careful what you wish for . . .




  ‘The second sight,’ Tanya whispered. She had never had her ability, her oddness, described in such a way, but she found that she rather liked it. Instead of sounding peculiar and

  wrong, it made her feel unique. Special. So the tree could not be seen – or heard – by everyone who approached it. She felt a stir of pity; it must be lonely out here all by itself with

  hardly anyone to talk to. No wonder it had been so grumpy at being ignored by two people who could actually hear it. Tanya was now certain that the mysterious boy shared this ‘second

  sight’ and she was determined to find him.




  Her own wish forgotten for now, she turned away from the castle and headed back to the little footpath.




  ‘This way, Oberon,’ she called. ‘We’re going to the pier.’




  





  3




  Ratty




  THE PIER WAS A BUSTLING, JOSTLING, TOE-crushing place, accompanied by the wafting scent of candyfloss mingled with fish and chips, and the strains

  of carousel music from the nearby amusements. The sun, still high in the sky, beat down on the worn wooden boards beneath Tanya’s feet, and through the gaps in them she could see the

  grey-blue seawater swirling below.




  Everywhere she looked there were penny-drop machines, hook-a-duck stalls and ice-cream carts. Bags of candyfloss were strung above her head like fluffy, pink bunting. Everything was noisy and

  crowded; it was difficult to take it all in. She paused a moment, trying to make out the numbers on the many shopfronts. Eventually, she spotted one, number seventy-five, on a nearby souvenir shop,

  and groaned. Number nine, the one she was looking for, must be right at the other end of the pier.




  She tried to set off, but was held in place by strong resistance at the other end of Oberon’s leash. A little girl had wandered up to pat him, a sticky hand in his fur. In her other hand,

  she held a melting ice-cream cone, which was dripping tantalisingly on to Oberon’s large, brown nose. Unable to resist, he went in for a crafty lick of the cone. The child didn’t seem

  to mind.




  ‘Oberon, no!’ Tanya scolded, pulling him away just in time, and Oberon had to make do with licking the melted droplets from his nose.




  They walked on, past tea rooms and seashell shops and toddlers having tantrums, until finally the end of the pier was in sight. There, nestled between a shop selling beach towels and buckets and

  spades and yet another candyfloss stall, she found Pepper’s Pantry, a quaint little café. Though lunchtime was now coming to an end, it was still very busy. All the seats outside in

  the sun were taken, but there was one tiny table free, half inside the shop, just beneath the awning.




  Tanya sat down, hooking Oberon’s leash over the back of her chair. The walk in the heat had left her thirsty. Peering into the glass-fronted counter, she saw that the café boasted

  home-made ice cream from a nearby dairy and an array of locally sourced fruit juices in beautiful glass bottles – just like the green one she held in her rucksack. Though the contents of the

  red bottle, plum and raspberry, sounded especially delicious, she remembered what the tree had said:




  Don’t use rags or glass of red.




  Choose something else, like green, instead.




  And so she chose a green bottle, which was apple and pear. As she drank it, she wondered why the Wishing Tree disliked red bottles or rags; it seemed very odd. There had been a number of red

  bottles on the tree, no doubt left by people who were unable to see the sprite or hear its instructions. Did that mean their wishes had gone unfulfilled?




  Still pondering the thought, she was peeling the label from the empty bottle when a flash of movement caught her eye. She glanced towards it – and her hand froze. A tiny girl, no taller

  than Tanya’s knee, was edging her way over to a nearby table occupied by a family of four. Two pointed ears poked through short, messy fair hair and a single green wing stuck out through a

  specially made hole in the little brown waistcoat. The wing twitched and buzzed as the fairy moved, and Tanya could see that it was scarred and ragged, like something had once attacked it. She

  guessed that this was a grisly clue as to what had happened to the other missing wing.




  As well as being unusually large, the fairy’s feet were dirty and bare, and an unsightly tuft of frizzy hair sprouted from each big toe. The feet scampered over the floor, trampling over a

  dropped sandwich crust and squelching through a slice of tomato without a care. Then, by a chair that was tucked beneath the table, the revolting feet stopped.




  Tanya’s eyes travelled up in time to witness the fairy’s grubby fingers delving into an expensive-looking handbag that was hanging over the back of the chair. The fingers emerged

  with a crisp five-pound note which was swiftly stuffed into a brown sack slung over the fairy’s back. Tanya stared helplessly at the owner of the bag, a woman with a mouthful of cream scone,

  willing her to see. But of course she couldn’t and, as the fairy skipped from table to table, pilfering pockets and helping itself to the contents of handbags, it was clear that nobody else

  could see it, either.




  And the little thief didn’t stop there. Right under the noses of the oblivious waitresses, it leaped on to the glass counter and slid down the other side. There it waited until every back

  was turned before craftily sliding the glass doors open and stealing a meat pie and an iced bun. These were carefully wrapped in napkins before joining the other stolen goods in the brown sack.




  The fairy clambered back over the counter, licking icing from its fingers. The smug look on its face sent Tanya’s heart pumping with rage, for now the cheeky little beast was heading right

  for her table. Oberon, who had fallen asleep on Tanya’s feet, was given nothing more than a dismissive look before the fairy turned its attention to Tanya’s rucksack. Before she could

  help herself, Tanya snatched up the bag and hugged it fiercely to her chest.




  ‘Don’t even think about it, you nasty little thief!’ she whispered.




  The fairy stopped dead, its eyes huge with shock. It regarded Tanya warily, then recovered itself. Its eyes narrowed to slits and its lips drew back over its teeth in an ugly snarl.




  ‘Put it back,’ Tanya said through gritted teeth, hoping her voice was low enough not to attract anyone else’s attention. ‘Put it all back. Now.’




  ‘Shan’t!’ the fairy retorted with an infuriating smirk. ‘You can’t make me!’




  It slunk under another table. It was right, of course. What could Tanya do? Even if she tackled it and managed to get the stolen items back, how could she return them to their owners without

  looking as though she herself was guilty of stealing them? Besides, she thought in disgust, she wouldn’t want anyone to eat the pie or the iced bun after the fairy’s dirty little

  fingers had mauled them.




  Dimly aware that her hands had clenched into fists on the tabletop, she watched as the thieving fairy approached its next victim, a young man reading a book. Only this time the fairy did

  something quite unexpected. Instead of reaching for a pocket, it pored over the man’s boot, scratching its chin before pulling the knot free and deftly unravelling the shoelace.




  Tanya frowned in confusion. Surely the fairy wasn’t going to attempt to steal the man’s boots? They’d be far too difficult to make away with! This time, she realised, there

  was something she could do.




  She leaned closer to the man at the table. ‘Excuse me?’ she began.




  The man looked up. ‘Yes?’




  ‘Your shoelace is undone.’ She glanced under the table. The fairy had pulled the lace completely free and was now stuffing it into the sack with everything else. Odd, she

  thought. Perhaps it doesn’t want the boot after all . . .




  The man raised his eyebrows. Clearly, he thought Tanya was odd. Nevertheless, he gave her a polite smile. ‘Uh, thanks.’ He bent down, just as the end of the shoelace vanished into

  the sack. ‘Oh . . .’ He looked confused now. ‘I must have lost it altogether. That’s strange.’




  What would it want with one shoelace? Tanya wondered.




  The fairy shot a victorious look at Tanya and hissed like a threatened cat. Then it took off at remarkable speed, dragging its stolen cargo behind it. Tanya stood up quickly, jolting Oberon from

  his snooze. A thought had struck her, and suddenly she had a very strong feeling about what the shoelace was for – and where it would lead her.




  ‘Well, I hope you find it,’ she gabbled, grabbing her rucksack and Oberon’s leash. ‘I have to go now!’




  With that, she took off, pushing clumsily past the other tables. She heard tuts and exclamations of, ‘Well, really!’ but she did not slow down or stop to apologise. This, she knew,

  might be her only chance. Once out of the café and back on the pier, she looked this way and that before glimpsing a brown blur headed in the direction of the pier’s entrance.




  She raced after it, dodging people right and left, all the while trying not to lose sight of the small, wily figure that was weaving in and out of people’s legs with ease, sometimes

  causing them to stumble. On it went, and on, snatching a newspaper from a coffee-shop table and a bag of candyfloss from a stall as it went. Both went into the brown sack. Soon, almost at the end

  of the pier, Tanya could feel herself slowing. Her forehead and upper lip were wet with sweat. She couldn’t keep up with it for much longer . . .




  Just then, it made a sharp turn to the right, vanishing into a games arcade. Tanya stopped and waited, watching the exit closely. She didn’t think the fairy knew that it had been followed,

  but she held back all the same, just in case this was a cunning trick to draw her into the arcade and then lose her.




  Oberon gave a little whine and looked up at Tanya, as if to ask why the chase was over.




  ‘It isn’t,’ she told him, stroking his nose. ‘But you have to wait outside now – dogs aren’t allowed in.’ She tied his leash to a nearby drainpipe and

  stepped inside. It was dark and hot from so many people crowding round the machines or queuing at the kiosk to change notes into coins. It smelled stale: of money and old chip fat. The carpet was

  sticky beneath her feet. Music jangled, voices chattered and coins clattered. She edged her way around, trying to concentrate on her search for the fairy thief, but there was no sign of it.




  Working her way backwards to the rear of the arcade, Tanya was beginning to think that perhaps she had been fooled after all, and that maybe the fairy had cleverly led her inside and then dodged

  her. She sighed, noticing a rolled up five-pound note on the floor. It must have been dropped by a tall, thin youth who was playing alone on the shooting range. She knelt to pick it up for him,

  then snatched her fingers back just in time as a battered black boot came out of nowhere, trapping the note in place. A brown hand flashed before her eyes, scooping it up.




  Tanya leaped up, finding herself face to face with the black-haired boy who had been climbing the Wishing Tree. He stared at her for a moment, as if trying to place her, then recognition crossed

  his face.
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